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Doug, thank you for that kind introduction. Good afternoon everyone. It is a pleasure to be here at the influential Connecting Up conference, celebrating and sharing the existing achievements of nonprofits - while planning for the next era of change. 


This is a pivotal moment for us all as nonprofits. As we’ve heard today, when the Australian Charities and Not-for-profits Commission opens its doors on 1 July it will signal a sea change in the way you are both governed and supported. I know that many of you are concerned about the impact of tax reforms on your commercial activities. Even the way your government defines what a charity is will change. 

This change, this uncertainty is happening in times which are themselves even more uncertain. You’ve already had a sharp slowdown in economic growth, although you can take some comfort in the fact that your GDP growth is outperforming ours in the UK! But you’ve also got strong foundations of low unemployment, good public finances and very low debt to build on. In the UK we have high unemployment, weakened public finances and a debt estimated in January this year at just over one trillion pounds. So, while none of our economies is exactly a bed of roses, I must confess I’d happily swap our problems for yours. 

What both countries do share is an uncertain road ahead. And it’s at times like these we need to decide what we do as sector leaders in this environment. One of my mantras has always been that when the game changes, it’s time to get ahead of the game.  It is only by doing so that we will be able to shape the debate and wield influence on the way it develops – rather than just being passive recipients of a fait accompli after the event. 

The creativity, innovation and the application of new technologies that we’ve seen so many great examples of already today are at the heart of how we can meet the challenges we are all facing as leaders. We’ve learned how you can use social media, video sharing and online tools to reach your audience. We’ve discussed the power of emotion in building relationships with your supporters. We’ve heard (will hear) from Nancy how razor sharp messaging can motivate your supporters to take action. Today I’ve seen a brilliant combination of using first principles and fresh ideas that says much about the resilience and positivity with which we are entering this new era. 

I urge you to hang on to that spirit of optimism in the months ahead. Patterns get set early. You have an opportunity here to guide the way your sector deals with these new challenges. Don’t miss it. 

I’m honoured to be here as a guest of Connecting Up, who do a great job of building capacity for the nonprofit and community sector. We at Lasa have worked alongside Connecting Up as a partner for many years and we share a common aim and ethos. 

Lasa’s vision is to strengthen the sector and we work with thousands of nonprofits across the UK offering knowledge, support and resources. We work with everyone from Shelter and Age UK to government bodies and small community groups. And we are proud to work alongside our fantastic overseas partners, Connecting up and Techsoup Global in the US. 

Like Connecting Up, we were founded in the 1980s, and the bedrock of our foundation was technology. It was a boom time for technology. Apple had begun selling PCs, Microsoft invented Microsoft Windows and the internet was launched. What began as a simple online network to bring together scientists from universities across America has now transformed the way we live and work. Whether it’s through our phones, laptops or the latest iPad, we are all connecting more often. 

Technology is the reason Lasa exists. Throughout all these developments we have championed the cause of technology, because we passionately believe that it can help nonprofits do more, deliver more and improve the lives of people who need our help most. In these volatile times, when money and resources are tight and likely to get tighter, we need to take back control over what we do. . Right now, technology is the closest thing that charities have to a magic bullet. If we want to rise to the challenge of what lies ahead we can’t do it without embracing technology as leaders.  

But technology is not a cure all. It has to be used in the right way. I have worked in the nonprofit sector for over two decades and I’ve seen technology used both brilliantly and badly. In the right hands technology has become a force to transform the world for the better. Recently we saw Save the Children create a multi-lingual tweet chat, spanning 14 hours and 12 time zones, to get child malnutrition on the global agenda. Closer to home in the UK, technology helped bring together volunteers to repair their communities in the wake of the riots in summer 2011. 
It’s this kind of visionary use of technology that we at Lasa want to encourage amongst charities. Throughout the last three decades we have worked tirelessly alongside nonprofits both in the UK and across the globe to use technology strategically to help achieve their vision, realise their goals and meet the rising demand for their services. Recently we were the only organisation in the UK to receive grant funding from Google in recognition of the pioneering role we have played in helping the sector make the right decisions about technology. 

Let me give you a couple of examples of the kind of work we do. We’ve recently worked with a government body called the Social Care Institute for Excellence to help them get more care homes online right across the UK, helping thousands of people connect, communicate and share what they’ve learned.

