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Housekeeping

• We will be finishing at 12pm
• This will be recorded and shared afterwards along 

with the slides
• Please mute unless talking (cameras are your choice)
• Hands up if you’d like to contribute or use chat
• Discussion and debate is encouraged! 



Agenda

1. Introductions
2. What digital really means for local authorities
3. What leadership looks like in the digital age
4. Understanding enough about the technology
5. Setting your strategic vision
6. Digital culture and skills
7. Overseeing the delivery of digital transformation



1. Introductions



Hi, I’m Dave 👋

I’ve worked loads in digital roles 
across government, mostly.

I help local public services improve 
and innovate using digital and 
technology.

I share stuff at sensibletech.co.uk

https://sensibletech.co.uk/


Introductions

Let everyone know:

• Who you are
• What you do, and where
• Why you are here



2. What digital really 
means for local authorities



Why this matters

Having a commonly agreed definition of 
what we are talking about when we are 
talking about digital saves so much time 
and anguish.



What is digital?

Channel shift? Yes, kind of.
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What is digital?

Channel shift? Yes, kind of.
Mobile working? Yes, kind of.
Implementing cloud computing? Yes, kind of.
Building a new website? Yes, kind of.
Completely changing everything? Yes, kind of.



The best definition

Applying the culture, processes, business 
models and technologies of the internet era 
to respond to people’s raised expectations.

Tom Loosemore
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Discussion

Is your organisation aligned on a definition 
of digital?

Does this definition help your 
understanding?



3. What leadership looks 
like in the digital age



Does a digital leader…

…have to be on Twitter?
…use the latest technology?
…understand what the tech engineers are 
saying all the time?
…need to be able to run standups, sprint 
planning and retros?



Does a digital leader…

…have to be on Twitter?
…use the latest technology?
…understand what the tech engineers are 
saying all the time?
…need to be able to run standups, sprint 
planning and retros?NOP

E!



To make this kind of transformation happen you need 
people at the top who understand that it’s not just about 
doing better digital projects, adopting the latest new 
technology, having a Twitter account or even automating 
your existing business processes or bringing in some 
technical experts. 
It’s about completely changing the way you think and 
work as a leader, and the way your whole organisation 
works…
Janet Hughes

https://doteveryone.org.uk/2017/02/digital-leadership-changing-your-whole-approach-not-just-doing-better-digital-projects/


In practice…

• Give people permission
• Take responsibility 
• Focus on the culture
• Encourage the right behaviour
• Celebrate success, learn from failure
• Manage expectations



Discussion

How do you nurture this style of leadership in 
your organisation?



4. Understanding enough 
about the technology



What you really need to know

You need to know just enough to enable 
you to take ownership and to recognise 
what is good.

Claiming ignorance is not an option.



Data

• Using data to make decisions means you make 
better decisions

• Using data well requires a strong data culture – that 
matters more than technology

• A lot of your data is locked in silos – find ways 
to free it

• Insist that any new tech enables data reuse



Cloud

• Cloud basically means getting someone else to look 
after the gubbins of your IT

• It works at various levels: software, platform or 
infrastructure. You’ll need them all.

• Cloud is generally more secure, robust, and flexible
• It can be costly and you need to do the maths
• If someone says “we can’t”, you probably can



Low code

• A relatively new technology to local government
• A sweet spot between bespoke and off the shelf
• Can rapidly speed up digital delivery, especially with 

smaller teams
• Potential for sharing digital products
• Check that platforms are genuinely low code and not 

just forms
• Not a panacea for every context



Local government software

• Generally terrible and not getting better any time 
soon

• Decide which battles are worth fighting
• How can you improve around the edges?
• Be creative about levels of support
• Rationalisation – here be not many savings usually



Discussion

Do you feel you know enough about 
technology right now?

If not, how can you improve that?



5. Setting your strategic 
vision



Do you need a digital strategy?

Sometimes, yes.

It depends on where you are at, how your 
organisation operates, if you have the 
capability to write one and deliver it.



