ICT

Introduction

Voluntary and community organisations and society as a whole are using new information and communication technologies (ICTs) more deeply and widely than could possibly have been expected even a decade ago. Understanding broad trends in the way ICTs are impacting is important for two reasons: voluntary and community organisations mediate these technological changes, and can also use ICTs themselves.

	Key drivers and trends

· Productivity – ICT driving government efficiency gains

· Ubiquity – new technologies increasingly embedded in everyday objects, transactions and processes 

· Familiarity – a generation of ‘digital natives’ has been created

· Affordability – ICT power/cost ratio improves every year

· Convergence – a more connected world, with PCs being only one of a number of digital hubs

· ‘Always-on’ connections – a future where access to the web is no different to access to other utilities

· Disintermediation – ICTs can remove intermediaries, enabling direct relationships between people and organisations

· Mobility – wireless technologies are driving location-based services

· Collaborative culture – open source approaches are creating a new mutualism, with values conducive to voluntary action

· Open spectrum – increasing interest in free, unlicensed wireless communication will make broadband available for all who want it




1. The role of ICT in efficiency gains

ICTs are driving efficiency gains in the back office. Whether the use of web-based forms (which shift the cost of updating records to the customer), internet telephony (resulting in lower telecoms costs based on volume rather than distance), or the electronic distribution of information materials (perhaps via legal filesharing networks), ICTs are a source of competitive advantage. Moreover, the falling cost of hardware (and, arguably, the maturity and usability of open source software) means that it is becoming cheaper to implement an ICT strategy. 

	The day may come when we have our own personalised web pages with all our tax records and information there. But this will only create better public services – more customer focused, more efficient, better managed – if ICT is part of a wider strategy for public service reform.

Alexandra Jones, Why ICT? More Efficient and Effective Public Services 



This is inherently linked to public service delivery. In 2005, an estimated three quarters of government services are available online.
 e-government targets aim to shift even more transactions online, so an online capability might be mandatory for some suppliers. For voluntary organisations, ICTs also provide the opportunity to efficiently network or provide services for the ‘long tail’: dispersed, niche communities of interest (or market/donor segments) that might previously have been beyond even non-profit service delivery models.

2. Mobility matters

An estimated 5% of Europeans have now “cut the cord”, dropping their fixed line phone and relying entirely on a mobile phone. Ofcom estimates that 79% of adults now have a mobile phone, compared to 73% a year earlier. As phones effectively become computers, the development of ‘m-commerce’ (and perhaps m-donors?), will become increasingly important, particularly as phones function effectively as wallets. 

	The mobile phone is rapidly becoming the uber-device – the one device that seems to have it all and becomes even more indispensable than it is now… the phones of tomorrow will be remote controls for our life. Mobile phones are morphing – to the point where voice is just incidental.

Rajesh Jain, www.emergic.org 



This might suggest that too much emphasis has been placed on the PC as the personal communication hub, with more thought needed on how we communicate, work and transact via the mobile phone. 

3. ICT is empowering consumers and citizens

Ofcom estimates that the UK has 15 million internet connections covering 56% of homes; importantly, a third of these connections are ‘always on’ broadband connections. The pervasiveness of the web is empowering consumers/supporters and in turn placing additional competitive pressure on companies and organisations. 

	Thanks to the internet, the consumer is finally seizing power…Until recently, consumers usually learned about a product and made their choice at the same time. People would often visit a department store or dealership to seek advice from a salesman, look at his recommendations and then buy. Now, for many, each of these steps is separate. For instance, Ford is finding that eight out of ten of its customers have already used the internet to decide what car they want to buy – and what they are willing to pay – even before they arrive at a showroom.
The Economist (leader), April 2005




The same will undoubtedly apply to charities. Informed with increasing information from online websites (such as GuideStar), the ability of donors to research their cause will invert the current power relationship with charities. Citizens are experiencing similar gains. The rise in blogging and online forums is enabling people to set their own news agendas, while a number of organisations and social movements are already exploiting the ‘network effect’ of the web for organising purposes (see section 4.3). 

