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How the Social Sector is Overcoming
Cultural Barriers Around Data Use
to Transform the Services it Provides
to the People Who Need Them Most
Written by Sam Milsom of Open Data Manchester for Catalyst, 2021

Open Data Manchester (ODM) has worked in collaboration with Catalyst, part of The National
Lottery Community Fund COVID-19 Digital Response, to understand how the use of data is
transforming the social sector.

We know that changing the role data plays within an organisation can be highly disruptive – and
perhaps even more challenging in the civil-society sector – where both financial resources and
human capacity are often stretched to their limits. Where organisations have been able to make
such a transformation, we see that further capacity to summarise, report or share these
experiences is limited.

So, we’ve spoken to charities from across England with ‘data success stories’ to share about
what they have learned about overcoming such barriers within the sector, so that we can help
others with similar ambitions get the confidence that they need to take the right steps.

Some themes ran across the range of organisations we spoke to, whereas others seemed to
correlate more to organisation size or data maturity.

● Regardless of size of organisation, data tends to be seen as the responsibility of
someone else. Making data relevant and accessible to the whole organisation, and
involving them in the process of collecting and using data, embedded data into
organisations and helped to overcome this barrier.

● Accessing training or external expertise helps organisations to make changes to the
ways they value and use data. Medium to large organisations tend to understand the
value of their data more, and so are more willing to seek external paid-for expertise and
training. Smaller organisations may use the support of external organisations, but only
when needed and if training is funded.

● Lack of inhouse expertise is common. Larger organisations may be able to afford to train
members of staff or have dedicated teams. In medium organisations data may come
under the ‘digital’ umbrella, meaning those responsible for data often carry many other
responsibilities with little formal training in data. With smaller organisations, they rarely
have a dedicated ‘data’ person at all, even if someone has responsibility, they are often
not ‘data’ people.

● Data silos were present across all sizes of organisations although the way that they
presented themselves differed. In larger organisations, lack of communication between
teams hinders data sharing, whereas in smaller organisations it’s often one’s person’s
responsibility and not seen as something that cuts across the organisation.

● Developing buy-in, building trust and demonstrating value are key to successfully
transforming data use within organisations. Including the entire organisation in the

https://www.opendatamanchester.org.uk/
https://www.thecatalyst.org.uk/
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process, quickly showing benefits and being open about what data was being collected
and why helped organisations to meet these challenges. Some organisations did this
through cross-organisation data groups, others avoided using the word ‘data’ and
focussed on instead what the organisation delivered, and some used the data to provide
valuable insights.

There is a growing appreciation of how data can be vital to helping organisations better deliver
their services, support their staff and volunteers, and meet the needs of their beneficiaries -- that
it is much more than just something pulled together for a bid or to report to funders. These case
studies outline ways a range of organisations have taken steps to make better use of their data
and opportunities for other organisations to learn from their endeavors.

Methodology

In order to understand the cultural barriers to data transformation within the social sector, we
wanted to speak to five organisations of varying sizes and on different stages of their data
journey. To find suitable contributors, we created a short survey designed to identify suitable
organisations with a story to tell.

We posted this along with a blog on the Open Data Manchester website, which outlined the
project in more detail. This was shared through our own newsletter and social media networks.
We also shared the call out with civil-society networks including: 10GM, People’s Powerhouse,
Tech For Good Live, Action Together, Campaign Bootcamp and the Data Collective.

Due to the rapid nature of the project, we also spoke to a number of sector experts to help us
identify and reach out directly to suitable organisations. We spoke with organisations such as:
Data Orchard, Superhighways, 360Giving, We Are Reply, and Fabriders.

We had limited responses to the survey but had more success with our direct outreach – and
through both of these – we endeavoured to ensure we were meeting our goal of interviewing
organisations of varying sizes, at different stages in their data journey, and with a wide
geographic spread in the delivery of their services.

To establish a means for understanding where these organisations were on their journey, we
carried out some desk research. This included exploring various data-maturity models, including
the Open Data Institute, Data Orchard/DataKind and Open Data Manchester’s own model, as
well as the Common Organisation and User Personas model, developed through user research
carried out on behalf of the Data Collective.

The five organisations identified for interview were:
● Citizens’ Advice Manchester – a medium-sized charity based in Manchester
● Parkinson’s UK – a major UK-wide charity
● Lewisham Local – a small London-based charity
● Street League – a large UK-wide charity.
● Therapy4Healing – a micro, not-for-profit organisation based in the South East

Although we only had four responses to the survey, this was likely due to the rapid nature of the
project. However, we did engage Therapy4Healing through this method. Lewisham Local,

https://www.citizensadvicemanchester.org.uk/
https://www.parkinsons.org.uk/
https://www.lewishamlocal.com/
https://www.streetleague.co.uk/
https://www.t4h.org.uk/
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Parkinson’s UK and Street League came through our networks, while Citizens’ Advice
Manchester was an existing contact of ODM.

