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The information age, fuelled by digital technology, promises to enable 
the public sector to operate more efficiently, implement lower costs, 
improve services, and work more closely with citizens, communities and 
businesses in achieving better outcomes in the places that they serve.

In order to realise this, leaders need acumen to:

 › build a holistic, collaborative, inclusive and flexible culture

 › engage users in redesigning processes

 › upskill and promote diversity in the workforce

 › attract and retain talent; and

 › make insightful judgments on which technologies to adopt. 

This policy briefing sets out the opportunities to support and enable public 
sector leaders to realise promising solutions, to transform services and to 
achieve better outcomes through seeking voices from diverse backgrounds 
and upskilling public sector employees at all levels to be up to the task.

Our proposition is that, in the information age, public sector 
leaders risk missing promising solutions and failing to transform 
services, when they lack voices from diverse backgrounds. 

Purpose and audience  
for this policy briefing
Socitm produces policy briefings to represent the interests of those working 
in the public sector, in particular local government. The focus of this policy 
briefing will be of interest to senior policy-makers, decision-makers and 
managers involved in the delivery of local public services.

Introduction



Socitm Policy Briefing — 4

Leadership, diversity and skills: Preparing tomorrow’s digital leaders  |  February ‘19

A message from Capita
As an organisation steeped in public sector heritage and dedicated to improving the daily lives of 
millions of citizens across the UK via our range of market-leading services, Capita are delighted 
to support Socitm in this challenging yet hugely exciting period of digital transformation and 
organisational change. 

We recognise that public sector organisations are undergoing a climate of financial uncertainty 
and changing political landscapes that directly impact the services provided to citizens. By helping 
them adopt digital transformation initiatives, Capita directly enables the delivery of more agile, 
user-centric, operationally efficient and innovative services to citizens. Our passion for heritage 
and unrivalled experience in public sector and local government services, allows us to identify the 
unique journeys that public sector organisations must take in order to excel operationally and truly 
serve the best interests of citizens. 

Capita remains fully committed to partnering with public sector bodies throughout their 
transformation journeys, and we are hugely proud to unite with Socitm in order to deliver genuine 
digital change. We know that as new technologies continue to emerge, IT remains a key enabler 
for the transformation of existing public services and the introduction of new ones. Public sector 
organisations are facing unprecedented challenges, not only relating to the need to innovate and 
modernise, but to do so at relentless pace with ever-diminishing resources. Whilst there is no 
silver bullet for these difficulties, we see every day how the delivery of true innovation in digital 
technology alleviates and often solves many issues faced by public sector organisations and those 
they serve.  

Crucially, we recognise that technology is, and only ever can be an enabler if it is embraced and 
utilised appropriately, and without digital upskilling and training across the entire public sector 
network, its potential can never be fully unleashed. That’s why our focus starts and ends with 
people, from technology designers and innovators right through to employees and end-user 
members of the public. Technology empowers when it leaves a positive and lasting impact 
on those it touches, and Capita ensures that people are at the heart of all of our growth and 
transformational initiatives. As crucial as technology undoubtedly is, it must be developed around 
those for whom it exists to benefit.   

This is the Capita journey, and we are immensely proud to take it with you.
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Our Policy

recommendations

1. Invest in learning and development opportunities 
to equip our leaders, the workforce and the wider 
organisation to be digitally astute and aware.

2. Help organisations to assess how mature they are in 
their ambition for digital transformation of public services 
and provide support to address identified gaps.

3. Provide and share case studies to demonstrate 
good outcomes through the application of 
effective leadership, focusing on diversity and 
inclusivity techniques and skills, improved capability, 
managing change to improve productivity through 
better use of tools, process redesign, etc.

4. Establish regional centres of excellence and use these 
to showcase examples of good practice, support the 
sharing of the lessons learnt and the adoption of 
outcomes by councils and the wider public sector.
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Context matters: Why does 
Socitm need to respond? 

