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Introduction
Turbulence, resilience, and sustainability lie at the heart of 
Digital Trends 2023. Produced in collaboration with the Linked 
Organisation of Local Authority IT Associations (LOLA) and 
Major Cities of Europe (MCE), Socitm’s sixth annual report 
is unique, focusing on the digital trends expected to make a 
significant impact on local public services and their outcomes 
in 2023 and beyond. Based on wide-reaching research and 
case studies our analysis incorporates intelligence from CIOs , 
CDOs and CEOs working in the public sector around the world.  

Here, we summarise the main points from our full report, which 
can be found on the Socitm resource hub.1 There is also an 
infographic available, with links to practical details and examples. 
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The context

It is the context within which public service organisations 
are operating in 2023 that will drive digital priorities, 
much more than technology opportunities or 
deferred digital ambitions set before the pandemic.

These pressures direct the way in which 
digital opportunities are being realised, 
particularly in areas such as:

 › The way in which data is gathered, managed, 
used and shared, which can help with many 
issues that cross organisational boundaries, 
such as health and social care integration.

 › Cyber resilience – at the top of the 2023 list 
for all CIOs we spoke to, not least because the 
threats to the public sector continue to grow.

 › ‘Connected places’2 and ‘whole systems’3 
working – ways in which public services 
can collaborate, harnessing technologies 
and data, to combat the new pressures.

Despite the pressures and the uncertainty, there is 
much optimism found amongst public service digital 
leaders, especially about the potential benefits of 
digital innovation in service design, collaboration, 
digital inclusion and automation. Some talk of an 
emerging ‘connected places eco-system’ of digital 
services and local infrastructure, joining data, 
teams, systems and infrastructures around local 
needs, irrespective of organisational boundaries.

Public sector digital leaders will need to 
ensure flexibility in their plans for the coming 
year. This will include revisiting and realigning 
both corporate and digital strategies, with a 
heightened need to demonstrate measurable 
business value from digital and IT investments.

Our analysis identifies 12 key digital trends and 
six associated technology trends that are likely 
to be at the forefront of planning and activity 
for public sector digital leaders in 2023.

Unprecedented 
pressures facing public 

services in 2023

Environmental breakdown

New working models

Vacant office space

Interest rates and inflation

Energy costs

Post-Covid legacy costs

War in Ukraine

Pay, recruitment and retention

Disrupted markets and supply chains

Climate change and net zero targets

Digital demands from citizens

Brexit

Public sector cuts and pay constraints

Disrupted labour markets
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1. Cyber resilience

More than just cyber security, cyber resilience 
extends to collaboration across connected places 
and communities, rather than simply within the 
organisation. Not only are the risks of a cyber incident 
increasing, but so is the potential impact and the 
attractiveness of the public sector as a target.

Figure 1. Why cyber threats to local government are growing

Local government is 
often at the forefront 
of exploiting new IT 
with new cyber risk 

attached.

To attack 
supply chains 
or  connected
networks for 
commercial 
advantage

To steal data, identities 
or create possibilities 
for fraud or extortion

To access 
confidential 

information in 
order to benefit or 
to gain influence

To exploit current 
circumstances 

for personal gain 
or to create 
disruption

To exploit new 
technologies, such as 
Al and sophisticated 

malware that generate 
'deepfakes'

Local government 
protects communities 
from external factors, 

making it an 
attractive target.

Local government has a growing political dimension to cyber, 
including in protecting democracy, reputation and services.

Local government is variable in its cyber maturity stance, with some councils 
carrying vulnerabilities, particularly in governance, training and awareness.

Why cyber 
threats to local 

government 
are growing
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2. Data explodes silos

In 2023, data will be the key for public sector 
organisations seeking to improve performance, services 
and finances. It will be the cornerstone in breaking 
the ‘public policy impasse’ over deep-seated local 
problems, putting citizens in control of their interactions 
with digital services, exploiting new technologies 
such as artificial intelligence and driving productivity. 
It will also underpin ‘whole-system’ operations in 
communities, linking services together across silos 
and around the needs and preferences of citizens.

Figure 2. Data frameworks and standards

Systems

Data integration layer – APIs, open standards, etc.

Service integration layer – digital workflow

Connected and reusable 
digital service components
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3. Emerging 
‘connected places’

The journey to ‘smart cities’ goes back to the early 
1970s. Now, the focus is shifting to ‘connected places’ 
that are not constrained by vague definitions as to 
what constitutes ‘smart’ and not limited by urban 
boundaries.4 The Covid pandemic accelerated services, 
technology and data integration. 2023 will see many 
local public services extending these connections, 
sharing services to reduce costs, manage demand, 
increase productivity and contain risks. Nowhere 
will this be more prevalent than in health and its 
related place-based community and care services.

