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Foreword

People don’t normally associate technology with strong communities and they 
wouldn’t think public services need to be innovative, but increasingly these areas  
are being linked.

In a recent Perspective series report on the Connected Nation ‘A digital Government for 
everyone’ we discovered how, in our hyper-connected society, access to the Internet is 
now an essential part of daily life. This technological reliance spans not only our work 
and social lives, but also our dealings with the public sector, which now faces strong 
demand from both central Government and the public to digitise services. 

From higher efficiency and lower wastage to a more personalised and continuous 
service, the ‘operational’ and ‘convenience’ benefits of improved technology usage  
in the public sector are apparent. Benefits like remote working, online self-service 
options for the public, increased internal data sharing and remote monitoring of 
services using M2M are having a huge effect. These benefits have been acknowledged 
by the UK Government whose ‘digital by default’ agenda aims to digitise public services 
to lead to significant cost savings. 

I’d like to extend my thanks to the public sector leaders who have contributed to this 
report, revealing fascinating insights into how technology can and should be used to 
create a stronger and healthier United Kingdom. I hope you too find their thoughts 
engaging, thought-provoking and inspirational. 

Phil Mottram 
Head of Enterprise, 
Vodafone UK

Phil Mottram 
Head of Enterprise, 
Vodafone UK
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Becoming a country  
of Chagfords

The Sunday Times lauds the former tin-mining town of Chagford in Devon as the best 
place to live in their 2015 guide. The stunning landscape, mix of 15th Century buildings 
and 750 year old church certainly help, but what contributes greatly to Chagford’s 
success is a strong community spirit. 

But what exactly makes a strong community? According to the public sector leaders 
we surveyed, three key areas emerge: a healthy population, community trust in public 
services and an efficient local Government.

A healthy population is a happy population – a fact that does not go unnoticed 
amongst social care leaders (85% think it is very important); whilst efficient provision  
of local Government services is recognised as being very important by Public Service 
leaders across the spectrum. 

These factors are considered of even higher importance than things like cultural 
integration, a strong local economy, or affordable leisure and entertainment. Public 
sector leaders are adamant: a strong community and a highly capable public sector  
go hand-in-hand.

Despite these factors being of paramount importance, only one in three public sector 
leaders (32%) believe that their local Government is truly efficient in their community. 
Plus it’s not simply good enough to provide efficient services, for a strong community 
the public must also trust the public sector and only one in five (21%) think the 
community has full trust in public services.

The public sector needs to be trustworthy and efficient but, according to public sector 
leaders, there is some way to go before this is fully achieved. Anything that can improve 
either of these areas is therefore surely deserving of serious consideration. 

However, this comes at a time when the purse strings are being tightened.  
Recent years have seen wide-ranging cuts to public services even as recently as the 
Chancellor’s autumn 2015 statement, which announced the abolishment of central 
government grants to town halls by 37% and cuts to Department for Transport budget, 
both by 2020. 

Healthcare leaders were undoubtedly glad to hear that the NHS would be exempt  
from such cuts. However, reduction in The Department of Health’s budget, meaning 
subsequent cuts to key health bodies, will inevitably put more strain on NHS services 
further down the line. 

So the challenge is clear: How can we forge strong communities in the face of massive 
public sector cuts?

Top 3 very important contributors 
to a strong community:

72% Healthy population

71% Community trust in 
public services

69% Efficient local 
Government

Only one in five Public Sector 
leaders think the community fully 
trusts public services (21%)

Only one in three public sector 
leaders (32%) believe that their 
local Government is truly efficient 
in their community
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With trust in public sector services a critical factor for a strong community, public sector 
leaders are focusing their attention on engendering trust – the single highest priority. 

Whilst community relationships are improving, the starting point leaves much  
to be desired. Two-thirds of public sector leaders believe that low levels of trust  
in Public Services is an issue compounded by a lack of transparency and too little 
community engagement.

To rectify these issues, increased transparency and education is required. Nearly 
four-fifths of public sector leaders (78%) believe that a lack of community 
understanding of what their organisation does is an issue. Making sure you 
communicate effectively with the community then is vital. Public sector organisations 
need to continue to raise the quality of services whilst simultaneously developing 
relevant ways of reaching the public and explaining to them the services they provide 
and how the public can access and use those services. 