Interviews were carried out using Zoom and were recorded for our research purposes. We used
Otter.ai, an automated transcription service, to transcribe the interviews so they could be used
for the analysis included in the case studies.

Appreciating that most of these organisations would not come from ‘traditional’ data
backgrounds, we kept the language light on technical terminology, instead encouraging
participants to tell us as much as possible in their own words. Case studies were drafted and
shared with participants for clarification, feedback and to ensure we were depicting their
experience in the right way.

We have also created a number of short audio clips, used with permission from the
interviewees, which will help us promote the case studies. In the case of Street League, a
recording was provided on request.

The case studies are presented with a short summary that explains what the charity does. It
then gives a short explanation of the cultural barrier that they had to overcome. We also provide
a short summary of our understanding of the organisation’s data maturity; although it is
important to note that we have inferred this based on the information supplied during the
interview – we did not carry out a full assessment – so these are only indicative. We do not
recommend the use of the data maturity summary for publication.
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Citizens Advice Manchester

Show people what they can do, help them do it

too, then see your service improve

Summary

Citizens Advice Manchester is a medium-sized charity which has seen some significant

transformation in the way it uses data over recent years. Data falls under the remit of the small

digital team, who also carry out many other roles and responsibilities. However, they have

started to investigate what data they have, and have begun to use it to transform the way the

organisation delivers front-line services. This case study shows how there were some barriers

around a lack of in-house expertise and bottom-up buy-in, but the organisation was able to

overcome this by successfully demonstrating the value of data sharing to staff and volunteers,

as well as including them in the development of services, which happened as a result.

Data Maturity

● Leadership: Developing. They are becoming engaged and supportive as a whole and

are prepared to commit investment. Data is used to monitor what’s happening in the

present and skills gaps are being addressed.

● Skills: Nascent to Learning. They make good use of external support. The Digital team is

responsible for data, and is growing to incorporate more in-house data skills.

● Culture: Developing. The whole organisation is able to use and share certain datasets

and people from all teams regularly discuss what it says and make decisions based on

it.

● Data: Developing. Data is becoming richer and consistently collected. They regularly test

how meaningful and useful it is.

● Tools: Learning. Data held in databases, CRMs and spreadsheets. Uses tools like

Google Data Studio to create accessible portals for staff.

● Uses: Learning to Developing. Granular data collected on clients and how they engage.

This data is being used to make operations and services more efficient.
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● Analysis: Learning to Developing. Some routine analysis and reporting becoming more

consistent. Using data to report trends and performance is becoming more embedded.

Case Study

Citizens’ Advice Manchester (CAM) is one of 280 independent charities under the Citizens’

Advice banner.

It offers free information and confidential advice on many aspects of life, including money,

renting, benefits and legal support. The public can get advice over the phone, through online

chatbots, and on messaging apps such as WhatsApp and Facebook Messenger. It also offers

video calls, as well as in-person meetings (in ‘normal times’).

CAM helps 60,000 to 70,000 people across the city of Manchester and the wider Greater

Manchester city region every year thanks to its 150-strong team, made up of both paid staff and

volunteers.

Stuart Pearson, the Chief Digital Officer, has been working at CAM for 17 years. He describes

himself as being “responsible for tech and everything that falls under that”. Even though Stuart

has an understanding of data, he does not have a ‘traditional’ data-analysis background.

He explains:

“One of the challenges that is probably replicated across the voluntary or social sector,

particularly around data and for small and medium charities, is we often don’t have the

luxury of having our own dedicated data analyst or data scientist. And so it often falls

under somebody else’s responsibilities.”

Gathering data to report to funders or trustees, for example, used to fall to Stuart. He was the

one who understood how to get the data out of the Customer Relationship Management (CRM)

system and knew how to generate reports – and that role stuck with him – even though, like

many who work in the sector, he had many other responsibilities.

CAM’s Contact Centre Team, whose main role is to help people with issues over the phone, sits

on a very rich dataset. They take about 48,000 calls per year, recording information such as

‘purpose of call’, ‘help provided’ and ‘call length’, along with some very granular data on things

like demographics and information about the particular issues people are experiencing. The
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team also collects direct feedback about the service people received, which is also extremely

valuable.

Stuart understood that this information could be put to more use, not just for delivering reports to

funders – but to help improve their service delivery, and for campaigning and lobbying activities

– another key area of activity for the charity.

