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All organisations can become more
successful by spending some time
improving their understanding of
the likely future of these external
pressures and using this to make a
stronger organisational strategy.
Some view this as a luxury: “It’s only
for rich charities”; or as impossible:
“It’s stargazing! You can’t predict the
future!” Others think that it is just an
intellectual exercise that won’t change
what their organisation does. Others
appreciate that it is one of the critical
tasks of the chair, the board, the chief

executive and senior managers, but
they still put it off: “I’ll do it after this
next funding application”; “…after this
next board meeting”; “…once the new
trustees are recruited”.
This is understandable; a good analysis
of the future does take time, and can
involve learning new skills. For people
with little time on their hands, NCVO
Third Sector Foresight1 has produced
the Future Focus series to provide
ready-made analyses of the future
changes that are most likely to affect
small and medium VCOs.

Each guide focuses on a different topic.
For those keen to learn how to do it
themselves, we have also published
Looking Out, an accessible introduction
to help VCOs develop these skills.2
This is the third guide in the series
(see page 42 for details of the full
series). It explores how individual and
organisational behaviour may change
as a result of using new technologies.
It suggests ways for you and your
colleagues to use this information to
make strategic choices and plan ahead.
Future Focus 3



How to use
Future Focus 3
In the following pages,
we outline the most
important drivers that
we believe will affect
how people will use new
technologies over the
coming years.
These trends and issues may already
be influencing your organisation or
some parts of it at the moment. But
these are the drivers which we think
will grow in importance for small and
medium VCOs in the coming years.
This guide will help you explore how
technologies are changing individual
and organisational behaviour. It is not
a ‘how-to’ manual for any specific
technology.
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What are drivers?

Drivers are major forces or
trends that could positively or
negatively shape the future of
your organisation.
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Setting the scene
An overview past and present of how new technologies
can affect individual and organisational behaviour
Five drivers
Driver 1: A wealth of information and choice
Driver 2: Increasing ease of making new connections
Driver 3: New ways to engage people
Driver 4: Lower barriers to publishing and broadcasting
Driver 5: Ability to work flexibly

Each driver includes:
A short description of what is
happening, what is likely to happen in
the future and why, plus an outline of
some of the risks and opportunities
this might present for your
organisation.
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Setting the scene
From the wheel, to the printing press, to medical
breakthroughs, new technologies can be disruptive
and enabling, yet are notoriously difficult to predict.
Technological changes can be rapid, and it can be
difficult for organisations to keep up-to-date. The
organisations that do react swiftly are often feted as
innovators and can show the way forward for others.
The current crop of what we might
call ‘new’ technologies (including the
internet, mobile telephony and digital
television) has led and will continue
to lead to changes and shifts in
behaviour: how we communicate
and build relationships, how we learn
and make choices, and how and
where we work.
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And yet with every technology
there is the need to be aware that
not everyone will adopt it at the
same speed. A ‘digital divide’ has
opened up between those using
new technologies and those who
are not. Although more and more
people have access to the new
technologies, a gap remains in
terms of the confidence and skills
needed to get the most out of
them. Alongside considering the
opportunities presented by new
technologies, all organisations must
think through the importance of
continuing to reach and engage
with those who are not using them.

Next steps
This guide does not look at the
different technologies in detail,
or explain all the relevant jargon
(though if that’s what you’re after,
our information and support section
on page 40 is a good place to start).
Instead, we introduce five likely future
trends and suggest a few questions
to get you thinking about them.
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Driver 1
A wealth of information and choice

In coming years, it wi ll continue
to get much easier an d quicker
to access a huge volu me and
variety of information.
Internet connections are getting faster and
the web itself will become ever easier to
access through mobile phones and digital
televisions as well as computers.
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Driver 1
A wealth of information and choice

Moving forward:

In this environment, navigating your
way through a wealth of electronic
information, some provided by
‘professionals’ and some by ‘amateurs’,
and knowing what you can trust, is likely
to become an essential skill for everyone.
People increasingly trust and base their
choices on recommendations made by
peers. The internet is opening up new
opportunities to share experiences and
opinions with others. This may affect the
relationships that different stakeholders
have with VCOs in the future, as
individuals weigh up the value of the
information VCOs present alongside
the opinions of peers.
Organisations themselves may also
develop more of a role in guiding the
public through information. This raises
the question of how neutral VCOs can
be, or want to be.

Do you know how to search
for information efficiently?
Is your organisation making
the most of all this
information?
Are you researching new
funding opportunities,
potential new partners, and
new ideas in your specialist area?
How can you make the
information you produce
stand out amongst the wealth
of available information?
How can you assert your role
as a source of trusted and
expert information?
How will more information
and choice impact on your
organisation?
In five years’ time will your
organisation be seen as a
trusted information source?
Use the box to jot down
your thoughts.

