ICT Strategy for the VCS in the North East

Introduction

This strategy has been produced to pull together various strands of ICT support used by and made available to the VCS in the North East.

This is a wide area to cover: nobody is responsible for everything which happens; the VCS itself is very varied and has different needs and opportunities to other sectors. ICT in itself is a wide area and could include many types of equipment, digital media and ways of working outside the traditional image of desktop computers and office applications. Many projects and actions are already in operation, funded locally or privately and often in isolation from each other.

It is important to recognise that the VCS is a unique sector composed of many thousands of disparate groups and organisations who have little or no technical support mechanisms in place. A key factor is that because their 'business' is far from making money, they have limited resources. Hence, ICT needs, budgets and training requirements are frequently given low priorities. Conversely, new developments in ICT, for example regarding social media, provide opportunities for the VCS to be more effective in engaging its clients and to work more efficiently. There is therefore a need to find ways of supporting the VCS to realise this potential..

The purpose of this strategy is therefore to give some direction to the work being done and to identify key actions for which the region needs to find collective resources. Whilst we hope that this will assist smaller local projects, the focus of the regional strategy is to identify what we can or should do at the regional level and therefore these are the type of actions which we concentrate on.

For ease of reading, we divide this strategy into the following sections:

1.
A statement of what we are trying to achieve and the barriers to getting there (including constraints caused by institutional and resource limitations).

2.
A statement of the general approach we intend to take in addressing these issues. 

3.
An outline of different types of interventions showing why we should use this particular approach, what has been done so far, what lessons have been learned, and where we need to go.

4.
An indication of the current resources available to implement the strategy and the way in which these should be mobilised in the future.

1.
What are we trying to achieve?

The overall aim is

· That the VCS uses ICT effectively

This means

· ICT is used by all parts of the VCS (the size or focus of a VCS organisation is not a barrier to its use of ICT, if this is appropriate)

· The VCS feels empowered by ICT (developments in ICT are seen as an opportunity for new and creative ways of providing services and interacting with beneficiaries, rather than threats to the VCS ethos)

· The VCS is aware of the potential for use of ICT and can through this choose appropriate ICT solutions to enhancing its service

· The ICT needs are integrated into policy both of the VCS in general (how ICT supports the achievement of other objectives) and of general support for ICT (how the region plans to support the development of ICT and digital media)

· There are appropriate sources of funding for ICT (including both capital and revenue) and understanding of the real costs of ICT solutions (including maintenance and training)

· ICT skills are available to the VCS sector, either within the organisations (through training) or through support services

Adapting to new developments and evaluating the success of our actions will mean continuing research and benchmarking

To get to this stage we need to address the following issues

· Factors which affect the take-up of ICT and its effective use within the VCS

· poor level of awareness (of potentials of ICT and of sources of support)

· funding (priority of funders, understanding of real costs of ICT)

· a feeling in some parts of the VCS that ICT is somehow not relevant to them, and will detract from the people-centred ethos of the sector

· unclear (or non-existent) ICT strategy in most organisations

· Factors which affect the usage of ICT even when it is available

· lack of physical infrastructure (including broadband access in rural areas)

· unclear support system (where to go, independence and quality of advice, constancy of institutions and programmes giving support)

· inability to pay for support and development

· lack of recognition of ICT costs as an investment (which could save money and resources in the longer term) resulting in an unwillingness to pay for support and development

· rapidly changing environment and opportunities

· skills requirements changing (most have basic ICT skills now, finding training courses can be difficult, time for training not available)

· lack of understanding of how it fits with regulation (e.g. misapprehension of data protection)

· Factors which affect the degree to which comprehensive support can be provided

· different needs/demands of different sizes and types of VCS organisation (also sub-regional distinctiveness)

· need for research/information (lack of knowledge regarding both needs and demands)

· difficulty of engaging with policy (ICT support is not integrated into other support and is not always seen as a priority in more general discussion on support)

· difficulty of funding support since VCS is unable/unwilling to pay an economic rate

