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Introduction
Known as the ‘golden age’, Northern Ireland  
thrived under its position as a global industrial  
giant in the 19th century. Now, two centuries later, 
the nation is carving out its new identity in the  
fourth industrial revolution.

Whilst it is clear that the landscape in Northern Ireland is changing, both 
politically and demographically, and although framed for the modern age, 
the same question remains: How can leaders across all sectors step up and 
deliver a future-proofed digital model that not only meets the evolving  
needs of citizens, but also ensures Northern Ireland thrives and realises its 
digital destiny?

This report – the latest in our Changing Landscape series – summarises key 
findings from our senior leadership forums and, together with new research 
from more than 1,000 citizens across Northern Ireland, identifies the 
opportunities for leaders to accelerate the next chapter in the nation’s  
digital evolution. 

“ To retain and cement our place as a technology-
driven region, public and private sector leaders across 
Northern Ireland must continue to invest in initiatives 
designed to meet rapidly growing demands in all areas 
of life. Simply sitting back and letting digital delivery slip 
is not an option.”

Mark Owens,  
Managing Director, Northern Ireland, Civica 
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Executive summary

In looking to the future, leaders across the region joined us to discuss some of 
the most pertinent areas with the aim of accelerating the nation’s digital journey.  

of Northern Irish citizens believe the region can be recognised 
worldwide for offering superior digital services.20%

Northern Ireland is at a “digital tipping point” - a 
common view held across Civica’s recent Leadership 
Forum series.

Great strides are already being made. Under the NI Direct Strategic Partnership 
Programme over 30 significant services have been transformed, delivering more 
than 15 million new online transactions. While the Northern Ireland Electronic 
Care Record (NIECR) makes patient care information available to their care 
professionals electronically at every point of care.

Technology-driven transformation programmes, like those mentioned above, 
provide a mechanism to unlock further efficiencies through automation 
and self-service at a time when traditional saving approaches are becoming 
exhausted. But changes taking place in the social and demographic landscape 
have considerable consequences for all.

With only one fifth (20%) of Northern Irish citizens believing the region can be 
recognised worldwide for offering superior digital services, now is the time to 
bring everyone together and embrace the next stage of our transformation.
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In this report we examine: 

Our leadership forum agreed, as a nation we need 
to break away from silos, inspire change, develop 
a collaborative working culture and forge ahead 
together to create a fully integrated society, placing 
digital innovation front and centre. 
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The rise and maturity of digital in the region and the need to prioritise 
and press ahead with change.

1. The current Northern Ireland landscape

Northern Ireland can nurture, upskill and retain the local talent required 
for our digital evolution. 

4. Boosting skills for all

Foster a culture that inspires collaboration across organisations, 
departments, sectors and communities.

2. Driving collaboration

   Technology can improve the experience and deliver better outcomes 
for the whole community.

3. Improving local outcomes

As a key asset, Northern Ireland can leverage data volume and turn it 
into meaningful value.

5. Fuelling our digital economy



H & W

The current  
Northern Ireland landscape people employed in the 

tech sector. 28,000 

start-ups created since 2016  
in Belfast.128

of the NI workforce is under 40 
years old - one of the youngest 
populations in Europe.

55% 

in turnover for digital 
tech firms in 2017.£875m 

With a population of over 1.8 million, Northern 
Ireland has developed a position as a digital 
technology leader in the UK. 

According to TechNation, 128 start-ups were formed across Belfast, with 
the city alone boasting 17% of the UK’s high-growth firms. The wider tech 
community is on the up across the region, with Invest NI confirming the 
industry now supports more than 28,000 jobs.

Connectivity and a strong digital infrastructure are crucial to Northern 
Ireland’s growth trajectory. Understanding this, government bodies have 
put significant investment into digital infrastructure projects and superfast 
broadband is now available to 85% of premises and 57% of premises in 
rural areas (an increase of 52% from 2017). 

A challenging political and economic landscape has seen recent progress 
stall, but local leaders still have the opportunity to advance and deliver the 
change needed. 
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During our recent leadership forums, leaders outlined three 
core areas to highlight in Northern Ireland’s current landscape.

https://technation.techcityuk.com/cluster/belfast/
https://secure.investni.com/static/library/invest-ni/documents/northern-ireland-key-facts-booklet.pdf
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As consumer technology continues to pervade our daily lives, an ‘always online’ 
culture has emerged. In fact, Northern Ireland is now a smartphone society  
according to Ofcom, with 80% of citizens owning a smartphone. This has 
led to many citizens (39%) confirming in our survey that they now expect 24/7 
services from government to be the norm.

