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PA S T PRESIDENT ’ S WELCOME

The pandemic 
shows that to fight 
inequality, we 
have to design 
for everyone

Throughout the Covid-19 crisis, we’ve heard 
stories of great courage, community spirit and 
sacrifice, but we’ve also heard of poverty, isolation 
and mental health issues across the UK. While 
we might also be experiencing the same storm, 
we’re most definitely not all in the same boat.  

Perhaps one of the most obvious manifestations 
of this is how the pandemic has changed the way 
we interact digitally. Research for the UK Digital 
Strategy suggests that there are several important 
barriers to using digital services including 
access, skills, confidence and motivation. Not all 
households have internet access, not all children 
can learn online at home and not all adults can 
send an email. People with a disability are 35% 
less likely to have essential digital skills for life. 

Digital exclusion increases problems for people 
already experiencing poverty, such as when 
putting together a CV, applying for jobs, managing 
and keeping track of money and applying for 
Universal Credit. If we don’t implement strategies 
to tackle the digital divide, we will find that millions 
of the poorest and most disadvantaged in the 
UK are being left further and further behind.  

It’s true that working from home can be a real 
boon for many people, but not all. Ethnic minority 
communities tend to be disproportionately 
affected by digital poverty and less likely to 
live in settings that are amenable to effective 
home working. Fawcett Society research has 
said that the pandemic has had a devastating 
impact on gender equality in the workplace, with 
women more likely than men to lose work or be 
burdened with childcare in the crisis. There’s 
a growing recognition that rather than being 
a great leveller, the pandemic may actually be 
exacerbating existing inequalities, particularly 
in our black and minority ethnic communities. 

Socitm is promoting the importance of 
adopting diverse and inclusive standards and 
behaviours. Creating a fair and equitable 
workforce, organisation, environment or service 
is everyone’s responsibility. This has to be a 
significant area of focus if we are to deliver public 
services that are accessible by everybody. 

It is true there are accessibility regulations with 
which we have to comply, but it really is much 
more than that. Data from disability charity Scope 
reveals that almost one in five working age adults 
in the UK are disabled, as well as getting on for 
half of pension age adults. The characterisation 
of the standard web-user as adult, able-bodied 
and literate is simply not true, and when we 
use the label ‘disabled’ we’re actually talking 
about our parents, our children, our friends, 
our colleagues and quite possibly ourselves. 

Let’s just design for everyone, which means 
incorporating inclusive design at the first stages 
of planning a new service; making time for 
accessibility, diversity and inclusion training and 
development; engaging with usability testers 
who have disabilities; moving from compliance 
to confidence; and embracing everyone in a 
celebration of their diverse capabilities. 

Sandra Taylor
Immediate past president, Socitm

This is an edited version of Sandra’s welcome 
speech to day 2 of Share National: Leadership, 
Diversity & Skills 2021 on 29 April
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E VENT NE WS – DAY 1

Councils see home working 
as enabler for innovation  

Heads of four English local authorities 
all said they expect home working to 
continue even as Covid-19 restrictions 
are lifted, in a discussion organised 
with public sector network Solace. 

Matt Prosser, chief executive of 
Dorset Council, said his organisation 
had installed Microsoft Teams in 
January 2020. “We were wondering 
how hard we were going to have 
to work at rolling out the training 
and development to get people 
to use its full potential,” he 
said. “We didn’t need to worry.” 

Over one week in March 2020, the 
council – formed in 2019 from the 
county council and most of its districts 

– doubled its home workforce to 2,500: 

“If nothing else, this has removed the 
ability for my organisation to say we 
can’t do something,” said Prosser. 
Dorset had been developing the 
idea that work is something people 
do rather than a place they go to. 

“The pandemic has accelerated this 
process,” he said. “We envisage far 
more home working in the future.”  

Pam Smith, chief executive of 
Stockport Council, said reducing its 
office space will save money, but more 
importantly it will change workstyles 
to make the most of technology. “It’s 
a new psychological contract,” she 
said. “It’s not about being in the 
office and presenteeism, it’s about 
presence of mind for our residents.” 
This will involve moving from 

oversight and supervision of staff 
to trusting them to get work done. 
Smith quoted one of her colleagues: 

“Tech has freed us up to care more.” 