12

Future Focus 3

How important will this driver be to your organisation in the
next five years?
LOW

MEDIUM

HIGH
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Driver 2
Increasing ease of making new connections

New technologies m ake it easier for
people and organisat ions to find
others that share thei r interests or
have a similar focus, often regardless
of their geographical location.
This makes it easier to make new
connections and form groups that
might not otherwise come together.
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Driver 2
Increasing ease of making new
connections

Moving forward:

This offers more opportunities
for dispersed groups or those with
limited mobility to support themselves,
mobilise, and communicate with
each other more effectively.
As it becomes easier for many of us
to make new connections and form
groups around specific interests,
power can shift away from traditional
networks and membership bodies
towards individuals and their informal
networks. This can be a challenge for
those who view themselves as the
only experts in their field wanting
to remain the gatekeepers of
information for their audiences.
However, online networks also
create opportunities for VCOs to
find and connect with members of
other groups who could be recruited
as new supporters, and can also
enable them to share experiences
and learning with others in their
field, offering more scope for new
collaborations and insights which
cross sector or specialism boundaries.

Can your organisation reach
new audiences through
others’ networks? Could
your existing users and
stakeholders play a bigger
role in communicating your
message through their
personal networks?
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How important will this driver be to your
organisation in the next five years?
LOW

MEDIUM

HIGH

Can your organisation
use new technologies to
make new connections
with other VCOs to share
ideas and learning?
In five years’ time how will
your organisation network
and build up your contacts?
Use the box to jot down
your thoughts.
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Driver 3
New ways to engage people

As well as accessing n ew audiences,
new technologies can also help
VCOs to engage mor e closely
with their stakeholde rs.
More organisations are using their websites to
have open conversations with their audiences,
not just broadcasting messages to them but
also giving them the opportunity to respond
and have a dialogue.
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Driver 3
New ways to engage people

Moving forward:

More open conversations may
help organisations to develop their
knowledge, services and campaigns in
a collaborative way. This can lead to
better and more user-focused services
and products. It can also create a
stronger sense of community amongst
users, volunteers and supporters who
feel valued and listened to and are
thus more likely to stay engaged with
the organisation in the longer term.
However, the growing availability and
use of new technology in this area will
mean that more people expect more
engagement, leading to greater demand
for opportunities to input, feed back
and help shape thinking. This will put
pressure on VCOs who are not set up or
able to adapt to a more open dialogue
with their stakeholders. More open
conversations also mean organisations
will have to manage tensions between
competing views from their audiences,
and work out ways to balance the mix
of voices they listen to.

Can you use technology to
involve users, volunteers or
supporters more in shaping
the work that you do?3
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How can you balance
competing voices and
respond to criticism?

How important will this driver be to your
organisation in the next five years?
LOW

MEDIUM

HIGH

In five years’ time how could
greater online engagement
of stakeholders impact on
how your organisation is
set up and run?
Use the box to jot down
your thoughts.
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Driver 4
Lower barriers to publishing and broadcasting

High quality publishing is likely
to become more affordable
and accessible.
New technologies create opportunities for
organisations to communicate more effectively;
both reaching a wider audience and having more
of an impact on existing donors, volunteers and
campaign supporters.
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Driver 4
Lower barriers to publishing
and broadcasting

Moving forward:

The barriers to publishing
professional-looking material have
lowered. Widely available software,
digital photography and colour
printing allow small organisations to
put together sophisticated materials
on a limited budget. It is also easier to
create and maintain websites with a
minimum of technical knowledge.
Technology also increases the number
of routes through which organisations
can promote their message, including
through paper materials, online
information, community channels
on digital television, and internet
radio stations.
For many organisations, online
information is likely to become the
principal medium of communication.
However, it will be important for
organisations to take steps to ensure
that groups or audiences who can’t or
choose not to access information
online are not excluded.
And, of course, content is key –
sharp design or delivery is of little
value if the message is unclear or
the quality of information is poor.