Engendering trust and being  
more accessible top the agenda

Public Sector priorities

Engendering trust in 
your organisation

Increasing visibility 
of what you do

Becoming more accessible 
to the community

Being seen to be doing 
what is right

Providing factual 
information about services

Appearing more relevant 
to the community

Communicating cheaply 
and efficiently

Increasing respect for 
your organisation

 Top priority   Top 3 priority
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

26% 28%

20% 24%

16% 29%

12% 24%

11% 26%

6% 28%

5% 19%

4% 24%

PROMINENT ISSUES 
IN THE PUBLIC SECTOR:

  Low levels of 
community trust 

  Perceived lack of openness 
and transparency

  Too little engagement 
with the community

66%
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The first step to improving something is to understand where you are at present. Public 
sector leaders believe that in the eyes of the public the services they currently provide 
are ‘good, but not great’.

Almost all public sector leaders think that the community is ‘quite satisfied’ with their 
services but fewer than one third of leaders in social care (30%), one quarter of leaders 
in community healthcare (24%), and one in seven leaders in local Government (14%) 
think the community is ‘very satisfied’. 

Whilst these levels show significant room for improvement, the good news – and this is 
impressive considering recent cuts – is that public sector leaders believe their 
relationships with the community are on the up. In a mirror image of current 
satisfaction levels, local Government lags behind social care and community 
healthcare, but in all three sectors the development of community relationships is 
seen to have significantly improved over the last two years.

So with cuts coming from all angles, how have public sector organisations managed to 
simultaneously improve community relationships? As we will see, intelligent use of 
technology is playing a critical role.

Community relationships are 
improving despite pressures
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■  Significantly improved   ■ Improved   ■ No change

■  Proportion of leaders who believe the community are  
 very satisfied with the services they provide
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The use of technology to improve service quality is by no means a new idea. Areas of 
technology that have already been largely embraced by the public sector include:

• Remote working capabilities (71%) 
• Online self-service options for the public (64%) 
• Increased internal data sharing and communication (62%) 
• Automation of data entry tasks (45%) 
• Remote monitoring of services using M2M technology (32%)

As these technologies are becoming increasingly mainstream, public sector 
organisations up and down the country are already starting to reap the benefits of 
digitisation; benefits that can be placed into three categories: operational, service and 
community.

It’s important for public sector organisations to realise then, that improving operational 
efficiency is not just an end in itself or just a cost-cutting measure. It can also have a 
positive impact on engagement with the community.

 Using technology to 
strengthen communities

 In turn these develop into 
COMMUNITY BENEFITS. Increases 
in service quality and the subsequent 
amount of time that can be spent 
engaging with the public 
leads to increased trust in 
public sector organisations.

3
INTELLIGENT USE OF 

TECHNOLOGY initially provides 

operational benefits: increases in 

efficiency and productivity as 

tasks are automated, switched to 

self-service and streamlined.

1

These then lead on to 
SERVICES BENEFITS.  
As streamlining and 
automating of tasks 
increases, valuable 
employee time is released, 
allowing them to 
increasingly focus on 
value-add service and 
engagement activities. For example, 
rather than spending hours entering 
patient data at a desk, a nurse may 
instead record this information 
remotely on a tablet enabling them to 
spend more time with the patient and/
or visit more patients. It’s not just about 
using time more effectively, the quality 
of the service provided can be improved 
too through the removal of errors and 
the addition of new services using 
innovative technology.

2
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As the ninth largest local authority in the UK, Nottinghamshire County Council 
employs 10,000 people and has a yearly budget of over £500 million to administer 
services to Nottinghamshire’s growing population.

As well as managing roads, transport and schools, one of the council’s many  
services is to offer care and support to people in the community. With more and 
more people receiving this care from the comfort of their own homes, the council 
needed a mobile solution to drastically cut down administration and increase the 
time Adult Social Care teams were spending in the community.

As a first step, they deployed 100 tablet devices to frontline workers in Adult Social 
Care so they can now access emails, calendars and patient information on the go.  
This has enabled assessment processes to be reduced by up to 90 minutes and 
productivity has improved by 17%.