“We’d not really used this data to ask what it was telling us about our clients. What were

they telling us about their needs and how we could better help them? So that was the

joint ambition – I wanted people to be more interested in data in our organisation and I

wanted us as an organisation to deliver better services, by understanding the data

better.”

In order to do this, Stuart completed a data maturity assessment, which helped get a better

picture of where CAM was on its data journey. It also showed them the steps they needed to

take to improve, specifically in areas such as data literacy and data-based decision-making.

Stuart also went to Tech For Good events and spoke with organisations like Data Orchard,

DataKind and Open Data Manchester – whose missions are to help organisations understand

and make the most of their data. They all helped point him in the right direction and gave Stuart

the confidence to be able to communicate what was needed with the right people. By including

managers and trustees in this process, everyone was able to see the value of having an

organisation-wide approach to data and to get a better understanding of how it might be used.

“The traditional attitude to data is very much ‘it’s something somebody else does’ and

immediately we wanted to break that cycle, where people really needed to be interested in

data.”

Working with a volunteer who had some data knowledge, Stuart was then able to pull together

some datasets that showed the potential of the data the organisation has and explore what it’s

telling them, and how they might use it to better deliver services. As a case study, he began by

exploring the Contact Centre Team’s data, with the aim of making it available to the whole

organisation, including the staff and volunteers who handle the calls.

Appreciating that “not all staff were going to feel comfortable using spreadsheets or pivot

tables”, Stuart decided to use Google BigQuery with DataStudio on the front-end. This enabled

https://www.dataorchard.org.uk/data-maturity-assessment-tool
https://www.dataorchard.org.uk
https://datakind.org.uk/
http://www.opendatamanchester.org.uk
https://cloud.google.com/bigquery/
https://datastudio.google.com
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him to create visual dashboards that people can easily filter to show information that is relevant

to them. Suddenly this vast array of data was opened up to the team in a very accessible format

and managers were able to make more-informed decisions within a quicker time, whilst also

surfacing areas where their staff might require further training and support. These factors

combined saw the team handle a 12% increase in calls during 2019, without the need for

additional staff.

An image of the CAM dashboard

It wasn’t all plain sailing, of course. With such detailed analyses of the Contact Centre Team’s

work being opened up more widely, there was some resistance, due to a ‘big brother’ element,

where staff and volunteers felt the data was being collected to keep watch on them.

One of the ways CAM overcame this was to use the data in the creation of the team’s Key

Performance Indicators (KPIs). Until then, KPI figures might have felt somewhat arbitrary, but

they could now be based on information derived from the data. This meant things like call-length

targets could be amended based on the actual length of calls that staff were taking. Because

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1HxlYSdy_0g6TuS8_Wt6sR9a9ld8a28Ed/view?usp=sharing
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the whole team were able to take part in the discussions on how these new targets were set –

and they’d seen an increase in the number of calls they were able to handle – this all fostered

greater trust in the way the data could be used.

Since implementing these changes, there’s now a move to do similar things with other teams

within the organisations. CAM has also created an internal Client Insights Panel, made up of

trustees, members and volunteers from across the organisation, who meet on a bi-monthly

basis to discuss what the data is telling them and to help foster a stronger culture of data.

Stuart says he no longer feels solely responsible for CAM’s data as he has been able to make a

case to the trustees for the need to grow the digital team, with one person already put forward

for data analytics training.

Everyone in the Contact Centre Team now has access to their data, whether that’s managers,

trustees or volunteers. Decisions within the organisation are being made based on what the

data is telling people, and staff and volunteers are now included in performance and

delivery-based decisions. All of this ultimately means a better service for people in Greater

Manchester who need advice.

Parkinson’s UK

A budget-friendly idea that could help staff

find someone they never knew existed

doing exactly what they need

Summary

Parkinson’s UK is a major charity that over the past four years has undergone a significant

transformation in the way it understands and works with data. There is considerable buy-in from

leadership and a dedication to developing data skills across the organisation. Due to the nature

of some of its work and research, there can still be isolation between teams and siloing of data,

although staff are keen to share more and learn from each other. This case study shows how
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the organisation has implemented a regular, informal ‘Data Club’, which is a space for people to

come together to share their experiences, and their data, in a cost- and resource-efficient way.

Data Maturity

● Leadership: Mastering. Parkinsons UK value, plan and prioritise data as a valuable

resource and invest substantially to improve data collection and analysis.

● Skills: Developing to Mastering. Dedicated skilled analytics roles with several people

responsible for data in different teams. Increased data literacy across the organisation.

● Culture: Developing. Whole organisation starting to use and share data, although some

can be restricted by siloing. Internal data sharing is considered fundamental and

processes are in place to make this happen more efficiently in future.