Figure 3. Connecting local public services

From optimised 
silos to integrated 

place-based systems

Optimised in local ‘islands’ 
– service ‘silos’ disconnected 

across boundaries

Optimised in whole systems 
– interconnected and related 

public services
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4. Looking afresh at 
customer service

Many public service organisations plan to review 
their customer service strategy in 2023 or have 
recently done so to reflect digital possibilities and 
expectations. Some are also integrating digital 
and customer services into one strategic function. 
Increasingly, there is recognition that the more complex 
‘relational services’, common in high expenditure areas 
such as social care, demand a different approach 
from a narrow commercial perspective to one that 
is focused on co-design, collaborative use of digital 
tools and co-production with service users.

Drivers for refocusing customer 
service strategy on service users

Expectations from the public, 
having experienced digital services 
during the pandemic.

Need to blend face-to-face, assisted 
and automated provision of 
services to improve outcomes.

Priority to integrate services across 
boundaries, such as health and social care.

Growing costs of traditional CRM 
methods, tools and data integration.

Working to increase trust in, and take up 
of digital services by putting the citizen 
in more direct control of transactions.

New technology possibilities which allow 
citizen-centric process re-engineering.

Prioritising equality of access and inclusion, 
addressing past digital design barriers.

Targeting high cost and more complex 
service interactions to reduce 
overheads and drive productivity.

Cost pressures, demanding channel 
consistency, and lower avoidable contact.

Pressure for increased transparency in 
data collection, management and use.

Changing culture, to design and deliver 
around citizen’s needs and preferences, 
not service function and delivery.
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Outcome 
designs

Delivery

IT foundations

Inclusive, secure, intuitive, process-optimised, 
system-wide digital services

Digital transformation programmes and change management

Customer 
interfaces and 

channels

Use of 
data and 

information

New digital 
delivery 
models

Service 
resilience, risk 
and efficiency

IT architecture, cloud models, policy development, 
compliance, security, platforms, AI, legacy 
migration and delivery

5. Digital, data and 
technology skills

A growing trend for 2023 public services lies in building 
digital, data and technology (DDaT) capabilities. This 
is seen in the merging of CIO and CDO roles and 
the growth of data management as a key senior 
discipline in its own right. A significant challenge will 
be recruitment and retention, with internal skills, 
shortages affecting digital delivery plans in many 
public service organisations. Smaller organisations will 
need to look at innovative and collaborative ways to 
access the capabilities and skills that will be required.

2023 will also see the rise of the ‘digital 
CEO’, recognising the importance of ‘digital’ 
as a political and administrative strategic 
imperative in 2023 across public services.

Figure 4. Internal skill shortages and their impact on digital delivery
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6. A renewed focus 
for digital health

The potential of digital and technology in health services 
is well-known. Yet, the real prize lies in true integration 
of health into an ecosystem of local public services.

This is likely to change in 2023. In the UK, significant 
growth in digital and technology investment is 
predicted, addressing the consequences of failed 
IT projects and technical debt that has built up over 
the last 20 years. Leading health CIOs involved in 
our research, point to a range of innovative digital 
developments, which if successful will set a lead 
in digital innovation across the public sector.

“Digital’ is the glue that will allow local health bodies 
and local government to work together, to remove 
the restriction of a physical hospital building, 
extending health care out into the community 
and creating a true patient-centred service 
respecting the needs and wishes of the users.”

Tim Cropley, CIO, Hampshire Hospitals 
NHS Foundation Trust, England

7. Inclusivity and equality

The pandemic has changed the nature of 
digital exclusion and the priority of ensuring 
equal access to digital services for all. Priorities 
for digital leaders in 2023 will be:

 › Connectivity for all to digital services where 
basic mobile or broadband falls short.

 › Designing systems for easy access, including 
a renewed focus on digital identity.

 › Integrating digital and other service channels, 
including essential face to face support.

 › Avoiding unintended bias in a ‘digital first’ 
model, including in democratic processes.

 › Joining up digital services around citizens’ 
needs so that they are easier to use.

 › Protecting citizens in the way digital services 
and personal data are managed.

 › Re-purposing complex digital systems 
for easy smartphone use.

These are particularly important priorities for 
local governments providing complex ‘relational 
services’ often required by vulnerable people 
and minority groups in communities. Otherwise, 
they become barriers to accelerated digital 
adoption, inclusion and avoidable contact.
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8. Market disruption 
brings new challenges

The IT industry will not be immune to recessionary 
and inflationary pressures in 2023. Acquisitions, 
scaling back and collapse of IT suppliers will 
have consequences for public services.

With these risks to the wider digital supply chain in 
2023, public service organisations will need to take 
action to mitigate vulnerabilities in supply chains.

Risks of IT suppliers collapsing 
makes it doubly important in 2023 
to ensure contracts allow for the 
recovery of data and an orderly 
migration to a new supplier.