Imagine delivering services that touch the lives of nearly 800,000 people.  
Now imagine delivering those services and at the same time making savings  
of over £150 million. That’s what Nottinghamshire County Council is doing.

Benefits organisations believe are important

Spend more time visiting clients/patients

Provide consistent, joined-up services

Improved efficiency of services

Improved operational agility

Improved future planning capabilities

Higher quality of services

Better relationships with the community

Improved our engagement with the community

Help meet budgetary requirements

Provide additional services

Happier and more engaged employees

■ Service benefits   ■ Operational benefits   ■ Community benefits

 
Whilst operational and service benefits lead the way, different community benefits of using 
technology are also now being recognised by just under half of public sector organisations 
– in particular increasing engagement and improving relationships with the community.

However, with only around half of public sector organisations currently reaping each  
of these benefits, more needs to be done.

54%

52%

52%

51%

48%

48%

44%

44%

41%

41%

34%

 
OF PUBLIC SECTOR  
organisations are currently  
reaping these benefits

50%
ONLY AROUND

FOREWORD EXEC SUMMARY RESEARCH FINAL THOUGHTS METHODOLOGY REFERENCES

CONTENTS        8



Technology is undoubtedly on the public sector agenda, not least as a result of the 
Government’s goal to become ‘digital by default’. This initiative aims to make digital 
channels so easy and intuitive to use that they will be the preferred method of 
interaction with public sector services for all members of the public who are able to 
access the Internet. For everything from paying council tax to booking a doctor’s 
appointment, a member of the public should see the Internet as their first and simplest 
point of call.

The primary driver behind the digital by default agenda is efficiency and cost savings 
with the Government aiming for at least £1.7 billion1. 

The public also shares the digital by default philosophy, but for different reasons. In our 
recent report, Connected Nation: A digital Government for everyone, we discovered how 
the UK is a ‘hyper-connected’ nation. Three quarters of UK adults access the Internet 
every day (76%) and three quarters of those with Internet access at home describe this 
connection as essential (77%). And this isn’t just for accessing Facebook and Amazon. 
Two-fifths (41%) have interacted with public sector services online in the past year and 
three quarters (77%) of citizens want to manage their dealings with Government 
completely (25%) or mostly (52%) online. 

With both Government and public support for digital, it’s not a case of should the public 
sector become more digital, but how quickly can this happen? 

However, the success of Public Services in becoming ‘digital by default’ is so far limited. 
Despite Government and public both pushing for digitisation, nearly one third of public 
sector leaders (29%) say they don’t really understand what ‘digital by default’ means 
and only 9% say they have achieved it across their services. 

This is not due to a lack of enthusiasm. Public sector leaders believe in digital by default: 
once the concept is fully understood, four fifths (81%) state strong support of the 
initiative. There is huge appetite for increased digitisation.

Becoming a digital nation

“ Digital by default means 
digital services that 
are so straightforward 
and convenient that all 
those who can use them 
will choose to do so 
whilst those who can’t 
are not excluded”.

Source: Cabinet Office
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However, whilst appetite exists, the mechanism for implementing 
digital by default is struggling. Less than half of public sector 
organisations (42%) feel that they’ve been provided with adequate 
support and investment from the Government in order to introduce 
digital by default. Linked to this, the most significant challenge to 
the agenda is a lack of budget for introducing new technologies 
(73%). This is somewhat ironic when you consider that the 
Government’s motivation behind digital by default was to  
introduce substantial cost savings. In a nutshell: short-term 
investment is critical to enable sustainable savings. 

A tall order

The reason why public sector services need increased investment is 
that becoming digital by default is not a minor undertaking. To offer 
easy and convenient online services, internal systems must be 
joined-up, data sets merged and intuitive online interfaces created. 
By doing so, a member of the public is able to complete all of their 
necessary interactions in one simple visit, rather than struggling  
with a range of different, complicated systems. 

This is a significant undertaking as public sector organisations 
struggle to overcome legacy systems (74%) and meet ongoing 
maintenance and support requirements for outdated technologies 
(67%). Public sector leaders see the need to address their outdated IT 
systems in order to be truly digital by default. 