“It’s not about being 
in the office and 

presenteeism, it’s 
about presence of mind 

for our residents”

Pam Smith,  
Stockport Council 

Ade Adetosoye, chief executive of 
Bromley Council, expects 60-70% 
of staff to continue to work from 
home after June. Bromley is looking 
at specific ways to increase remote 
working, such as whether it can 
change its constitution so that 
staff do not need to spend hours 
travelling to council meetings to 
make a 10-minute presentation. 

However, Adetosoye said that some 
social work should be done face-
to-face when this is again possible: 

“How do you assess vulnerability 
without seeing a child?” he asked.  

Susan Parsonage, chief executive 
of Wokingham Borough Council, 
said that the pandemic has seen 
innovation such as collaboration 
between departments, and this is 
worth continuing. But she added 
that home working has led many 
people to work harder, with the 
organisation considering a ‘digital 
pledge’ for staff to take breaks and 
start and end work at reasonable 
times. “I think the big challenges are 
around staff resilience,” she said. 

Data key to 
improvement after 
three-way merger 

Better use of data will help 
Bournemouth, Christchurch 
and Poole Council improve 
what it offers its residents, chief 
executive Graham Farrant told 
the event. “I firmly believe that 
local government has far more 
data and far more knowledge 
than any of us ever use,” he 
said. “What I want to do is build 
an organisation that is utilising 
that knowledge to create 
insight and better services.” 

The council, formed in 2019 
from three local authorities, 
set up a Covid-19 monitoring 
dashboard which currently shows 
that road traffic is above its 

long-term average while public 
transport use is 50% down. The 
council is looking at whether 
it could use data on average 
temperatures, planned events, 
traffic and footfall for summer 
planning, such as to help direct 
resources at the area’s seafronts. 
It has also built a Beach Check 
app that tells users how busy 
beaches are using data from 
rangers and cameras, which 
the council may share with 
other coastal local authorities. 

Beach Check app: 
bit.ly/2RnWnIy
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E VENT NE WS – DAY 1

More than 500 
applicants for first 
Return to ICT course  

A new return to work programme 
jointly run by Socitm, the Local 
Government Association and 
the Government Equalities 
Office had to close entries after 
receiving 517 applications. 

A total of 73 people completed 
the first Return to ICT course, run 
from January to March this year. 
Just over half had current caring 
responsibilities, 11% were aged 
60 or above and nearly three-
quarters felt it had increased 
their confidence to work. 

“We can clearly see 
the difference the 

programme has made 
to the returners”

Nadira Hussain,  
Socitm 

“This has been a really humbling 
and insightful experience,” said 
Nadira Hussain, Socitm’s director 
of leadership, development and 
research. “We can clearly see the 
difference the programme has made 
to the returners.” Six of the group 
have already found new jobs.  

The programme sought those who 
had worked in 12 roles, with project 
managers and tech support being 
those best-represented among 
those taking the course. They 
received training, assessments 
and one-to-one coaching, as well 
as access to online resources.  

Returners course participant Rayan 
Ibrahim, who has two young children, 
has found a job at cloud computing 
provider OVHcloud. “The soft skills 
training really helped me a lot,” she 
said in a video shown at the event. “I 
did benefit a lot from the programme.” 

The government supports around 
25 such programmes, designed 
to help those who want to return 
to employment after undertaking 
caring responsibilities. Around 
90% of unpaid carers are women, 
who on average earn 2% less 
than men for each year they 
spend out of paid employment. 

The programmes are also open to 
men who fit the criteria. Experienced 
IT project manager Richard Thornton 
has been out of work for four years 
while supporting his youngest son 
with post-traumatic stress, and found 
the gap in employment and his age 
have counted against him finding 
employment. “I’m raring to get back 
to work,” he said in a video. “I even 
dream about being in the office.” 