● Data: Developing to mastering. Understands its data is very meaningful and relevant.

● Tools: Developing. Data is held in appropriate databases accessible by expert users. A

dedicated data help desk exists, and a data warehouse is being created.

● Uses: Developing to Mastering. Data is used to measure outcomes and impact and is

used to understand clients needs, and to improve services and campaigns.

● Analysis: Mastering. Natural language processing (NLP) techniques used on historic

data to help plan for the future needs of people they support. Non-data specialists can

explore and report using organisation’s data.

Case Study

Parkinson’s UK is a charity that aims to improve the quality of life for those affected by

Parkinson’s and to help find a cure for the condition. It funds research that helps us better

understand Parkinson’s and improve treatments. It also offers information and support services,

including peer-support groups and assistance with access to benefits, and campaigns for the

needs of those affected by Parkinson’s through things like surveys and lobbying.

James Bunting works as Project and Events Manager, looking after a portfolio of work that sits

within the research team. He says that when he first started at Parkinson’s UK about four years

ago, the organisation perhaps didn’t understand its data as well as it could, although there was

a strong curiosity and interest in its importance. Like many who work in the sector, James

himself didn’t come from a ‘traditional’ data background, but found himself working with it. When
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the organisation hired a new Director of Digital Transformation, they instigated a broad range of

training programmes to help people to feel more confident using data and with integrating it into

their daily work. As part of this programme, James is now close to completing a part-time

Masters degree in Data Science.

Within the organisation as a whole, there is a growing appreciation of the value of data,

although there are still challenges in sharing data and knowledge, especially between different

departments. While not unusual for larger organisations, James says that, due to the nature of

working on focussed themes, this siloing can at times be more pronounced:

“As you can imagine, research is quite a complicated process, and much of the work we

do is quite niche. We also have a dedicated team that works with the Parkinson’s

healthcare community, another team that campaigns for better fairer benefits and social

care policies, and a helpline to offer direct support to people affected by Parkinson’s

(amongst lots of other) and although we might understand each other’s work in principal,

realistically we often have no idea what data assets they hold, or what insights they

might have already developed from them”

One simple but effective way that Parkinson’s UK is tackling these data siloes is through a

monthly ‘Data Club’, where anyone from the charity can join to discuss all things data. The Club

is a regular, facilitated, peer-support session, carried out in an informal setting where

participants are encouraged to share resources, ask questions and offer each other advice.

“In the first meeting we did a kind of ‘scene setting’, where we said what we were hoping

to achieve from attending the meetings. And it was just really clear that, although there's

a general interest in data, everyone has really different ideas about how it can be applied

in their job, how it can be applied to their specific tasks, and to their team and the data

assets that they hold. It means that there's still a lot of untapped potential for this stuff.

There's clearly a lot more ideas than we've perhaps understood so far.”

One project that James is working on involves applying a natural language processing (NLP)

tool to a dataset derived from surveys and social media posts. The aim is to understand how

people living with Parkinson’s speak about their condition and what topics they discuss, so the

team can ensure content is developed to address unmet needs and written in the same
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language as their audience. The more language data James can access, the better he hopes

his findings will be.

At one Data Club session, participants were paired up and each asked to share a data project

they were working on, and what kind of problems they were facing. James explains:

“The first person that I spoke to was a colleague who worked in a team which, I have to

admit, I wasn't even aware existed. And essentially she works with this huge data source, a

survey of people who have the condition, which is performed every couple of years. And it

just sounds incredibly valuable to the work I’m doing. I had no idea that it existed at all.”

Through this connection, he now has access to a huge resource of valuable data for his project

– responses from more than 10,000 participants in a survey that has been run since 2009 –

which would have otherwise have been left untapped for his purposes. He hopes this will enable

his project to develop more quickly and without duplicating another team’s work.

“That has been a really great example of the enthusiasm for understanding data better

and the understanding that data can add value to our work. And that's what everyone

seems to be really excited by – uncovering findings such as these.”

What is really encouraging is that the Data Club is also attended by a healthy number of ‘non

data people’ too, James explained.

Parkinson’s UK is committed to fostering a culture of openness and sharing of data within the

organisation. Along with an Insights and Analytics Service Desk, where anyone in the

organisation can ask for help, there are plans to create a central data warehouse to store and

offer access to data from across the organisation, along with a data dictionary so everyone can

understand the assets held there.