The rate of promised system upgrades, 
bug fixes and new innovative 
services may slow, and there may 
be cyber implications from this.

There could be a need to defer 
planned benefits in digital 
programmes, or to delay 
functional improvements in 
customer service strategies.

Supplier amalgamations may result 
in contractual renegotiations or 
increased costs to public bodies, 
adding to inflationary pressures.

Public services may be forced by 
suppliers into upgrades to lower-
cost platforms, such as cloud, 
at times that may not be ideal, 
with potential new costs.

There will be a knock-on impact on IT 
legacy modernisation plans, creating 
barriers, costs and risks that might 
otherwise have been avoided.

9. Faster development 

There are clear indications that, in 2023, the pace of 
digital delivery and IT improvements will need to increase. 
A variety of methods and technologies will play their part 
in enabling faster developments to meet changing needs. 
Low-code development methods and cloud-based 
tools will grow in use, along with collaborative software 
development and operational delivery (DevOps) and 
agile methodologies. A recurring theme will be an 
iterative approach between ‘top down’ overall systems 
design and ‘bottom up’  functional optimised processes.

Top-down design, broader strategic 
requirements, integrated, whole 
system, shareable, collaborative

Bottom-up design, 
service-specific, functionally 

closes system, database-driven, 
organisation optimised
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10. Digital identity

Universal digital identity for citizens is both the solution 
to digital development and integration of digital services, 
yet also a barrier. The UK in particular has had multiple 
attempts to address this over the years, culminating 
in the failed ‘Gov.Verify’ programme. 2023 will see 
a renewed focus in public service organisations to 
prioritise digital identity development as a key method 
for linking systems and services better, protecting 
privacy and security, preventing fraud and empowering 
citizens to be more in control of their interactions with 
government. The main challenges lie in three areas:

1. Growth in the variety of apps and services or 
locations with dedicated ID developments, which 
will fragment service join-up for citizens and create 
future legacy problems.

2. The need for staff as well as citizens to have secure 
access to digital services from home and elsewhere, 
ensuring commonality in underlying infrastructure 
and security. 

3. A fall in trust of digital public services that could 
create reluctance for some citizens to accept 
digital identity systems, holding back digital 
transformation and digital inclusion.

11. Hybrid working 
matures

Our research indicates that most organisations are 
developing a mature approach to flexible working after 
the pandemic. However, there is a range of issues that 
still need to be resolved, with continued homeworking 
alongside in-office time, and virtual meeting spaces 
that support hybrid working. This includes design of 
smart buildings that offer flexible use and support 
collaboration between services and organisations.

Post covid expectations

 › Home working has become an expected 
‘norm’ – an employment ‘right’

 › Covid legacy responsibilities are hard 
to shift (e.g., pets and childcare)

 › Time wasted travelling ‘to work’ can be better spent

 › Concerns over working from home costs 
and FOMO (fear of missing out)

 › Reducing office overheads and costs

Technology possibilities

 › Citizens have got used to using digital tools

 › IT systems can demonstrate performance 
without being ‘in the office’

 › ’Anywhere, any device, anytime’ is now a reality

 › Remote working tools can address some 
of the downsides of remote working
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 › Tools to manage devices, trusted systems, 
expanding infrastructure, data security 
and compliance requirements

Citizens needs and expectations

 › A faster, joined-up service not 
limited by ‘bricks and mortar’

 › As resource pressures bite only digital offers a 
way forward without service degradation

 › Expectations for face to face when required, 
but blended with ‘digital’ services

 › Ability to be in control of where and 
when services are accessed

Changing employment practices

 › 4-day week, 9-day fortnights and 
more types of employment

 › Recruitment and retention policies 
requiring flexibility to be offered

 › Employees offered increased incentives 
and support remotely and on site

 › Use of shared services drop-in ‘smart hubs’

 › Changing pay structures to reward innovation

 › Collaborative teams working 
across organisational silos

12. ‘Green and sustainable’

‘Net zero’ targets, along with the significance and growing 
impact of climate change, will have a higher priority for 
CIOs in 2023. A number of areas are emerging where ‘IT 
and digital’ has a part to play. The environmental impact  
of technology itself will come under renewed scrutiny. 
Activities to reduce that impact, including moving to 
the cloud, optimising data centres, and considering 
the life cycle of IT equipment will be important.