Nina Lawrence, head of return to work 
policy at the Government Equalities 
Office, said that the programmes 
benefit employers seeking high-
quality recruits as well as the country: 

“We have to use every ounce of talent 
available so we can have a really 
strong economic recovery,” she said. 

Socitm offers 
new remote 
management 
courses

Socitm has launched 
two new courses to help 
managers post-Covid, How 
to manage and motivate 
a remote team, which 
discusses how fragmentation, 
isolation and exclusion 
can affect those working 
this way, and How to be an 
effective coach. Leadership 
programme manager Aidan 
Matthews said the latter 
course covers the Japanese 
concept of ikigai, where 
someone is paid to do 
work that they love, that 
they are good at and that 
the world needs doing.  

Socitm Lead: 
socitm.net/lead

Ageism is ignored by many 
employers despite it being 
a protected characteristic 
like race, sex or disability, 
Michael O’Reilly told the 
event. He founded the 
Age Diversity Network 
after experiencing age-
based discrimination when 
seeking work. The network 
can help employers by 
running training courses, 
workshops, events and it 
also offers consultancy. 

Age Diversity Network:  
agediversitynetwork.com

Leaders should primarily 
focus on being open, 
according to a poll of 
attendees run by Sandra 
Burnham, co-founder of 
Learning Solutions Matter. 
Asked to choose a word 
for what leaders should 
know, be or do, other 
popular choices included 
‘compassion’, ‘empathy’, 
‘flexible’, ‘inclusive’, ‘honest’ 
and ‘supportive’. 
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E VENT NE WS – DAY 2

Covid stopgap services need 
development says Welsh CDO   

Services rushed online during the 
pandemic need to be made more 
robust if they are to be widely used, 
Sam Hall, the chief digital officer 
of the Welsh Local Government 
Association, told the event. 

“We’ve moved channel-shift forward 
possibly years, however when we 
were putting these services online 
many of them were stopgaps,” Hall 
said. “They did the job, but if we want 
our diverse citizen base to continue 
to use them, then they need to be 
developed, scaled, made more robust.” 

“We’ve moved channel-
shift forward possibly 
years, however when 
we were putting these 

services online many of 
them were stopgaps”

Sam Hall, 
Welsh Local Government 

Association 

In a previous role, she worked 
on developing the online data 
collection system for this year’s 
Census, which was used by around 
three-quarters of respondents. This 
involved considering 50 ‘personas’, 
fictional individuals representing 
groups of actual users, including 
a disabled user who would have 
to use a joystick to fill out returns 
for all his family as the only person 
with good enough English to do so. 

Hall said that in Wales, delivering 
services that work in two languages 
as opposed to translating from 
English to Welsh is a challenge, 

particularly given use of Welsh is 
growing quickly. “We are going to 
have to massively up our game to 
deliver bilingual services,” she said.  

Diversity more generally is held 
back by recruitment practices, she 
added. “We put too much weight on 
experience in assessing candidates,” 
Hall said. “Because in Welsh public 
service we don’t have a lot of money, 
we tend to want a lot of bang for 
our buck so we advertise for five 
years or more of experience.” She 
recently met a group of ethnic 
minority technology graduates who 
want to work for the community in 

Wales rather than move to London, 
but who can’t find jobs: “We just 
weren’t making the space for them.” 

Hall said that she wants such 
graduates to see Welsh local 
authorities as ‘destination employers’, 
partly through making it easier to 
join and work for them, partly by 
emphasising the ways in which 
councils serve their citizens. This 
would reflect her enthusiasm for 
her new role, set up six months ago 
by the Welsh Government: “This 
job really did feel like the closest I 
would get to donning a red jersey 
and taking the rugby field.” 

London CIO: digital 
inclusion goes 
wider than access 

Digital inclusion issues 
highlighted by the pandemic 
go beyond questions of access 
to technology, the interim 
chief information officer of 
Kensington and Chelsea and 
City of Westminster councils 
said. Speaking in a panel 
session, Priya Javeri said that 
Kensington and Chelsea has 
offered victims of domestic 
violence remote interviews with 
case officers at local libraries, as 
they cannot do these as home 
even if they have the technology. 
Similarly, some older people 
own technology that they are 
not able to use. The council is 
working on a digital inclusion 
programme that considers those 
who cannot use technology 
even if they have access. 