In addition, it’s not only financial investment in technology that is 
required but also resource investment. A lack of employees with 
suitable technology knowledge and skills is a barrier for two-thirds 
(67%) of public sector organisations. As a result of the gaps in 
technology infrastructure and skills, public sector leaders are 
hesitant about truly committing to digital by default. 

In addition, whilst over four-fifths support the initiative, a lack of 
understanding is causing some difficulties. Over half (62%) 
experience internal resistance to change and/or they struggle  
in the absence of a clear strategy (57%).

The public sector wants to become digital by default but it needs 
investment and guidance: investment in technology infrastructure, 
investment in skilled personnel and guidance in creating a robust 
and clear strategy.

have fully implemented 
digital by default so far

9%
but only

81%
of Public Sector 
leaders support 
the government’s 

DIGITAL BY 
DEFAULT 
AGENDA

Less than half of 
Public Sector leaders 
(42%) feel adequately 

supported by the 
government in their 
attempts to become 

digital by default

42%

77%
Three quarters of the public 
want to manage all of their 
dealings with government:

52
%

or 
mostly 
online

completely 

online 

25%
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TOP TIPS  
TO EMBRACE DIGITAL

Accept it’s going to happen.  
The public want it, Westminster wants it and so do the large  
majority of public sector organisations. So don’t be cautious, 
embrace it as an opportunity.

Proactively seek advice.  
Becoming digital by default isn’t easy. Help may be sought from the 
Government but fewer than half of organisations feel sufficiently 
adequately supported by the Government. You may want to look for 
additional sources of support and guidance. Finding a partner you 
can trust can provide an invaluable springboard.

Develop a robust plan for cost savings over the next 5-10 years. 
Implementing new technologies can be tricky to get through finance 
due to initial expenditure. However, they are vital for enabling 
long-term savings. Identify the long-term cost savings and use these 
to create a strong argument for short-term investment.

Hire tech-savvy employees now.  
There’s a growing skills shortage coming and organisations left 
without tech-savvy staff are going to struggle. When looking for new 
staff, your organisation needs to be seen in the right places to attract 
the tech-savvy generation. Rather than registering with traditional 
recruitment agencies, millennials are much more likely to be looking 
at digital channels such as job search engines, company websites 
and LinkedIn when searching for work. 

Even if you don’t have an immediate need, look to raise the profile of 
tech skills on your recruitment agenda. The future is digital and you 
need to be prepared.

“We need more financial 
resources for any strategy 
related to digital by default 
to be effective. Instead the 
Government is cutting budgets”.

Social Care leader
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In the short-term there are certainly challenges to becoming digital by default,  
but with high enthusiasm for the initiative from all sides, the future still looks  
optimistic for digital public services.

Regardless of the extent to which an organisation is able to implement ‘digital by 
default’, with engendering community trust and increasing transparency topping  
the list of public sector priorities, communication with the community will be of 
paramount importance.

A wide range of different communications channels are used by public sector 
organisations today. By examining why the channels are used and how effective  
they are, these can be categorised under four themes:

Core offering 
Engaging the public face-to-face (either in the community or at local Government 
offices), using your organisation’s website and a social media presence are all highly 
established and effective communications channels for public sector organisations. 
These are the ‘bread and butter’ of any communications strategy.

Digital Future 
As digital becomes the norm, new digital communications like blogs, apps, social media 
and online communities are enabling public sector organisations to communicate and 
collaborate more effectively with the community. As people use these channels and 
realise their effectiveness in getting information and engaging with the public sector, 
public organisations will need to make them more available. Who’s to say that in 5 years’ 
time you won’t be receiving refuse collection updates via an app or giving feedback on 
your local hospital via an online community?

Old-school 
Telephone, newspapers, direct mail and even emails and text messages are now 
‘old-hat’ in public sector communications. They have reasonably high usage but as the 
public goes digital, the effectiveness of these channels pales in comparison to their 
digital counterparts. As a public sector organisation, providing an offline alternative for 
non-Internet users is a pre-requisite, but with relatively low effectiveness (and in many 
cases high cost – e.g. telephone, direct mail), these are all areas which seem likely to 
dwindle over the coming years.

Census 
There’s a reason why completion of census documents is enforced by door-to-door 
visits – it’s effective. However, it’s also incredibly time-consuming. So whilst this 
channel can deliver results, usage is low and almost certainly set to decline  
further over coming years in the wake of continued budget cuts.