Our Modern Leadership guides, specifically ‘Leadership 
in a Digital World – a perspective from the Socitm 
Leadership Academy’ articulates the pace at which 
technological advancement is happening and the need 
to keep abreast of the resulting changes. It describes 
the fact that we are all experiencing the impact of 
digital technology on our lives. If we are to consider this 
phenomenon and respond to it positively and proactively 
from our sector’s perspective, then there are a number of 
issues and challenges that we need to address. We have 
captured the most significant aspects here:

(i) Cultural change and wholesale transformation 
– organisations need to embed the changes that 
are necessary throughout the organisation. This 
means that there needs to be an acknowledgement 
of the need to change ‘hearts and minds’ across 
every level of the workplace, including both 
its internal and external relationships. The 
sponsorship and support of the CEO and the senior 
leadership team is instrumental in signalling the 
wholesale commitment to doing things differently; 
transparency, openness, prioritisation, digitisation 
of service delivery, etc.

(ii) Digitally-aware leadership is fundamental and 
a key to success – setting the direction of travel 
and describing ‘what good looks like’ is going to be 
the differentiator for successful organisations. Being 
able to lead in this way will result in everybody 
understanding the importance of adopting digital 
ways of working and the benefits to be realised for 
the workforce, partners, users of our services and 
other stakeholders. 

(iii) Adoption of digital ways of working and 
practices is not just IT’s responsibility – we 
need to move away from the view that the IT service 
delivers and implements all digitally-enabled change. 
Increasingly, IT and the business need to work 
closely together, but it is the ‘business‘ that needs 
be enabled to articulate and champion business 
change, underpinned by better use of technology, 

data and information. The changes to working 
practices and process need to be defined by the 
business. Indeed, everybody becomes responsible 
for promoting and adopting new, different and 
improved ways of working and looking at how we 
can digitise service delivery.  

(iv) Equipping the workforce with the appropriate 
skills, attitudes and behaviours – staff across 
all tiers of the organisation need to have the 
appropriate and relevant skills to work effectively 
themselves; through the adoption of revised and 
streamlined processes, use of the most effective 
tools and technology, learning and development 
opportunities and a more energised outlook and 
mindset geared to working differently. This blueprint 
needs to be endorsed and supported at the most 
senior level of the organisation and mandated as a 
required behaviour.

(v) Preparing the community to also have the 
appropriate and relevant capability and 
skills – to ensure that the residents and key users 
of council services are equipped to self-serve and 
interact with council personnel, care providers, 
service commissioners and other agencies, 
including health and the voluntary sector. This more 
inclusive community and place-based approach 
will ensure more holistic access to services, in a 
digital and agile manner. We will also be better 
placed to identify the ‘digitally excluded’ pockets 
of the community and direct more effort towards 
provisioning customised services for these groups.  

(vi) Diversity and inclusivity – the approach to 
positively promoting and using diversity and 
inclusivity techniques and methodologies needs to 
be embedded in the way in which policy, principles 
and practices are developed and implemented. The 
outcome will be the development and delivery of 
more relevant and fit-for-purpose services targeted 
specifically to our diverse organisations, workforce 
and communities.

(vii) Political buy-in – the political leaders need to be 
‘on side‘ as advocates of upskilling the workforce 
to deliver the necessary changes. They must also 
adopt the message and apply the same behaviours 
and practices to achieve total success.

https://www.inform.socitm.net/modern-leadership
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(viii) It is evident that IT professionals are difficult 
to attract and retain within the sector - we 
continue to experience the associated skills 
shortages both in the sector and more widely. We 
need to make a concerted effort to ensure that we 
are addressing this issue ‘head on’; through ‘selling’ 
the positive aspects and benefits of working in 
the sector, improving the capability and skills of 
the workforce, embracing diversity and inclusivity 
requirements more openly and attracting younger 
people who are at the point of making career 
choices. It is only through using succession 
planning and pipeline management techniques 
and methodologies, that we will begin to tackle the 
current gulf in this area.

Although this briefing will not address all of the points 
highlighted above, it does set out the importance of the 
work being done to progress the reform of leadership, 
skills and diversity in the sector as it grapples with the 
opportunities and risks presented by the ‘digital world’. 

This context sets the sort of priorities that should be the 
focus of the public sector, digitally-aware leadership and 
workforce skills development and planning. Councils 
need to consider the wider implications of digital literacy 
beyond just the expertise residing within the IT service; 
it is everyone’s responsibility. This may not be easy 
to achieve, but that is the challenge of leadership in a 
digital world.

Socitm’s response:  
What are we aiming to do?