She added that some staff who 
have the technology and skills 
to work from home want to 
return to the office, such as 
one colleague who has been 
working from a flat with her 
partner and two children. As 
an interim measure, Javeri 
suggested she move some 
of her working hours to the 
evening, giving her more time 
with her children during the day. 
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E VENT NE WS – DAY 2

Employers can 
benefit from qualities 
of neurodiverse staff   

Organisations who support 
neurodiversity in recruitment and 
employment will benefit from staff 
who think differently, often with high 
levels of focus and resilience. “They 
can do what everyone else does, 
but from a different perspective,” 
neurodiversity specialist and trainer 
Helen Eaton told the event. 

Eaton described neurodiversity as “a 
movement not a diagnosis” covering 
conditions including autism, dyslexia 
and attention deficit hyperactivity 
disorder (ADHD). She has an autistic 
son and works on a self-employed 
basis having felt uncomfortable as 
an employee. “Organisations didn’t 
understand me, didn’t understand 
neurodiversity,” she said. 

“We’re not all ‘a little 
bit autistic’… We’re 
not doing it justice”

Helen Eaton,  
neurodiversity specialist  

Employers are required to make 
reasonable adjustments under the 
Equality Act, but Eaton said that 
recruitment processes often create 
barriers, such as through non-specific 
job adverts and uncomfortable 

interviews. She recommended that 
organisations first work to understand 
such conditions, which often affect 
how people communicate, then 
state that they welcome applications 
from neurodiverse people. 

Eaton said that those with such 
conditions are not limited by them 
but may need to take alternative 
approaches. For example, those 
with autism may need predictability 
and routine to work at their best. 

She added that although autistic 
traits are familiar human traits, 
autism is a distinctive development 
and neurological condition and 
many of those with it use coping 
strategies to get through life. “We’re 
not all ‘a little bit autistic’,” she 
said. “We’re not doing it justice.” 

Neurodiversity conditions are often 
diagnosed only in adulthood, and 
if this happens individuals should 
have control over disclosing this in 
the workplace. This could involve 
adjustments being made without 
managers and colleagues being 
told why this was required. Eaton 
added that this process should 
start with a discussion with the 
individual on what would help 
them, with options including flexible 
hours, sensory adjustments and 
peer support in some meetings. 

Some technology-focused employers 
make specific efforts to recruit 
and retain neurodiverse staff. 
Intelligence agency GCHQ has said 
that those with conditions including 
autism and dyslexia can make 
particularly strong contributions 
to its work and has a specialised 
neurodiversity support service.  

Shuri sets up 
virtual shadowing 
programme 

The Shuri Network has set 
up a virtual shadowing 
programme, through 
which female black and 
minority ethnic members 
can spend six hours online 
with colleagues from other 
digital health organisations. 
It uses Hexitime, an online 
time bank platform. Dr 
Shera Chok, the network’s 
founder, told the event 
that Shuri now has more 
than 1,000 members. 

Shuri Network: 
shurinetwork.com

Mary McDowall, co-founder 
of staff development 
company Learning Solutions 
Matter, outlined Pause for 
thought, a model designed 
to contribute to equality 
and diversity. ‘Pause’ stands 
for Power up, Ask open 
questions, Unmute yourself 
and others, Stop the tape 
and Extend your privilege.  

Pause model:  
bit.ly/socitm-pause-model

Diversity is vital in high-
performing teams, according 
to Den Hudson, principal 
solutions architect at 
online training provider 
Pluralsight. She said that 
other factors include a sense 
of purpose, continuous 
learning and knowledge 
sharing, complementary 
skills and talents, flexibility 
and adaptability.