Strengthening digital 
engagement with the public 
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‘Digital Future’ areas currently have low usage but already their effectiveness is 
beginning to be realised. As usage increases, we expect more and more organisations 
to realise their effectiveness and introduce them as part of the ‘Core offering’ 

Whilst overall effectiveness is useful to understand, the reality is that effectiveness can 
vary according to the exact aim of the communication; for example, are we seeking to 
inform, facilitate or collaborate? As a result, different channels may be most effective for 
different purposes. Rather than just looking at overall effectiveness we therefore delved 
into detail on the most effective channels for achieving a variety of different aims.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the first and second most effective channels for each aim 
always resided with one of ‘core offering’ channels. However, there are some very 
interesting nuances to explore. 

Firstly, there is a clear divide between face-to-face and website approaches. Face-to-
face is seen as being the most effective channel for growing relationships: both 
building a strong community and increasing collaboration. In contrast, website is the 
primary channel for efficiency and convenience: the most informative and easy-to-use 
channel and also the public’s favourite.

Choosing the right channel

Icons Key Direct mail

Face-to-face Live online chat

Website
Blogs, mobile 
apps

Local council 
offices

Online 
communities

Social media Newspapers

Door-to-door Text messages

Email Telephone

0%  Usage 100%

 ■ Core Offering   Census  ■ Digital Future  ■ Old-school
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Whilst face-to-face and website battle it out for #1 spot, a different channel 
consistently comes in 2nd: Social media. Social media is the new integrator: both 
efficient and collaborative, informative and easy to use.

Channels and their effectiveness

■ Most effective 
■ 2nd most effective

Facebook recently announced that over 1 billion people across the world accessed  
its site in a single day2, and in the UK, just under half of the population has a Facebook 
account. Plus it’s not just Facebook, just under a quarter of the UK population has a 
Twitter account and just under one in six have LinkedIn2.

As a nation, we are constantly using social media, so perhaps it should come as  
no surprise that this is where we also want to engage with our public services.  
Plus, as a channel that requires minimal financial investment, it’s also an extremely 
cost-effective way of meeting service requirements.

Public sector organisations should be building their communications strategies around 
a strong social media presence.
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In recognition of this, public sector organisations are set to invest heavily in Social 
media with a net of over half planning to increase their usage of social media over the 
next 2 years (+58%), lagging only behind their website. In addition, this investment in 
social media is swiftly followed by the ‘Digital Future’ channels – online communities, 
mobile apps, blogs and online chat – each with over one-third of net growth planned.

Potential channel usage over the next 2 years

Websites

Social media

Online communities

Mobile apps

Blogs

Live online chat

Email

Face-to-Face

Text messages

Newspapers

Council offices

Telephone

Door-to-door

Direct Mail

■ More over the next 2 years 
■ Less over the next 2 years

2%

8%

21%

25%

31%

38%

40%

45%

49%

58%

65%

-2%

-2%

-3%
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TOP TIPS 
FOR OPTIMISING YOUR COMMUNITY COMMUNICATIONS

Your website is your bread and butter.  
It’s great at conveying information and is really easy to use. This 
should be the first touchpoint for most people’s everyday needs 
when it comes to interacting with the public sector.

Pick the right channel for the right purpose.  
Digital channels have different benefits. In some instances it is  
better to interact face-to-face. 

For example, our recent study on the Connected Nation as part  
of The Perspective series showed that only 7% of the population 
would want to report a crime online if they were a victim.  However, 
with three quarters of the population wanting to conduct their 
interactions with the public sector online, there are lots of other 
instances when digital is appropriate. 

Grow your social media presence. 
Social media offers a ‘best of both worlds’ solution. Like face-to-face 
it is engaging and collaborative; like a website it is informative, 
convenient and easy-to-use. Social media is quickly becoming the 
new norm and with very limited costs it’s a fantastic way to boost 
your community relationships.