At the other end of the spectrum, we helped a small local charity called Age Concern Hounslow rebuild their computer network, meaning that they could deal with the older people who they support and organisations who they work with more quickly and efficiently.  As we all know, older people can often feel isolated, particularly if their families are far away. So we helped Age Concern Hounslow create an internet café so that their clients can keep in touch with friends and relatives more easily, reducing their sense of isolation and allowing them to continue to feel involved. 

The project was a big success. Stephen, their CEO, told me that it was because they were using technology more strategically they won a major council contract. Their capacity to support old people grew.  They delivered more information and advice thanks to their new systems, and were able to continue doing so even when budgets grew tighter.  

Whether your organisation is big or small, there are two key things you need to know about technology. I want to share with you some of the lessons for leaders that we have learned along the way. 

Firstly, don’t be scared of it. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again: for us as leaders to capitalise on the power of technology we only need to understand the possibilities, not the technicalities. You don’t need to be Bill Gates or know how to code. Paul Farmer, who is the CEO of Mind, one of the major charities in the UK, recently said, "I can't see how any chief executive of any voluntary organisation can do their job effectively without really high-quality understanding of technology and its capabilities. It is a fundamental part of the 21st century workplace, and it therefore needs to be a fundamental part of the 21st century charity chief executive.” I’d second that emotion.
Secondly, we need to take ownership of it. It needs to be embedded in our organisational strategies. Technology must become as much a part of the DNA of charities as fundraising and finance. 
I understand that budgets and resources for technology are tight. But we cannot sidestep the issue. Would we say that we didn’t have the money or time for electricity? Today we have heard again and again how technology can become the cornerstone of an organisation’s success. And it is up to us all, as leaders, to make the most of this fantastic tool. I’ll be showing you some examples of how nonprofits, both large and small, have used technology strategically to transform the lives of communities in the UK a little later. 

But now I want to talk to you about the state of the sector in the UK. I’m not going to lie. Things are tough. As I said at the start of this speech, the UK government has an accumulated debt of over one trillion pounds. That is over sixty four per cent of our GDP. We have come out of one recession but it looks increasingly likely that we will shortly enter another. Economic growth is slow. Unemployment has risen to 2.67 million. Most worryingly, one in five 16-24 year olds are unemployed. Over 1 million of them are out of work. Now, I’m normally an optimist but even I must conclude that the future doesn’t exactly look rosy. 

So how has the economic climate affected the nonprofit sector in the UK? The National Council for Voluntary Organisations, also known as NCVO, who represent the interests of charities across the UK, has recently launched the Civil Society Almanac which is a major piece of research into the economics of the sector. I’d like to share with you some of the key statistics from it. 

When the recession began, charities were hit by a double whammy. Income fell but demand from the people we support grew. Nevertheless, the sector rose to the challenge. Service provision actually grew. But this was only part of the picture. Rising inflation mean that our costs skyrocketed. Inflation also cut the value of our income. Our sector lost £2.3 billion in rising costs simple due to inflation between 2008 and 2010. And all the while demand was increasing. We have been running to stand still. 

Of course government money is still going into the sector. But grant funding is falling. In the recession year alone charities lost £500 million in grants. And the fallout has been brutal. I know charities that went to the wall. People in trouble lost the services they desperately needed to help keep the wolf from the door. Communities were abandoned without support.  Things are unequivocally serious.
Many charities have survived by making redundancies, using their reserves and restructuring. I am proud to work in such a strong and creative sector. But we cannot cut beyond the bone. And things will get even harder. By the time the coalition government’s parliament ends in 2015, the forecasts show that charities will lose £1.2 billion in government income every single year. Cumulatively, we will have lost £3.3 billion in total. 

Optimist I may be, but I’m also a realist. I know that times are hard and that money is tight. I get that. But I also know that if Prime Minister David Cameron’s commitment to the sector rings true, then we need to work together to review how we can make the sector sustainable. In the UK I’m calling on David Cameron and his Minister for Civil Society, Nick Hurd, to sit down with me and other leading CEOs in the sector to have an open and honest discussion about this issue. 

What worries me greatly is that many charities are constantly battling every day to stay afloat. I have spoken to many charity CEOs who say that they are so focused on fire fighting that they and their organisations are losing sight of what they are trying to achieve. I understand why they feel like this. Don’t get me wrong; charities are still doing amazing and valuable work. But no-one can deliver to the best of their abilities under the current pressures and with no end in sight. 