2.
How can we approach this?

In approaching the issues around ICT at a regional level we acknowledge the following factors which affect our approach

· ICT issues are generally integrated with other management issues and therefore should preferably not be addressed in isolation

· general support for the VCS is often through infrastructure organisations which are specialised geographically or sectorally (but not on ICT) - most of these infrastructure organisations do not have significant ICT expertise beyond basic signposting for their clients

· conversely, professional ICT support is through specific ICT organisations and companies which do not generally give other, more general support and normally expect commercial levels of payment for their services

· there are relatively few actions in support of ICT which require action to be at the regional or national level; most activity outside coordination will therefore be delivered locally or sub-regionally

· new opportunities for the use of ICT come along all the time, but interpreting their use (and the issues related to their use) to the VCS can be challenging because suppliers put their efforts into making offers more relevant to other sectors.

Our approach is  based on

· where this is feasible, supporting infrastructure and other support organisations, rather than giving support to the sector directly: this support will include information, training, and funding advice

· acknowledging that infrastructure organisations are unable or unwilling to provide a comprehensive solution of this nature and that therefore there will be a need for providing direct support, or subsidising existing paid services, or creating partnerships between different organisations providing different services

· identifying gaps through research and seeking to support existing organisations where possible to fill these gaps

· demonstrating good practice and heightening awareness of the opportunities represented by ICT developments, and the issues related to the use of ICT

· promoting pilot projects which will demonstrate different approaches to support (both by infrastructure organisations and by specialist ICT support organisations) so that these can be duplicated in the future

· where appropriate lobbying and seeking to influence regional and national funders and support organisations

· identifying, coordinating and sharing best practice at the regional and sub-regional levels

3.
How do we expect to make a difference?

Our approach results in the following six categories of intervention:

· Support to infrastructure organisations

· Direct support to the VCS

· Pilot support projects

· Demonstration of existing good practice and heightening of awareness

· Lobbying, influence and strategic input

· Research

This strategy examines each one in turn, showing the logic of the approach, indicating what we have done so far and what we have learnt, and identifying key actions for the future

Support to infrastructure organisations (in order to fill the gaps)

Why we should do it...

Infrastructure organisations are often one of the first places that front line organisations turn to for support, information and advice. At the same time, there is a network of infrastructure organisations which covers the whole of the North East and supports a variety of specific sectors. As a result they have a wide reach into the VCS and can play a valuable role in providing ICT support, even if it is only at the level of information and signposting.

However, the ICT services provided by Infrastructure organisations are on the whole rather limited, often because they are too small (or covering too small a geographical area) to have the critical mass required to have a dedicated specialist. Some Infrastructure organisations (e.g. eVOLution in Darlington) have dedicated ICT workers and seek to provide support (though often they are funded on a project basis), while a number of Infrastructure organisations have been involved in the delivery of larger projects (for example VODA, NCDN, and the Rural Community Councils). For the majority, however, support is limited to signposting and promoting general advice and information.

We can see whether the approach of supporting Infrastructure organisations is successful by examining both the degree to which the VCS turns to Infrastructure organisations for ICT advice, and the degree to which Infrastructure organisations turn to central sources for ICT support. In addition, the success of this approach can be shown through the sustainability of ICT projects run by infrastructure organisations.

What we've done...

The current Improving Reach programme has a specific objective of supporting Infrastructure organisations working with hard to reach groups in using ICT and this has included a number of actions to support the development of the ICT within Infrastructure organisations as well as helping them to understand how it can be used strategically for their clients.

VONNE, through the Regional ICT Champion, maintains a library of information centrally, including fact sheets on different aspects of ICT, and a Service Providers' Directory which is a directory of 'known' ICT technical support providers, ICT advisors and training venues.

A number of Infrastructure organisations have been involved in the delivery of ICT projects, either locally or as part of regional projects and with varying success rates. These include VODA, NCDN, and the Rural Community Councils. However, the inevitable funding decrease to the infrastructure organisations resources once the projects have run their course, results in these dedicated workers not generally having been retained.

What the lessons are...