The Data Club is an essential part of the organisation’s path to greater data maturity, helping to

embed a culture of data that Parkinson’s UK has been fostering over the past few years. They

provide a safe and informal setting where anyone in the organisation can talk about data, and

those who work directly with it can learn from one another and become more confident in using

it. It also addresses the isolation that can occur when working in focussed research teams, and

helps to break down information silos between departments. It manages all of this through an
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easy, cost- and time-efficient method – something that all charities, no matter where they sit on

their data journey – could benefit from.

Lewisham Local

How communication can be just as important as data

skills for getting collaboration in a crisis

Summary

Lewisham Local is a small charity that is part of a local network operating in the south east

London borough. Simone Riddle, a ‘non-data’ person, has been responsible for trying to

instigate data sharing among local food banks in the network, in order to help coordinate the

COVID-19 response. Lewisham Local, and the food projects Simone works with, all have a lack

of in-house data expertise, time, funding and other resources, and due to the nature of their

work means data is often considered of low importance. This case study shows how Simone got

support for this effort from six food projects by making it easy for them to collect and share data,

by increasing their data literacy, by building trust and by demonstrating impact.

Data Maturity

● Leadership: Learning. Understand that data is important, and use past and current data

with some simple trends analysis to support their services.

● Skills: Nascent. Responsibility for data collection is at administrator level. Data literacy is

mostly low.

● Culture: Nascent to Learning. Data is mostly the responsibility of ‘someone else’.

Sharing is starting to be seen as more important and data insights are being shared.

● Data: Nascent. Data collection can be patchy, occasional use of external sources,

perhaps not used beyond funder requirements, although confidence and trust is growing.

● Tools: Nascent. Basic databases and spreadsheet used for analytical tasks. Shared

CRM is being developed for future use.

● Uses: Learning. Collecting more data on clients to be able to better generate income and

provide resources to service users.
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● Analysis: Nascent. Analyses starting to explore service users needs and to use external

data to evidence scale of need.

Case Study

Lewisham Local is a small charity with seven members of staff that operates in south east

London. It connects individuals, organisations and businesses to encourage local giving and

share their skills, expertise and knowledge for the benefit of the local community.

Before the pandemic, Simone Riddle managed the organisation’s time bank, a skills exchange

that was particularly focussed on reducing loneliness and isolation. She also manages the

volunteer-led project FoodCycle Lewisham, which provides a hot meal cooked with surplus food

to those who need it. Simone’s background is in participatory action research - seeking

transformative change through taking action, research and reflection. She says, “I’ve not worked

with numbers so much up until recently in this role”.

When the pandemic started, Lewisham Local came together with other local partners including

Lewisham Council to organise a community-coordinated response to the effects of COVID-19.

Over the past year they have been developing a network of community projects encouraging

multiple groups to work together to support Lewisham’s diverse communities.

With an increase in usage of food banks at the start of the pandemic, some food projects saw

increases of around 50 to 180 families. The local council wanted to have access to data such as

this along with more granular information in order to better understand demand for emergency

food provision to monitor levels of food insecurity. Part of Simone’s role was to assist and

coordinate the collection and sharing of this data.

However, most food banks simply didn’t have the time or resources to collect such information.

And even for those who were able to, there was an issue of trust, something which Simone

understands implicitly and was well positioned to help with.

There are over 40 food projects in Lewisham, and being able to collect and share this data

would not only be vital for monitoring levels of food security but also to help secure financial

support and resource sharing.
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However, they all operate independently with different levels of data collection and quality, and

some were less prepared to share than others. Where some saw the benefit of sharing such

data, others were resistant, seeing issues of privacy or mistrust in the potential uses of the data.

For Simone, building trust and strong relationships is a priority. She facilitated weekly meetings

as a space for groups to connect, to share updates and changes in need, and problem-solve

together. She began the process by approaching six of the larger food projects, who were in a

better position to share their data. They completed a form to produce weekly reports that could

be distributed to the council, communicate needs between projects and which would ultimately

help to secure further financial assistance.

To make data collection as simple as possible, Simone created a Salesforce form, which could

then be used to generate the weekly reports to share with the council and the network. It was

designed to collect only the most vital data and to make data collection as easy as possible.

“What we’re hearing from those collecting the data is ‘the less bureaucracy, the fewer

questions people are being asked, the better’. They appreciate it. It builds trust, it helps

break down barriers. On the other side, we know that there's been massive disparities in

the people affected, and through COVID-19 and other inequalities. So we’re trying to

build up a picture without asking too much, and making sure the data is being used.”

The use of the Salesforce form made it easy to collect and share data, but for already

time-strapped projects, simply remembering to fill it out on time can be difficult. So Simone used

email and communication tools like Whatsapp to send weekly reminders. Where necessary, she

followed up with some projects individually. Whilst this could be quite work-intensive, over time

this system of data collection, communication and sharing has become more embedded.