Could your organisation
communicate more widely
or more cheaply with its
stakeholders online? Have
you thought about using
other media such as
television and radio stations?
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How important will this driver be to your
organisation in the next five years?
LOW

MEDIUM

HIGH

Does your organisation have
a policy or strategy in place
to ensure that people are not
excluded by your choice of
communication channels?
How will more affordable
publishing and broadcasting
impact on your organisation?
In five years’ time will
your publications and
communications look
and feel different?
Use the box to jot down
your thoughts.
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Driver 5
Ability to work flexibly

New technologies are changing the way
people work for, volu nteer with and
contribute to organis ations and causes.
Mobile phones, emails and video conferencing,
for example, offer more flexible ways of working,
enabling staff and volunteers to work from a
distance or on the move. Teams are increasingly
able to communicate without sharing the same
office base and can work simultaneously on shared
documents, plans and projects from a variety of
locations. There are also numerous opportunities
for volunteers and campaigners
to contribute online.
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Driver 5
Ability to work flexibly

Moving forward:

As well as being able to offer more
attractive working arrangements for
existing staff and volunteers, this opens
up new ways for groups to volunteer,
particularly those who live in remote
locations or don’t have a fixed
geographical base. The ability of
organisations to use and engage with
different networks of people at different
times may contribute to the more fluid
and flexible voluntary and community
organisations outlined in Driver 2.
With a greater variety of ways in
which to contribute to VCOs, it will be
important for organisations to think
about the size, structure, and locations
that are most appropriate for their
cause, their staff and volunteers.

Could your organisation
get more of its work done
without meeting face-to-face?
If people could contribute
to your organisation in
more flexible ways, are there
potential staff or volunteers
with appropriate skills and
knowledge who your
organisation could draw on?

How important will this driver be to your
organisation in the next five years?
LOW

MEDIUM

HIGH

In five years’ time how many
of your staff and volunteers
will work from different
locations?
Use the box to jot down
your thoughts.
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So what? Now what?
Considering strategic implications
for your organisation
Hopefully you now have a better understanding
of some of the key drivers that will influence
how new technologies affect the people who
will be involved in your organisation over the
coming years. The next step is to turn this
information into choices about future actions.

This process is covered in depth in
Looking out: A practical guide to planning
for a changing environment but the
following questions will get you
started. Why not consider them with
colleagues or with your trustees?
30
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Selecting the most
important drivers

First of all, how important did you
think each of the five drivers would
be for your organisation?

Driver 1: Information and choice
LOW
MEDIUM
Driver 2: New connections
LOW
MEDIUM
Driver 3: Engaging people
LOW
MEDIUM
Driver 4: Publishing and broadcasting
LOW
MEDIUM
Driver 5: Flexible working
LOW
MEDIUM

HIGH
HIGH
HIGH
HIGH
HIGH

How much time do you have
to consider these further?
If you’re short of time, pick the one or
two which are the most important for
your organisation. If you have more
time, consider more.
Future Focus 3
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So what?
Strategic opportunities
and challenges

Thinking about
your stakeholders

You may already have started to jot down ideas
about what these drivers will mean for your
organisation in the future. We suggest you develop
these ideas a little more, perhaps by drawing up a
table like the one below.

Stakeholders are those who have an interest in
what you do. Don’t forget to consider how these
drivers may impact on them, and how this may
then influence your relationships.

Opportunities and challenges should
be medium to long term and focused
on the changes to your organisation’s
strategy that you may need to make.

Consider:

Driver

Opportunities

Your workforce – both paid and voluntary
Your users and beneficiaries – both direct and indirect
Challenges

Your funders – individuals, corporates, trusts and
foundations, statutory agencies
Other players – your competitors, your collaborators,
those who complement you, other VCOs, private sector
providers, public sector providers
Other stakeholders – the media, general public,
policy makers.
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Now what?
Strategic opportunities

Once you’ve understood what the future could
look like, you can identify actions that you can take
which will maximise opportunities and minimise
the negative effect of risks and challenges. It can be
helpful to think about three kinds of opportunity:

Improve – what opportunity does your new
knowledge give you to do what you do better?

Why not develop some ideas and
options for these different types of
opportunities? You could draw up a
table like the one below.

Improve

Innovate

Improvise

Innovate – what opportunity does your new
knowledge give you to do different things?
Improvise – what opportunity does your new
knowledge give you to manage risks and threats?

34
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Taking action
A case study

This example sets out the actions an organisation
takes in response to these drivers to help put it on a
stronger footing in the years to come. This
organisation is fictional, but its story is based on a
number of anecdotal experiences from real VCOs.