Invest in the digital future. 
As the public becomes increasingly digital, public sector services are 
investing in a new wave of digital channels: online communities, 
mobile apps, blogs and online chat. With each of these channels 
already offering high effectiveness and with communities becoming 
increasingly more and more au-fait with these technologies every 
day, now is the time to invest.
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Together with a healthy population, a thriving, efficient and trusted public sector is 
seen as the most vital factor in building strong communities. However, in the face of 
recent severe budget cuts, fewer than one in three public sector leaders believe their 
organisations deliver fully efficient services and only one in five think these services 
are entirely trusted by the public. 

In order to improve the status-quo, public sector leaders are striving to deliver  
more efficient services and to better communicate these services to the community. 
To do so, they are increasingly turning to technology.

The majority of public sector organisations already use technologies to enable  
remote working, online self-service and improved data sharing and communication.  
In addition, nearly half are automating data entry tasks and just under a third are using 
M2M technology (e.g. smart lighting systems which detect when a person is nearby on 
the street). As a result, Public Sector services are seeing widespread operational and 
service benefits and community relationships are also improving.

Struggling with ‘digital by default’

Despite the emphasis on technology though, the public sector is still struggling to get 
to grips with ‘digital by default’. Nearly a third of public sector leaders are unsure about 
what this even means, and less than one in ten organisations have successfully 
implemented digital by default across their services.

This apparent failing is not due to a lack of enthusiasm; the large majority of public 
sector leaders are strongly in favour. However, in the face of continuing budget cuts, 
public sector organisations do not feel as supported as they need to be by the 
Government in their quest to become digital by default and are instead battling to 
overcome legacy systems and a lack of internal technology resource. In addition to 
this, a lack of understanding around digital channels and strategy impedes adoption  
as decision makers feel they need to learn more before committing to the change.

The digital future cannot be ignored though and public sector organisations are doing 
their best to adapt under these challenging circumstances. With wide recognition of 
websites and social media as highly effective communications channels, they have been 
adopted by the majority of organisations. Plus, whilst currently used by a much smaller 
proportion of organisations, new digital channels such as online communities, mobile 
apps, blogs and live online chat are high on the public sector agenda for investment.

The digital future has arrived. Public sector organisations are making a valiant attempt  
to keep-up, but more  top down support is needed within organisations themselves and 
from Government in some instances to help them to get ahead. In the future, the 
foundations of a strong, vibrant community will just as likely be due to technological 
connectivity as architecture or picturesque landscapes. 

Let’s welcome the future of the digital communities.

Final thoughts
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About the Vodafone  
Perspective series
The Perspective series is designed to help 
businesses and public sector organisations 
find better ways of working. Researched 
independently, the series explores the biggest 
challenges facing UK Plc and Government 
today and provides new perspectives from 
independent thought leaders.

There are currently eleven other reports in 
the Perspective series:

• What if?... exploring attitudes to risk

•  Great expectations in hard times.    
Citizen service beyond today

•  Have a nice day. Customer service  
beyond today

•  Exploring the shift in employee expectation

•  The perfect storm. The role of 4G in 
the ‘age of me’

•  The new IT crowd. The role of the 
IT Director in simplifying complexity

•  The fluid society. Working without boundaries

•  Connected Nation. A digital Government 
for everyone

•  Connected Nation. The digital impact 
on buying behaviour

• Unleashing the Mega Trends

•  Leading the way – Exploring modern 
CEO leadership

•  Millennials breathing new life into the 
workforce - Implications for the work place

The Perspective series gives you fresh insight 
into the world of work. Find this latest report at 
www.yourreadybusiness.co.uk/perspective 
and for other resources and insights 
www.vodafone.co.uk/perspective

This report is based on the findings from over 150 online surveys completed by  
senior IT and strategy decision-makers at Public Sector organisations working in local 
Government, social care and community healthcare. Surveys were completed during 
July 2015.

The research was conducted by B2B research specialists, Circle Research, and has been 
complemented by desk research and findings from previous Perspective series reports. 

About the Vodafone Perspective series 

The Perspective series is designed to help businesses and public sector organisations 
find better ways of working. Researched independently, the series explores the biggest 
challenges facing the UK’s public and private sectors today and provides new 
perspectives from independent thought leaders. 

The Perspective series gives you fresh insight into the world of work. Find the  
latest reports including Connected Nation: A digital Government for everyone,  
at www.yourreadybusiness.co.uk/author/perspectives/ and for other  
resources and insights visit www.vodafone.co.uk/perspective
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