Socitm is marshalling its efforts to help address the 
challenges that we have highlighted. Our approach is 
inclusive to ensure that all key stakeholders impacted 
by these challenges, have a better understanding of 
what needs to be done to respond and how that can 
be achieved. We also aim to offer targeted advice 
and guidance for directly impacted professionals. Our 
intention is to present and make available a holistic 
package. This will enable an organisation to address its 
identified gaps and undertake the necessary intervention 
by accessing the expertise, support and guidance. This 
will achieve a digitally-adept organisation and workforce 
with the appropriate capabilities, skills, attitudes and 
behaviours. The following specific actions are being 
developed and will be made available:

 › Promote steps to build a digitally capable workforce 
and to address gaps in leadership, diversity, and hard 
and soft skills

 › Drive the development of digital leadership in the 
public sector, championing the need for all leaders 
and managers to have a strategic vision of the 
possibilities and potentials of the use and deployment 
of technology in support of process review and 
service redesign – delivering user-focused services 
that are accessible and responsive

 › Improve digital proficiency among managers and 
employees at all levels of the organisation and the 
sector

 › Champion the importance of diverse leadership and 
teams, including the empowerment of women, for 
the design of services and products that work for 
everyone

 › Examine how to gain, re-train and retain skills 
within the workforce including apprenticeships and 
returners and addressing the salary gap in the sector

“Councils need to consider 
the wider implications 
of digital literacy beyond 
just the expertise residing 
within the IT service; it is 
everyone’s responsibility.”
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 › Reference the work being done across the sector, in 
particular the NHS, voluntary/third sectors to ensure 
that the Socitm leadership and skills development 
programmes are aligned and demonstrate and 
complement other initiatives

 › Provide collaboration across the sector and with 
other agencies so that we can facilitate information 
exchange, knowledge-share, and learn from the 
best practice that we have individually adopted and 
promoted

 › Start to articulate and define the evolving roles of 
‘tomorrow’s digital leaders’, including relevant skills 
and experience

How will we do this?

‘Leadership, diversity and skills’ is a key area of focus 
for Socitm and one of its five identified policy themes. 
Consequently, we are ensuring that we are proactive 
and responsive to the requirements in this significant 
area of work. Our recently appointed Director of 
Leadership Development & Research, Nadira Hussain, 
will promote and champion the work with our members. 
We are undertaking the following actions to address the 
challenges that have been identified:

 › Reference and make available good practice digitally-
enabled strategy documents and templates. This will 
enable organisations to help articulate their ambitions 
for a digitally-ready and responsive workplace, locality 
and community. Developing strategy with a strong 
digital component will be the starting point for any 
organisation on its transformation journey. This 
should focus on the capability, skills, attitudes and 
behaviours that need to be in place to achieve a more 
mobile, agile and efficient organisation

 › We will need to ensure that all users of services are 
catered for; therefore, we must be ‘inclusive’ in our 
approach so that we are able to realise the full benefit 
of the digital strategy. If we are able to offer on-line 
services to users who are proficient in using these 
channels, we can divert effort and resources to others 
who are not

 › Develop and provision a digital skills maturity 
assessment toolkit with associated templates - a 
series of techniques and templates that will enable 
the assessment of the digital maturity of the 
capability, skills, attributes and readiness of the 
organisation and workforce (and wider if need be) to 
respond to new and revised digital practices and ways 
of working

 › Focus on the importance of articulating the 
behaviours, attitudes and mindset expected from 
leaders and align those with the values and culture of 
the organisation. Ensure that the necessary attention 
is devoted to these organisational aspects as well as 
on skills development

“Our recently appointed 
Director of Leadership 
Development & Research, 
Nadira Hussain, will promote 
and champion the work with 
our members”
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 › Reference and include case studies where some 
of these challenges have been tackled successfully 
across local authorities and other public sector 
bodies. The lessons learned from these initiatives will 
be invaluable and allow the organisation to reflect 
and adopt where necessary, to either circumvent 
additional effort, or to avoid undertaking activity 
that is not deemed to be favourable or valuable and 
therefore save time, energy and effort

 › Continue with the work that we are doing through the 
Leadership Academy - we currently offer the following 
leadership programmes:

 » Top Talent

 » Empowering Women in the Digital World (EWDW)

 » Senior Leaders

These programmes enable Socitm members 
to diversify their skills, develop as individuals or 
groups, create networks to establish a supportive 
environment, share experiences and consider career 
progression opportunities

 › Diversify and extend the Leadership Academy 
offering to a wider, more inclusive reach across the 
sector. Consideration of what might be suitable and 
appropriate includes developing relationships and 
collaborating with other agencies including health, 
higher education and the third sector. We can 
broaden the scope of the academy to include:

 » Apprenticeships

 » Career returners

 » Social care and health professionals

 » Data and informatics professionals.