See more

Helen Eaton: 
heleneaton.co.uk

GCHQ support for 
neurodiverse staff: 
bit.ly/3ulGqkR
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Nations and 
regions news

Scotland

Dundee City Council will host a 
5G innovation hub funded by the 
Scottish Government, including a 
testbed where organisations can 
test and develop new applications 
for the networking technology. 

bit.ly/3aHNvnP

Wales

The Welsh Government has funded a 
number of bids from local authorities 
to develop digital democracy, such 
as hybrid meetings for councillors 
and ways for councils and the 
public to exchange ideas online. 

bit.ly/3sWsv2Y

Northern Ireland

Antrim and Newtownabbey 
Borough Council is supporting 
Here2Help, an app developed 
by East Antrim Counselling, 
that provides mental health 
support for those in the area. 

bit.ly/3tXh8JE

Republic of Ireland   

Smart Dublin, an open data 
collaboration of five local authorities, 
has shortlisted ideas using data 
to promote active travel as part 
of a recent competition. 

bit.ly/3aDeukD

North-east England  

Redcar and Cleveland Borough 
Council said it will get £3.68 million 
from central government to help 
cover the costs of February 2020’s 
cyber attack, following negotiations 
between the council and government.  

bit.ly/3nnXeoF

Yorkshire and the Humber

City of Bradford Council and 
the University of Bradford are 
creating a high-resolution 3D 
digital model of central Bradford, 
to help with planning, transport 
and environmental work. 

bit.ly/3eA0Gsf

North-west England

The Greater Manchester Combined 
Authority has estimated economic 
benefits of £11.8 million from the first 
year of its Local Full Fibre Network 
programme which will connect more 
than 1,500 public sector locations. 

bit.ly/3exUUaG

West Midlands

Peter Bishop, director of digital and 
customer services at Birmingham 
City Council, has told an event that 
the city has had to change its mind-
set to innovate following the end 
its outsourcing deal with Capita. 

bit.ly/3etNvsQ

East of England

Suffolk County Council is digitising 
a method used by educational 
psychologists in assessing additional 
needs of young people, with a 
view to making the tool available 
to other local authorities. 

bit.ly/3tZXLzx

South-east England

Kent County Council and Medway 
Council are working on a series of 
pilots using digital devices focused 
on health visits, maternity and 
substance misuse services, supported 
by Cantium Business Solutions. 

bit.ly/3vnw6ZH

South-west England

Bournemouth, Christchurch and 
Poole Council is piloting drone-based 
technology to identify and categorise 
pieces of litter to map the problem, 
helping to plan the location of bins, 
cleaning schedule and campaigns. 

bit.ly/32R04cb

London

Camden Council has joined 
a programme run by Google, 
whose main UK office is in the 
borough, to provide up to 500 
learners with IT professional skills 
training in a range of areas. 

bit.ly/3nnOm28

To pass on local authority IT news, email inourview@socitm.net
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 In a world that needs to work diferently 

 Socitm Advisory are the proven experts 
 trusted by the Public Sector 

advisory

ERP 
Enterprise Resource 

Planning 

Options appraisal 

Business case 
development 

Change and adoption 
programmes 

Driving modernisation in the public sector 
through delivering independent, 

expert consultancy and innovative advice 
in technology change 

Health and Service 
social care innovation 

Technology Digital, data and technology 
enabled care transformation 

Integrated Service design 
care systems 

Digital and IT strategy 
Data insights development 

Smart 
sourcing 

Insourcing, outsourcing 
and multi sourcing 

Shared services 

Commercial and 
Procurement support 

advisory.socitm.net advisory@socitm.net @socitmadvisory socitm-advisory 

https://www.advisory.socitm.net


SOCITM SHARE

Local and national events calendar

May 2021

Date Event Location

20th
Share Local – East

Virtual
Share Ireland – From response to recovery

June 2021

Date Event Location

7th-10th President’s Week – Post-Covid recovery

Virtual
18th Share Local – North-west

25th Share Local – South-west

29th Share Local – Midlands

July 2021

Date Event Location

6th Share Local – East

Virtual

7th Share Local – Yorkshire & Humber

14th Share National – Ethical use of emerging 
technologies and data

16th Share Local – North-east

Full details of all our events can be found 
online at: socitm.net/events
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