Those, then, are the problems, and they are clearly significant for the sector. But my optimism is kept alive by the light from some of the bright spots I can see. 
There are two key things which might just help the sector survive and even thrive, which I want to discuss with David Cameron and Nick Hurd. These two things are collaborative working and technology. Taken together, they could revitalize the sector, transforming the communities who need them more than ever before. 

Charities and nonprofits have always been excellent at working collaboratively. In these times of adversity, there are even more good examples of this. Let me share one with you. Kensington and Chelsea hub is a charity in London which brings together all of the advice services in the area. At a time when a growing number of people find themselves in difficult circumstances and needing support, Kensington and Chelsea Hub connects them with all the places where they can get advice, whether it is a community group or a government organisation. Whether they need advice in debt, housing, employment or mental health issues, Kensington and Chelsea Hub can help them. And, just to square the circle, it also provides resources and training for all the organisations who give advice. 

This strikes me as a fantastic example of collaborative working as a way of providing a better service to individuals. We were fortunate enough to work with the Hub by helping them use technology to be more efficient, and supporting them through our rightsnet services, which help organisations give the right advice about state benefits, first time.  By creating one central route to advice services, Kensington and Chelsea Hub have built greater capacity, raised the bar for consistent quality of services and boosted the profile of advice with local commissioning bodies. 

What this project brings home to me is that by working together charities are so much more than the sum of their parts. Together we can maximise their impact.

Technology is key to collaborative working. It builds strong relationships across charities, right into government. As I mentioned earlier, at Lasa we worked with a government body called the Social Care Institute of Excellence on a project called Get Connected. It was a grant scheme for providers of adult social care in England to help their service users, carers, visitors and staff to get online and make better use of technology. We knew that getting them ‘connected up’ would open up a world of communication, learning and training to them. 

We shared SCIE’s vision and we supported them in achieving it by  assessing over 1700 grant applications for technology projects, distributing £12million to 1242 services including day care projects, home care services and nursing homes across the UK.

 Finally I want to take you to Sheffield, a city in South Yorkshire. It’s got high levels of unemployment, personal debt and many problems of deprivation. There are many people there who need help and support to help them turn their lives around. 

In a place with such high demand, resources are invariably stretched and time becomes even more of the essence - the challenge is to pair people up with the right organisations that can help them as quickly as possible. When someone walks into your charity’s office who’s about to be evicted, or who has loan sharks chasing them, then you need to solve their problems - fast. So twenty nine nonprofits who give advice in the area decided to get together to make that happen. 

Their aim was to find a way for any client who walked into their organisations to be able to walk into any of their centres and book an appointment, enabling them to be referred to any of the organisations straight away. Technology was clearly the answer to the question, but how? Morgan Killick, who runs a social enterprise called ESP Projects, went in to work with these organisations to find a web based software programme which would suit everyone’s needs and provide universal compatability. That software is now used every day by all of the nonprofits involved. They can make referrals directly to each other quickly and easily. This means that people who need help get it fast, and are treated professionally and with dignity through a seamless ‘client journey.’

So how can what I’ve told you here today help you when you go back to the office? I’d like to share with you some resources to help you as leaders use technology. Our website the Knowledgebase is the ‘go to’ site for charity technology - we received over a quarter of a million visits last year. We know that it is used by organisations across the world, from Australia to America. Please do get involved with it. You can also sign up to some of our e-newsletters about technology and find out more about our other resources via this link. 

I talked earlier about taking back control. In the uncertain times ahead, we need to look at how we can all help ourselves.  Our sector is nothing if not resilient and creative and I believe that technology and collaborative working are the twin forces that can help charities move forward with confidence. As we like to say in the UK, they are a win win, helping nonprofits do more but also to save costs. 

Times are about as challenging as any of  us as nonprofit leaders can remember. And there will be more challenges to come. But, by being creative, by being innovative and by using the memory and experience of the many challenges we have already faced, I think we can overcome them. And perhaps show governments a thing or two about how efficiency and compassion are not mutually exclusive along the way.
I urge you to embrace everything that technology and collaboration has to offer your organisations and those they exist to help. It is us, and only us, as leaders who can make this happen.   The more we can connect, and communicate, and work together, whether we are charities or government, the greater our achievements will be together. 

By doing so, there is no doubt in my mind that we will all emerge as stronger, better and smarter nonprofits. Let’s get it done. 

Thank you. 