Reasons to have a digital strategy

• You know where you want to get to as an organisation
• Everyone is bought in
• You can fund the necessary activity
• You have the people to write the thing
• Your organisation works best when you have a thing 

you can point to



Reasons not to have a digital strategy

• Not everyone is convinced it’s what you should 
be doing

• You have to pay expensive consultants to write it
• You don’t have the resources to make it happen
• There’s a load of other stuff going on
• Having digital as a separate thing is unhelpful



Good digital strategies…

• Set a strategic vision for the next few years
• Outline broad principles
• Emphasise the need for changes to culture, 

processes, and operating models, as well as tech
• Can iterate if needed
• Are based on existing good practice
• Deliver organisational goals and meet user needs



Examples to inspire - Greenwich

https://www.royalgreenwich.gov.uk/info/200222/policies_and_plans/2259/digital_strategy_2020_to_2024


Examples to inspire - Croydon

https://www.croydon.gov.uk/council-and-elections/policies-plans-and-strategies/croydon-digital-strategy/vision


The alternative

• Don’t go for grand visions
• Take an incremental, project based approach
• Try embedding digital into other change narratives



Discussion

Do you feel you need a digital strategy 
at this stage?



6. Digital culture and skills



Culture is so important!

The culture of the internet is open, 
collaborative and creative.

This makes for better organisations.



User centred design

A key feature of digital cultures is that they 
are user focused. They strive to meet user 
needs, which they understand because they 
have done their research.



Agile

Agile (which is NOT remote working!) is a 
software delivery method based on getting 
working services live as quickly as possible, 
and then iterating based on feedback.



Both require major culture shifts

Councils traditionally see meeting their 
requirements as the most important thing. 
But meeting user needs first will always help 
deliver those other benefits.

Councils like to be certain of outcomes. But 
outcomes are never certain!



Open, collaborative working



New roles and skills

• User research
• Service design
• Product management
• Delivery management
• Content design
• Interaction design



Making the change

• Hire new people
• Surface level detail (posters, stickers, trainers)
• Unearth the hidden talent
• Build communities
• Be bold, work at speed, show the thing
• Provide opportunities to learn



Discussion

Is your organisation’s culture digital ready?



7. Overseeing the delivery 
of digital transformation



Delivering digital

New digital services are best delivered by 
multi-disciplinary teams, using agile 
methodologies with user centred 
design principles.



But…

you are very likely to have to compromise of 
some of that at some point (i.e. all the time).

Mostly this is because of money.



The best approach

Digital folk like to say things like ‘invest in 
teams, not projects!’

Having a permanent, core capability 
inevitably leads to better outcomes. 
But it’s expensive.



The digital programme

Often digital work is wrapped up into a 
capital funded invest to save programme 
over a set period of time, with clear 
savings requirements. 

But with digital, it’s not always obvious 
where the savings come from.



The thing to avoid

Generally savings come from the budgets of 
the services they transform. This can be 
incredibly awkward.

This issue must be openly discussed and 
agreed (and documented!) as early 
as possible.



The other thing to avoid

When programmes end, what happens to 
the team? 

Who supports and maintains the 
new services?

Are we starting again next year?



Advice for successful programmes

• Design for sustainability 
• Discovery is likely needed before savings can 

be confirmed
• Get savings agreed by everyone as early as possible
• Recruit people and implement new technology 

before you begin!



Discussion

How can you plan out the work to ensure 
these common problems don’t arise?



Summing up



Summing up

• We’ve covered an awful lot of ground
• But dig just a little more into these 7 areas and you’ll 

be able to lead in this area in no time
• The internet is chock full of advice and guidance
• There are communities and networks to help you



Keep in touch ✍

sensibletech.co.uk/newsletter

@davebriggs (on Twitter)

linkedin.com/in/davebriggs

https://sensibletech.co.uk/newsletter/
http://twitter.com/davebriggs
http://linkedin.com/in/davebriggs