It is difficult for Infrastructure organisations to maintain specialist staff, particularly in the current climate where there are cuts in general funds.

To a large extent, attempts to keep staff through trying to get the VCS to pay for ICT services have been unsuccessful: even where a relationship has already been made and the quality of service is therefore clear, the VCS seems to be unwilling or unable to pay an economic rate (or expects the support to be free or subsidised even after the source of project support has gone).

Word of mouth networks are still very important both between front line organisations, and in more general support provided by Infrastructure organisations. The selection of support providers and signposting therefore more often comes from local recommendation than from any accreditation or broader search.

Finally, Infrastructure organisations themselves often need ICT support and could provide better support through ICT (in particular through their own websites). There is a need for support in developing this.

Where we need to go...

There is a real need for funding of ICT support through infrastructure organisations and therefore they should continue to be involved in the development of projects which form collective solutions (as they are through the Regional Infrastructure Consortium and Sub-Regional Consortia ).

There needs to be increased promotion of centrally provided information and services, particularly those provided by VONNE. The Service Providers' Directory needs to be further developed and promoted so that it is seen as more useful to Infrastructure Organisation workers. To do this properly, ae would need a full time Regional ICT Champion, but currently there is no funding for this. The current Regional Champion faces a challenging task as he is only funded to prioritise four distinct groups within the sector and subsequently is constantly 'fire-fighting' by endeavouring to respond to all calls for support from other groups and organisations. 

Support to weaker Infrastructure organisations in developing their own services through ICT as a way of promoting ICT more widely needs to continue - in particular finding appropriate websites and references on these websites for all Infrastructure organisations.

Direct support to the VCS

Why we should do it...

As with all other sectors, the VCS needs professional and specialist ICT support. Whilst this applies particularly to medium-sized organisations (ones big enough to require more than basic support, but not big enough to have specialised and dedicated staff), it also applies to smaller organisations who are moving from a position where ICT is personally owned and is used with basic office functions to one where ICT is used effectively by the organisation and has dedicated processes and ways of working which maximise its effectiveness.

There are, of course, a range of professional ICT support organisations in the market, supplying similar services to other sectors. On the whole the VCS does not use these services because:

· they are perceived as too expensive

· many providers do not understand the special needs of the VCS

· for maximum benefit, ICT strategy needs to be part of more general strategy adoption by organisations and there needs to be support in developing this

· they do not know how to find quality support and suspect (with some justification) that there are cowboys in the market

Success of this approach can be measured through VCS customer satisfaction and by the degree to which the sector uses external support effectively (i.e. changes in behaviour caused by the use of ICT)

What we've done...

There have been a number of initiatives locally, regionally, and as part of national schemes, which give direct support to the VCS. These include:

· Circuit riders, providing limited support on a free demand-led basis

· net:gain, providing support in developing ICT strategy and then implementing it

· a number of initiatives which have provided telephone helplines

· provision of training, often free or subsidised

What the lessons are...

All of the initiatives have had to pay attention to the need to stimulate demand, even for services which are provided free of charge. In general, direct demand for services has been much less than what was expected, demonstrating that much of the VCS do not know what they need.

Most services have been provided on a project, grant-funded basis. Attempts to get clients to pay have generally not met with success and therefore services have stopped when grant funding has run out.

The need to find grant funding means that the services provided have been opportunistic and based on availability of grants and organisations to apply for them rather than a real analysis of need and potential in the VCS. 

Where we need to go...

We need to try to find a more sustainable approach to providing ICT support which we can therefore grow and adapt to cover the whole ICT needs of the sector. Coordination of funding applications needs to continue, but it would help to have a clearer view on what targets we are looking for rather than reacting to funding opportunities as they arise.

Support needs to be broken down according to different needs at different levels of organisational size, complexity and knowledge - it is not possible to have a one size fits all approach.