Figure 5. The role of IT and digital in tackling climate change and environmental breakdown

Improved use of energy

Tracking and analysing system impacts

Helping citizens to combat energy loss

Reduced travel

Encouraging low carbon business

Reuse and disposal of technology

Reducing the impact of IT – supply and use

Net zero targets monitoring

1    Virtual teams

2    Internet of things

3    Smart buildings

4    Intelligent energy systems

5    Smart cities

6    EV charging points

7    Supply chain management

8    Data analytics

9    Cloud adoption

The challenges Evidenced 2023 digital priorities

1-9

2, 5, 8

2, 4-6, 8

1-3, 5-7, 9

3-9

5, 9

1-2, 5, 9

2-5, 7-8
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Technology trends 2023

In the past, the public sector has often confused 
and misunderstood the difference between true 
digital ways of working and the adoption of new 
technology. This is changing, with a more mature 
digital leadership (political and executive) that 

grasps the difference between ‘IT’ and ‘Digital’, and a 
growing number of chief executives and politicians 
who are taking direct oversight of digital strategy. 

This is creating a new and renewed focus on 
specific technology trends that are essential 
enablers of digital transformation. Our research has 
identified six supporting technology priorities.

Technology Impacts in 2023

1 Applied artificial 
intelligence and 
automation

AI is one of the most exciting emerging technologies with the potential 
to improve public services. There will be significant growth in practical 
application of AI across the public sector in 2023. At the same time there 
are also concerns to resolve in its deployment. These concerns include skills 
needed to manage and deploy AI, responsible analysis and interpretation 
of data with avoidance of algorithmic bias and the need to take a more 
nuanced view of return on investment to justify the business case.

2 Augmented 
reality and 
‘digital twins’

The ability to use technology to visualise the impact of digital developments 
and broader public service design will gather momentum in 2023. Applications 
including building, testing, and adapting prototypes for services, policies, 
plans, or designs are relatively low-cost, so emulating real-world scenarios.

3 Tackling IT 
legacies

Accelerated digital developments will bring any older IT that holds back the 
pace of development under scrutiny in 2023. However, our research also 
indicates that many of these legacy technologies are still fit for purpose, and 
simply replacing them because of supplier pressure may not be justified, 
in effort, cost, or the distraction and disruption that it can cause. 

4 IT infrastructure 
pressures

A number of CIOs reported the importance of upgrading capacity of networks 
and processing centres to accommodate growth in technology demand 
and use since the pandemic. 2023 will see increasing pressure on existing 
infrastructures, growing use of cloud-based solutions and associated 
need for greater investment. Justifying the growing spend on underlying 
technology support services will be challenging but unavoidable in 2023.

5 Internet of 
things (IoT) 
everywhere

Use of IoT sensors to support public services will continue to grow in areas 
such as traffic management and environmental monitoring. The use of IoT 
sensors will have an increasing part to play in automation more generally. 
2023 will also see a higher priority placed on addressing ethical and security 
implications of these devices, to ensure compliance and standards, especially 
in some of the more sensitive areas of application such as social care.

6 Apps multiply 
and mature

A majority of public service organisations are developing apps that can deliver 
individual public services on a smart phone. The challenge for public bodies 
in 2023 will be to avoid a patchwork of unconnected apps at the edge of 
organisations, holding overlapping data and using conflicting access credentials. 
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Conclusions
This year’s digital trends analysis has shown 
similarities in priorities and IT opportunities across 
different parts of the public sector and different 
countries, with a notable shift in focus from 2022. 

In many ways, 2023 feels like the start of a new 
era for digital public services, moving beyond 
the pandemic as the main driver, and now 
more focused on exploiting digital possibilities 
necessitated by a challenging global context. 

These external factors are not directly IT-related. They 
include social pressures created by the pandemic, 
a global economic downturn, environmental and 
climate change, increasing energy costs, and digital 
skill shortages. These pressures are more extreme 
than they have been for many years for public 
services. Their combined impact will demand a new 
response from public sector digital leaders in 2023.

This is where the strength of wider collaboration 
through organisations such as Major Cities of Europe 
(MCE), the Linked Organisations of Local Authorities 
IT Associations (LOLA), and the shared international 
work of Socitm, are particularly relevant. Their 
contribution to this year’s report is invaluable.

The speed of digitisation now underway carries a risk 
of fragmentation as well as new cyber vulnerabilities 
that will need to be addressed in the coming year. 
Policies and controls will need to be improved to 
protect standards and to mitigate cyber risks.

Equipping senior leaders and politicians with 
the necessary awareness, acumen and digital 
literacy to champion and advocate digital practice 
and delivery will be fundamental to achieving 
successful outcomes sought by the public sector.

The result of these pressures and the risks they generate 
will drive an acceleration of digital innovation in the 
public sector in 2023. All this requires that public trust 
in the use of technologies and data can be maintained. 
Technologies such as artificial intelligence come with 
new responsibilities, especially in protecting citizens 
from inequality, unintended bias, or digital exclusion 
in how digital services are designed and delivered.

Whichever public service organisation you 
are working in, and in whichever part of the 
world, getting digital foundations right for 2023 
is essential. The keys to success will depend on 
precise and disciplined planning. The outlook for 
2023 is nothing short of exciting for public service 
digital developments and those who lead them.
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