We continue to monitor the performance of the 
academy through evaluating the feedback that we 
receive and measuring how well we are doing against 
the success criteria that we have put in place. We will 
use the feedback to improve our programmes and 
continually refresh our offer

 › Our conferences and regional meetings will have a 
‘leadership’ workstream built into the agenda. This will 
serve two main purposes:

 » The opportunity for current leadership programme 
participants to be recognised and to ‘graduate’ 
from their course

 » A constant and dedicated focus on ‘leadership, 
skills and diversity’ to ensure this subject receives 
the attention that it requires and deserves

 › Finally, an opportunity to offer cross-organisation 
mentoring support for aspiring digital leaders may 
also be exploited. The sharing of knowledge and 
experience across organisations as well as sectors is 
extremely helpful as it provides a different insight and 
perspective to all contributing parties.
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Evolving roles:
skills for future ‘digital leaders’

Specific skills

The skill set of the digital leader 
is changing significantly and will 
need to evolve further in response 
to the huge influence and pace of 
technological advancement, the 
availability of new and emerging 
tools, smarter ways of working, 
changing service delivery models 
and the expectations of our service 
users. We have started to define 
what these specific skills are.

Negotiation Emotional intelligence

Influence Staff empowerment

Effective communication Building trust and confidence

Agility Ethics

Stakeholder engagement 
and management

Enabling diversity and inclusivity

Key attributes

Moving from management to 
leadership – the leader also needs 
to be proactive in creating a more 
inclusive, supportive and responsive 
culture to be able to ‘sell the 
vision’, benefits, efficiencies to be 
realised and demonstrate the real 
outcomes that can be achieved. 

Direction Relationship building

Demonstration
Promoting digital practices 
and adoption

Innovation
Workforce development 
– skills & currency

Collaboration Organisational development

Mentoring/coaching Political buy-in

Targeted activities

Specific activity for digital leaders – 
activities that will need investment to 
create a more fit-for-purpose, current 
and agile transformational capability. 

Joint working with health Smart places/cities/centres

Removing business and 
technology ‘friction’

Determining the future 
of the IT service

Service re-design
Emerging technologies 
and their ethical use

Proactive use of data 
and analytics

User engagement and 
‘ethics by design’

Cyber resilience
Continuous adaptive 
risk management

Business case development – cost benefit analysis, social value, 
return on investment, payback
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A more digitally astute and aware leadership, 
workforce and organisation will be far better placed 
to respond to the current wholesale challenges being 
experienced by the sector, culturally, technologically 
and from a working practices point of view.

Digital leaders will be more readily able to articulate the issues, 
attain senior leadership support and present more creative 
options and solutions for consideration and adoption.

An upskilled IT service and workforce will be able 
to leverage greater benefits from the technological 
investments made and take advantage of the 
technology and tools to improve productivity.

A more inclusive approach to creating diverse 
and dynamic teams and communities will ensure 
that the ambitious outcomes being sought by the 
sector are more suited to the people we serve. 

the benefits?
What are
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As the public sector continues to undergo digital transformation, 
digital leadership becomes an increasingly crucial role. Alongside 
positioning their organisations to lead with a range of technologies, 
digital leaders must champion the development of digital capabilities 
and skills across the wider workforce. Digital transformation will 
be held back in UK public sector organisations if we don’t tackle 
the issues of leadership, diversity and skills in the workplace. It is 
important to make best use of time and energy in order to make 
effective use of new and emerging technologies. 

As Sandra Taylor (Socitm Vice President) puts it: 

“We live in a world where technology impacts on almost every 
aspect of our lives, whether it be shopping, entertainment, leisure, 
communications or travel. Diverse experience, diverse ideas and diverse 
representation are all important factors in driving creativity, improving 
productivity, and ultimately improving the lives of people of all genders, 
classes and races. Now, more than ever, is the time to prioritise 
digital leadership, skills and diversity in our vital public services.”

Concluding
comments
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Have your say

We welcome comments and discussion on 
the ideas presented in this guidance report.

Nadira Hussain 
Director of Leadership Development & 
Research 
nadira.hussain@socitm.net

Reference: 19003
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