There have been suggestions of using a social enterprise approach to providing an organisation with ICT support. In April 2008 four Regional ICT Champions researched and reported on this area in a publication entitled 'In search of Cost-Effective ICT Services for the Third Sector - Is Social Enterprise the solution?' Whilst this report made a good start to researching the issues for this model of support, funding restraints (again!) left the team wishing that they could have furthered this piece of work. If and when this is the case, we need to ensure that our North East experiences are taken into account. 

CITA's experiences in this field are valuable and further research needs to take place to determine whether there are aspects which can be duplicated or expanded.

Pilot support projects

Why we should do it...

ICT is a fast moving area and there is a need to innovate not only in ICT usage within the VCS but also in the way that support is given. ICT itself gives rise to new ways of giving support in a more efficient way: only a few years ago most VCS did not have e-mail, websites, or access to broadband. Whilst we need to take account of organisations which do not have access to these things, the changing environment gives rise to new ways in which support can be given both more efficiently and more effectively. So, for example, as well as traditional face-to-face and telephone support, it would be possible to give support through interactive websites and forums and via remote access.

At the same time, by their nature, it is inevitably difficult to determine the take up of innovative services. We therefore think that it is important to explore these options, for the following reasons:

· this can be a more efficient use of limited resources available for support and this needs to be demonstrated

· effective approaches can be mainstreamed for other projects or organisations (both infrastructure organisations and private support)

· some of the approaches will be relevant to support outside the ICT area

Such projects need to be carefully monitored to gain evidence for future actions,  but success can be measured by the degree to which the approach is mainstreamed when pilot projects finish.

What we've done...

Over the years there has been a wide variety of projects which in general have not been mainstreamed, generally due to lack of funding (or, in the cases where the project was designed to show that the beneficiary would pay, their unwillingness or inability to pay an economic rate for the services). Some examples include:

· operation of telephone help lines (which generally seem to have limited take up)

· a current project (within Improving Reach) which offers remote support alongside more traditional telephone and on site activities

What the lessons are...

Examples from the past show that it has been difficult to mainstream even projects which appeared successful. In some cases this may be because it is difficult to charge for a previously free service, but as a general principle it can be seen that mainstreaming as a process needs to be written into the bid at an initial stage.

Where we need to go...

We need to follow developments in technology and successful examples from other regions. We believe that technological change will offer more cost-effective solutions and that, as a result, new and more effective solutions will arise which are more easily capable of being mainstreamed. It is important that we try these as pilots to determine their effectiveness.

Current working in the field with various infrastructure organisation representatives has highlighted a number of areas of need which could be assessed via pilot projects, including:

-
Web development and maintenance

-
Mass e-mailing

-
Database development and management

-
New media set-up and maintenance

Demonstrating existing good practice and heightening awareness

Why we should do it...

The VCS is often conservative in the way it does things, whilst at the same time, the private sector innovators in ICT tend inevitably to target the private sector when new opportunities arise. This means, for example, that the private sector has started to use social networking in imaginative new ways to gain customers and to engage with different sectors of society, while the VCS, which might be more in tune with the general principles of social networking, does not lead the way.

There is therefore a need for awareness raising, and this can be best achieved by practical demonstrations of  how new innovations in ICT can be used effectively to promote the aims of the VCS. One way of doing this is to set up projects with particular VCS organisations (or groups of organisations) and using these as reference sites in order to duplicate a particular approach.

We can measure the success of this approach by the degree to which projects demonstrating good practice work in themselves, but also by the degree to which the approach they demonstrate is taken up by other organisations later.

What we've done...

We have had a number of projects of this nature, including the current BASIS back-office project (demonstrating that back-office activities in rural communities can be done efficiently) and also training in social networking funded by VONNE (where participants are expected to embrace what they have learned and use social networking for the benefit of their own organisation).

What the lessons are...

We still need to go further in making new approaches to ICT relevant and clear to the VCS. It is clear that this is often because presentations are too theoretical and use too much jargon, but there are also barriers related to the degree to which the people who come to training or seminars are able to effect change in the organisations which they represent. Clearly introduction of new ways of working needs to be in coordination with overall strategic direction.

Where we need to go...