36
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A village committee in East Knowle
• Inclusion: The committee then
in Wiltshire decided to run a campaign
designed some flyers, got them
for a zebra crossing in the village
printed and distributed these locally
following a number of minor accidents. to alert people to the campaign.
One of the committee members had
This attracted some other village
read this Future Focus guide and
residents to join the campaign who
suggested setting up a website for
were not previously aware of the
the campaign using a simple template
committee and also got more of
that she had found on the internet.
an interest from the parish council.
Committee members began to
• Reach: The committee used
contribute updates about the
their website and regular email
campaign and links to other
updates as a quick, cheap and easy
professional websites on accident
way to keep their supporters upprevention and pedestrianisation.
to-date with developments,
They were surprised by how easy
and to encourage them to write
it was.
to the local authority. As a result,
a regional newspaper picked up
on the campaign and quoted
from their publicity material, giving
their cause a great publicity boost.
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Taking action
A case study

• F lexible working: Just at that time,
• Using others’ networks: The
the committee member looking after committee learned that other
the website moved away from the area, campaigns had gained more
but having lived in the village for 15
support and ideas for developing
years, was still keen to stay involved
their initiatives by using online
and continued her role from her
discussion forums and consultations.
new home in Leicester.
The local authority had recently set
up an online forum to discuss local
• Learning: The committee wanted
issues on its website so the campaign
to find out about ways to develop
coordinators posted messages on it,
their initiative further and learn
encouraging the local community to
from others about how to manage a
give them new ideas for the campaign.
larger scale campaign. They searched
online for similar projects across the
country and made contact with
others to share ideas and learning.
Over time, they began to use search
engines to see how their campaign
was being received by others.
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• Broadcasting: Someone suggested
shooting a short video about the
dangerous road campaign and posting
it on a video-sharing website. This was
picked up by other local campaigners
around the country as an example of a
successful campaign video. The visual
reminder of the problem also jolted
the local authority into action: within
five months of a special viewing for
councillors, a raised zebra crossing
was installed, along with a traffic
calming scheme along the affected
stretch of road.
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Further information
and support
NCVO Third Sector Foresight
NCVO Third Sector Foresight helps
voluntary and community organisations
create effective plans with strategic
insight and planning tools.
www.3s4.org.uk
HelpDesk: 0800 2 798 798
Textphone: 0800 01 88111 (minicom)
NCVO Strategy and Impact
NCVO’s Strategy and Impact team
provides consultancy, support and
advice on topics including strategic
planning, impact reporting and user
involvement to the voluntary and
community sector.
www.strategy-impact.org.uk
HelpDesk: 0800 2 798 798
Textphone: 0800 01 88111 (minicom)
Funding jargon buster
A simple glossary of phrases commonly
used in the context of voluntary and
community sector funding and social
enterprise.
www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/sfp/
jargonbuster

Appendix:
Notes and references
NCVO Sustainable Funding Project
The Sustainable Funding Project
encourages and enables voluntary
and community organisations to
explore and exploit a full range of
funding and financing options to
develop a sustainable funding mix.
www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/sfp
HelpDesk: 0800 2 798 798
Textphone: 0800 01 88111 (minicom)

1

See further information and
support page 40 for details.

2

L ooking out: A practical
guide to planning for a
changing environment,
www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/
lookingout

3

The Performance
Hub’s guide to user
involvement is available at:
www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/
publications

NCVO Publications on Full Value
True Colours: Uncovering the full value
of your organisation and Full Value:
Public services and the third sector are
two NCVO publications exploring the
concept of full value and its relevance
to policy and practice.
www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/fullvalue
HelpDesk: 0800 2 798 798
Textphone: 0800 01 88111 (minicom)

If you would like to be kept informed about the Future Focus series, please
email your details to: futurefocus@ncvo-vol.org.uk
40
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What will our
funding be like
in five years’ time?

What will our
volunteers be like
in five years’ time?

How will we use
new technologies
in five years’ time?

How is local
democracy
changing?

How are social
attitudes changing?

What will the UK
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2

3

4

5
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1 Funding
2 Volunteers
3 New technologies
4 Local democracy
5 Social attitudes
6 The UK population
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£2.50 (£1.75 NCVO members) plus P&P
Bulk discounts are also available
Order your copies now:
Freephone 0800 2 798 798
Visit www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/futurefocus
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Future Focus 3
How will we use new technologies
in five years’ time?
This is the third in a series of guides
to help voluntary and community
organisations think about likely changes
in their external environment and how
these changes could affect them.
A good analysis of the future does take time, but it’s not
impossible and shouldn’t be seen as a luxury. All organisations
can become more successful by spending some time improving
their understanding of the likely future external pressures they
will face and using this information to help make strategic
choices and plan ahead. These guides aim to help you do that.

To order more copies or download the pdf,
visit: www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/futurefocus3
or freephone 0800 2 798 798
National Council for
Voluntary Organisations
Regent’s Wharf
8 All Saints Street
London N1 9RL
T: 020 7713 6161
F: 020 7713 6300
E: ncvo@ncvo-vol.org.uk
www.ncvo-vol.org.uk
Charity Registration: 225922
SteersMcGillan Design Ltd 01225 465546

£2.50

(£1.75 NCVO members)
Plus P&P