Simone was also able to make use of some free data literacy training, which provided the food

projects with an introduction to data, and explored how to map their organisations’ data so they

could spot food deserts and focus resources. It also provided some assistance in accessing

other datasets, such as the Indices of Deprivation, which could help them understand their

communities.

These sessions not only helped to build confidence in using data, but also fostsered trust in

what Simone was trying to achieve between the food projects and the council. To illustrate this,

Simone tells me that one food project, who prefer to operate on a more Mutual Aid model,
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attended the data literacy training, and were immediately able to see the benefit of collecting

and sharing data with the council.

As a result of the food projects collaborating and sharing data in this way, Simone was able to

put together a report to highlight levels and areas of need and the response of local food

groups. The recommendations from which formed a project proposal which was awarded

£35,964 from the Wave 3 London Community Response Fund to continue to develop the food

network and the surplus food hub.

With data sharing embedded, Lewisham Local is now expanding the reporting and data sharing

with more groups -- but Simone needed to be able to show the benefit of doing so first, in order

to build the trust within the food projects.

Many food projects operate in isolation – usually because of time and resources, but also due to

matters of privacy and trust. Lewisham Local  was able to bring together groups and get them to

collaborate successfully by making it easy for them to collect and share information, giving

access to data literacy training, and demonstrating the positive impact of doing so.

The weekly reports have helped to make what they all do more visible, so they can share

resources more easily, support each other and obtain funding. All of this helped build trust in

data and in the sharing of data, between the projects and the council, but also between the

projects themselves.

“It shows the impact. You're more visible, because you’re sharing that information.

Partners know who you are. You’re contributing to showing your impact, as well as

helping to demonstrate need. And then over time, you see some of the other projects

mentioning what needs they have. That's been the small incentive as we go along. Like,

this week one project needed more nappies, and so I'll try and get that in the newsletter

to go out. That’s what I feel has been the buy-in.”
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Street League

Do data transformation with front-line staff by talking
about the people you’re trying to help

Summary

Street League is a large charity that has a dedicated data team (of one person). It uses data in

multiple ways to influence the way the organisation works at a strategic level. One of the

barriers it has faced is in making data collection a priority, when front-line staff are focussed on

supporting the young people they work with. This case study shows how Street League

embedded a strong data culture from the bottom-up, by aligning its data collection needs with

the needs of the young people themselves.

Data Maturity

● Leadership: Mastering. Leadership value, plan and prioritise data as a vital

organisational resource. They have invested substantially in data collection, analysis and

sharing.

● Skills: Learning They have a dedicated Data and Insights team, although this consists of

one person. They make regular use of external support and advice.

● Culture: Mastering. Data is seen as a team effort. They have a good internal and

external sharing culture, and are very comfortable using data to investigate and ask

challenging questions.

● Data: Developing to Mastering. Know its data is meaningful and useful. Has high levels

of trust in data quality. Regularly monitored for completeness and validity. Collection is

embedded in what the staff do.

● Tools: Developing to mastering. They are actively investing in new ways to improve their

data architecture to better reflect the outcome of the work they do.

● Uses: Mastering. Data used to evidence and improve outcomes.

● Analysis: Developing to Mastering. Non data specialists are able to explore, analyse and

report on the organisation’s data. Data visualisations such as their Impact Dashboard

deliver meaningful analysis to internal and external audiences.
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Case Study

Street League is a large charity that uses sport and education to help young people into work. It

uses sport to engage them, while teaching essential life skills, including alternative pathways

through education, help with employment applications and workplace skills, while also tackling

their wellbeing and fitness.

Dr Lindsey Macdonald is Managing Director at Street League and has been there since 2014.

She says that data was built into the culture of the organisation before she came on board. The

charity’s founder had been an Accident and Emergency doctor, and so “with this science-based

mind he was just interested in data collection and objective quantitative information”.

“I think it's fair to say that the earliest steps might feel like the shortest ones. There’s an

element of ‘the hard yards are done at the beginning’, because it’s about the small

processes that you put in place, which then you later build on, refine, make more

efficient; and that's where you get the catalyst of progressing your data journey.”

As a charity centred around sport, Street League leverages that mindset to build and embed a

strong performance culture, and this is clearly reflected in its approach to data. Lindsey says

that early funding was awarded to the charity based on how many young people were

successfully supported, and so from an early stage, information around KPIs needed to be at

the forefront. As the charity grew, more offices opened across the country and leadership

became regionally dispersed, so data sharing became imperative to the day-to-day running of

things.

“What we have is 13 offices across the UK, with a Data and Insight Team in one,

leadership and team members spread across different offices. So all of a sudden,

sharing data in a report is just an obvious thing that you need to do.”