We need a clearer identification of areas where demonstration projects would have maximum effect and market them accordingly. So, for example, building on the BASIS project it may be possible to demonstrate the power of online booking of resources (such as church halls) and market this accordingly.

Whilst the Regional ICT Champion role started off life being available to any and all VCS organisations and would have a key role in demonstration of good practice, this is no longer the case. The previously stated funding restrictions now put a very heavy strain on this resource as the ICT Champion continues to try and help with all calls for assistance rather than turn groups away whilst in truth, he is not funded to do so.

Lobbying, influence and strategic work

Why we should do it...

Whilst most people will concede that use of ICT is important, because it is seen as a 'support' or 'administrative' function, it often does not have the priority which it deserves. Often the VCS does not acknowledge the degree to which better use of ICT could help target resources and further its objectives. This attitude is mirrored outside the VCS by the fact that regional organisations responsible for general regional strategies which relate to ICT rarely mention or refer to the Third Sector, let alone the VCS in their strategies and documents. 

It is therefore important that issues of ICT are kept on the VCS agenda in a coherent manner both regionally and nationally.

What we've done...

The North East has had a Regional ICT Champion for longer than any other region, showing the importance which is given to ICT. This focus has reaped some benefits in identifying and funding projects as well as a continued focus for ICT activities. The Regional ICT Champion is now complemented by four part time Sub-Regional ICT Champions with a more limited remit to support the sub-regional infrastructure consortia.

What the lessons are...

The Regional ICT Champion post is seen as a clear success giving focus and a point of reference for ICT work in the VCS. However, ICT could still be pushed further up the agenda, particularly with organisations outside the immediate VCS (for example the special needs of involvement of the VCS within regional development). 

Where we need to go...

Stable and continued funding for the ICT champions will be important in maintaining the focus for ICT activities and making connections with external organisations.

Research

Why we should do it...

Nobody likes being surveyed and researched all the time. However, in a changing environment it is important that there is clear knowledge of how the VCS is using ICT and how this is changing. In view of the fact that opportunities develop very quickly, and attitudes are sometimes not clear, research needs not just to be on a factual level (how many VCS organisations have websites) but also on  qualitative and attitudinal aspects (why free training is not used; how decisions related to ICT expenditure are made)

What we've done...

There have been a number of pieces of research which can inform policy, including

· recent surveys done by the Sub-Regional ICT Champions

· a mapping exercise performed at the start of the Improving Reach project

· research into training needs

Unfortunately, much of this research is of limited life and becomes out of date very quickly. It is important therefore to continue research in order to keep in touch with developments.

What the lessons are...

Although we know quite a lot of factual information, we need to have a clearer view of qualitative information and how and why VCS organisation use ICT. This may be more difficult to gather, but will be important in developing new projects and activities.

Where we need to go...

We need a capability for doing continuing and regular research as cheaply as possible. Suggestions for consideration are;

· A 'collective' annual sector ICT survey – stakeholders, supporters and infrastructure organisations have input into the survey questionnaire.

· Devising a way to pull together for analysis, all ICT event/workshop/training feedback forms.

· Development of a dedicated 'Research' webpage which hosts relevant statistics and charts which are continually updated.

4.
Resources

Current regionally available resources dedicated to the development of ICT in the VCS are quite limited, but include:

· the Regional ICT Champion and four Sub-Regional ICT Champions who are in place until March 2011

· limited support available through dedicated personnel in Infrastructure organisations

· a number of ongoing projects (notably Improving Reach, the BASIS back-office project and the Consortia work by the Sub-Regional ICT Champions)

· an ICT Stakeholders Group which meets periodically under the guidance of the Regional ICT Champion

· a dedicated section of the VONNE website including background information, links, reports, and a Service Providers' Directory

· an online forum

All these resources are useful and have been directed appropriately but only cover a small fraction of the potential demand for support. Like all the VCS there is a need for stability, particularly in finance, but this is not necessarily realistic in the current environment.

In developing ICT support, the VCS needs to coordinate with partners in the region which relate to support for the VCS, business, and ICT. These would include local authorities, Business Link, and ONE North East
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