	The tools of digital democracy enable us to become activists with a new flexibility and independence. Email lists, online petitions, meet-ups and blogs have altered citizens' expectations for how advocacy groups should engage their members…There's a simmering tension between ego-centric thinking and network-centric thinking – the tension between the institutional power that emanates from an organization and the transactional power that inheres in its members' myriad interactions.
Jed Miller and Rob Stuart: Network-Centric Thinking




4. The digital divide

The digital divide has not, however, closed. A strong correlation between household income and internet access is still evident, with social groups C, D and E relatively digitally non-abled. Cost is not the main barrier; instead, skills and confidence, together with a perceived lack of relevance, are the main reasons.  However, the future will be different.  Today’s young are a generation of ‘digital natives’ who transact over the web by default. Relatively immune to traditional marketing, they might also represent a new generation for whom the mutual ethos is especially strong, encouraged by traditions of file sharing, open source and collaboration.

	In February 2005, 35 per cent of adults had never used the Internet. Of these, 44 per cent stated that they did not want to use, or had no need for, or no interest, in the Internet; 42 per cent had no Internet connection; and 37 per cent felt they lacked knowledge or the confidence to use it.
Office for National Statistics, www.statistics.gov.uk/cci/nugget.asp?id=8 




5. Data security and civil liberty

Increasing computing power combined with ability to link different datasets together will heighten concerns about civil liberties and data protection. A good example is the National programme for IT in the NHS, which will digitise patient records, making them available to 30,000 GPs and 300 hospitals. Identity verification and theft is already a major concern. One solution to the latter, ID cards, has already created significant public debate, but is likely to be driven through in this parliament.

Thoughts for strategic planning

Potential Impact

Procurement and transactions shift online 

As government aims to make efficiency savings and rationalise reporting requirements, an increasing proportion of transactions are made over the web. Supporters, members and customers increasingly expect to do the same and ignore those organisations that don’t.

Online communities drive public perception of the sector

Collaborative approaches to rating personal experiences (as a volunteer or donor) might increasingly drive perception of the sector, rather than branding or advertising. Such an online community (vBay?) might also be the basis for more effective, direct investment by supporters. 

Virtual networks displace some old sector voluntary organisations

Some ‘old sector’ organisations will be marginalized or displaced by the web-based networks and communities, which benefit from lower costs and a new economy veneer. 

The digital have-nots will be increasingly marginalised

As organisations in the public, private and voluntary sectors increasingly communicate online, people that either cannot or will not follow suit are likely to be economically and socially marginalized. The sector has a strong interest in combating exclusion, and policies and strategies will need to focus on the role of ICT in enhancing exclusion.

Suggested Actions

Take advantage of the ICT hub

ChangeUp’s ICT hub – developed by a broad consortium of infrastructure bodies – will provide a central point for advice, information on ICT issues for voluntary and community organisations. Organisations should make contact with the hub as they develop their ICT strategy and capacity.

Harness the new mutualism

Voluntary and community organisations might address their strategic and operational capacity problems by harnessing the online collaborative communities powering the open source and open editing movements.

Make your website the centrepiece of supporter relation management

As supporters and investors increasingly use the web to inform their decision-making, organisations should ensure that their key performance and outcomes data are available via the web. As web-based comparison and benchmarking becomes more important, it will become increasingly important to identify peer organisations.

Further reading

The Digital Divide Network – www.digitaldividenetwork.org/ 

Foundation for Information Policy Research – www.fipr.org/ 

Jed Miller and Rob Stuart (2004) Network-Centric Thinking: The Internet's Challenge to Ego-Centric Institutions. 

http://journal.planetwork.net/article.php?lab=miller0704  

Alexandra Jones and Laura Williams. Why ICT? More Efficient and Effective Public Services. The Work Foundation 

www.theworkfoundation.com/research/psu/ict.jsp 

OFCOM (2004) Communications Market Report October 2004 Quarterly Update. www.ofcom.org.uk/research/cm/qu_10_2004/?a=87101 

Prime Minister’s Strategy Unit (2005) Connecting the UK: the digital strategy. www.strategy.gov.uk 

The Wiki Foundation (home to a number of open knowledge bases) 

www.wikimedia.org/ 
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