Some of the data the organisation collects includes the number of young people engaged with,

how many have since disengaged, how many of them progress into employment and whether or

not that employment is sustained. The organisation has a strong commitment to transparency

and accountability, and has developed an impact dashboard that allows anyone to track the

https://www.streetleague.co.uk/our-purpose/our-impact/impact-dashboard/
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progress of the organisation – good and bad. Lindsey says, because of the charity’s

performance culture and leadership buy-in surrounding data, there was very little resistance to

opening up the data in this way.

One challenge that Street League has worked hard to overcome is around making data

collection a priority. Many of their staff work face-to-face with young people in communities,

classrooms or in the workplace. For them, their priority and their motivation is not data — it’s the

young people they’re supporting.

For many in the social sector, data is an abstract thing. Without real-world context, disinterest at

the mention of the word is not uncommon. At Street League, past attempts to champion and talk

about data simply hadn’t worked. Lindsey says there was little progress “even when they were

brilliant ideas… Because they talked about ‘data’ – and nobody else really likes data”.

Likewise, bringing in external experts to carry out data workshops was considered difficult,

because the experts often still use language and terminology that can feel inaccessible to ‘non

data’ people.

It’s of primary importance for Street League to collect the right data to help track the success of

its programmes and to ensure the right support is being given, and it’s those front-line staff who

are doing the collecting.

The approach Street League has taken is to ensure data collection is aligned with the young

people, who are ultimately the priority and motivation. Staff don’t talk about data as being data –

they even avoid using the word. Staff are not asked to collect data or record KPIs. They focus

on the young person’s achievements, or whether they remained in employment or moved to a

new opportunity. By asking for and recording this sort of information, they are on the one hand

collecting important data, but on the other, it’s all part of the support they give to young people.

In turn, this same information, which is used to record and report their impact, is fed back to staff

in similar ways. They have conversations about when young people stick with jobs in a certain

sector and why that might be, for example.
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“They get the data back, but it's given to them in conversation around what it means for

young people.”

For the staff working directly with young people, what matters is the human behind the data –

the barriers they may be facing, their achievements. This is the data, even though they don’t

always realise it.

Street League consciously chooses to communicate data in a way that keeps the focus on the

young person. And in doing so, it opens up conversations around what works, what adds value

to what the organisation is doing, or how things might be done differently.

For example, noticing that some young people might seem to have disengaged from the

programme, but they then return at a later date. Street League knows it needs to change the

way it records and reports these experiences. And this means changing its data architecture,

along with data workshops with front-line staff.

“We’re doing a big piece of work at the moment around our disengagement. And it's all

metrics. It's all KPIs, like, mind-bending data science… But all of the staff are engaging

and loving these. You might call them data workshops, but what we're calling them is,

you know, ‘how to better support young people’.”

Street League began with a strong data culture at the top-level. But, as the organisation’s main

data collectors, it was vital to have this aligned with the priorities and motivations of front-line

staff. It achieved this, not necessarily by drilling data principles into them, but communicating in

a way that kept the focus on the support they were giving directly to young people, in simple and

accessible language. And Lindsey says this is key:

“The world of data, in the way that we actually capture and use data, is not data. It’s

young people. It's what barriers they face, the support that they need, what

achievements have been met and reached. And that's the thing I always say to ‘data

people’ – ‘just stop talking about data’.”
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Therapy4Healing

Going from paper to a spreadsheet will make
your next data transformation even easier

Summary

Therapy4Healing is a micro-organisation that until recently had no data systems in place, due to

a lack of time, funding, resources and in-house expertise. Everything was done via email or

physical paperwork, which became untenable after a peak in demand during lockdown. This

case study shows how the organisation has implemented simple systems to help manage its

data, which is leading to a better understanding of those it offers services to, and giving the

team growing confidence in using tools and developing data skills.

Data Maturity

● Leadership: Unaware. There is little awareness in the value of data at a leadership level,

and due to resources there has been very little investment.

● Skills: Unaware to Nascent. Data as basic administration, and little internal data skills,

but there has been some recent skills workshops.

● Culture: Unaware. Little interest in data, usually only accessible to one or two people.

● Data: Unaware. Data is collected manually and for specific purposes.

● Tools: Unaware to Nascent. Data was stored inconsistently on paper and only recently

moved to spreadsheets.

● Uses: Unaware. Used only for requisite purposes, but is beginning to be used for basic

analytical tasks.

● Analysis: Nascent. Analyses starting to explore service users and target audiences.

Case Study

Therapy4Healing (T4H) is a not-for-profit organisation that operates in the South East of

England. It aims to improve people’s health and wellbeing by providing therapy and counselling

services, especially to those with long-term conditions. It began out of an awareness that many

who would benefit greatly from therapy often cannot afford it. Some of the services it offers
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include low-cost clinics, complementary-health pain clinics and counselling. During the

pandemic, it has been able to offer many of those services over-the-phone, or using Zoom.

 

Naomi Louise has been CEO and Chair at T4H since 2012. She has a background in HR, so

understands that having good and accessible data can be vital for funding and delivering better

services. However, T4H is a very small organisation with very limited resources, with very little

time to dedicate to the role of data within the organisation. Data was collected manually using

paper and only very recently moved towards a spreadsheet system.

 

Bookings were made over-the-phone or through what Naomi describes as “an antiquated email

system”. Any client and services data were created as paper records, and organised and stored

in a physical filing cabinet. Gathering data for funding or impact reporting would mean physically

seeking out paper copies, or having them scanned and emailed to her, and then any information

was counted and worked out manually.

 

T4H got busier during 2019 and then, when the COVID-19 pandemic hit in 2020, it saw an

overnight increase in demand for its services of 500%.

“We didn't really have any data. We only had very small amounts of data because we

only did very small amounts of work… And then we started to grow in 2019, then we

kind of exploded last year. And we didn't have any systems because we never needed

any. And then we didn't have any means of getting any systems because we kind of

exploded as lockdown started.”

For Therapy4Healing to be able to cope with demand, it needed to quickly adopt a simple

data-management system. This data would be vital to not only ensure it could continue to

deliver therapies to its communities during lockdown, but to better understand its client base,

and therefore respond to demand and focus delivery. However, with everything internally being

directed towards delivery of services, T4H had neither money, time nor human resources to

implement any changes.
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Under normal circumstances, an organisation like T4H might be able to attend networking

events or industry exhibitions to seek help and advice, but during lockdown, this was simply not

possible. So Naomi began to use a free Google Drive account. She started using it as a simple

filing system – a place to store information on clients and funders, but now all of the

organisation’s data about their clients is held on a spreadsheet, where previously it would have

been “on real pieces of paper, in a real filing cabinet”.

  

Now, with client data held in a spreadsheet, there was more of an opportunity to start exploring

it – postcodes, age groups, gender and ethnicity, along with what services they accessed. If T4H

wants to know how many of its clients come from a certain postcode, it can easily do a count,

rather than having to search through physical pieces of paper held in another location. The data

they held is becoming more accessible and more visible across the organisation.

 

To better understand the organisation’s data, Naomi participated in a number of data literacy

workshops, which were provided by Superhighways, as part of the COVID-19 Response Fund.

In one of these sessions, participants used Google My Maps to get a better understanding of

the areas where clients were being referred from. Combining this with T4H’s own knowledge of

the communities it serves, the team was able to start asking questions of the data that they

simply wouldn’t have been able to before.

 

“If I analyse the data I may find that a lot of people have accessed our services from one

postcode. I could be tempted to draw a conclusion that there is a lot of need in that

postcode. However, that may not be the case. It may be that people living in that

postcode feel better able to access our services than those living in another area with

greater need.”

 

Not only was T4H able to see where services were being used, but the team was also beginning

to question what the data was – and wasn’t – telling them, and this can be highly valuable.

 

“It will give me much more power to be able to obtain more funding and get more sort of

leverage with the people who need to understand the problems.”
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T4H is very much at the start of its data journey. Like many small organisations, the team simply

doesn’t have time or resources to invest in systems or training, or to pay to get someone in to

help. But, simply by taking the plunge and moving its data from a paper-based system to a

spreadsheet-based one, it is starting to take steps to opening up the deeper value its data

holds.

In future, the team plans to implement a full CRM, and Naomi feels this will be much easier, not

just from a technical standpoint, but from a growing understanding of the usefulness of having

this data readily available, and the time and effort that can be saved.

 

“At least if we migrate now, I've got somewhere to migrate from, as opposed to

presenting a shed-load of papers to somebody at a cost of probably two weeks’ of work.

We haven't got ten days time or £500. So it saves us money in the long term, as well as

for the migration. Hopefully, we'll be able to do that ourselves.”

T4H’s cultural barrier was one of time, cost, capacity and need. In the end, the organisation

overcame it by taking the plunge. In a way, the pandemic forced its hand. The team found help

by seeking assistance from external organisations, and were very quickly able to visualise and

question the data. This has given the team confidence and has them in good standing for

continuing their data journey.

The Data Collective is a community of individuals who work in the UK social sector, and use or
want to use data. If that sounds like you, sign up!

https://datakind.beaconforms.com/form/99e2694e