1 A growing digital population 

of Northern Irish citizens believe internet technologies 
becoming mainstream is the main reason driving the use  
of online public services.44%

The demographic of 11-25 year olds, who will be the prolific consumers of 
public services in the next decade, are already internet savvy and demanding. 
However, this shouldn’t present a concern as their views can be entwined to 
create an enriched transformation for the nation.  

One approach to seeding that energy into our public sector would be reverse 
mentoring where those who are service and process experts can be mentored 
in the art of the possible and imagineering by the internet generation.

“ We have made good progress over the past seven years, 
reducing the deficit while improving frontline services, 
but we can go much further. To do that, we will need to 
unleash a new era in public service provision by harnessing 
technology, creativity and ideas.”

Rt Hon Elizabeth Truss MP,  
Chief Secretary to the Treasury
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Almost 25% of citizens polled confirmed that public services do not currently 
make good use of digital technology to enhance the lives of citizens, 
identifying several barriers that are impeding further progress. 

Whilst progress continues, a lack of leadership from government is leading to 
delays in spending, budgeting and decisions, which has wider ramifications 
across the region and for the future unless action is taken now.  

2 Progress being held up

And it seems that the public agree, as over half (51%) of the Northern 
Ireland citizens we surveyed stated that a lack of clear leadership and 
vision from the current devolved government is the biggest barrier to 
delivering full online digital services. 

However, interestingly our leadership forum held a different view 
confirming the issue is not the lack of devolved government, but rather 
prioritising what needs to be done.  

Barriers to delivering digital services in Northern Ireland: 

No clear vision or leadership 
direction being given from 
government / the devolved 

government 

51%

Poor connectivity and 
infrastructure such as 

broadband capacity and 
public Wi-Fi 

35%

Concerns about sharing 
data from government  

/ the public sector

30%

Concerns about sharing 
data from the public and 

bad publicity

29%
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The leaders we spoke to were clear, we simply cannot let the uncertainty 
slow anything down. It’s vital for leaders to ensure that digital delivery doesn’t 
slip by pushing on with transformation projects and creating an innovative 
environment that uses new emerging technologies to transform how they 
interact with the public. 

But it’s “not about a lack of budget”, rather the key is to prioritise projects  
and focus on those that are the most meaningful for citizens. 

With the pace of change and expectation accelerating, it’s important that 
Northern Ireland continues to evolve and push ahead to meet the needs of our 
citizens and communities.

3 Prioritising what matters
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“ It’s not about lack of budget, it is about prioritisation 
of projects and investing scarce resources on the 
right things.”

Civica Leadership Forum 
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Driving 
collaboration
Throughout our leadership forums, collaboration 
between local communities, teams, departments 
and across sectors such as housing and healthcare 
was highlighted as a vital area to accelerate Northern 
Ireland’s digital journey.
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The Causeway programme highlights successful collaboration that has bridged 
divides to deliver an integrated criminal justice system across Northern Ireland. 
However, more can still be achieved. 

Our forum leaders outlined three areas that can drive further collaboration and 
strengthen Northern Ireland’s digital identity.  

“ NI has rightly been focused on service delivery but we are 
now at the point where we should be joining and integrating 
services together and this requires stronger and more 
collaborative leadership to give us a central direction.” 

Mark Owens,  
Managing Director, Northern Ireland, Civica

https://www.justice-ni.gov.uk/articles/causeway


1 Fostering an innovative culture 
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2 Placing citizens at the heart

The key to true transformation lies within people. To continue on our path to 
digital excellence, we need more leaders, who not just set the vision, but also 
inspire, engage and empower their teams. 

As discussed in our previous Changing Landscape report, Leading from 
the front, leadership not only comes from the top - people throughout the 
organisation should be empowered and given accountability to drive forward 
change no matter their level. 

Fostering an environment that promotes innovative thinking and a new attitude 
to risk, allows teams and leaders to be bolder in trying new ways of working and 
enrich transformation programmes to deliver better outcomes. 

For transformation programs to succeed the needs of citizens should be placed 
at the centre. This view was reconfirmed in a recent Northern Ireland Audit 
Office report which outlined that “services are meant to be designed around the 
needs of users.” 

This not only ensures services deliver an improved experience, but also helps 
eliminate wastage by delivering what is actually wanted. However, across 
Northern Ireland the Audit Office found “little evidence that departments had 
engaged users to identify their needs.”

Leveraging citizen sentiment can deliver a positive impact at a local and national 
level. Engaged citizens become digital champions in communities, support 
the roll out of services to encourage uptake and provide local insight to deliver 
better local outcomes.  

More still needs achieved, as according to the Institute for Government over 
50% of UK citizens want to be involved in major policy decisions, but only 7% 
feel their voices are heard.  But it needn’t be difficult to overcome this challenge. 

Leeds City Council engage residents to vote in their annual Children Mayor 
programme. Collaborating with local schools, candidates are encouraged to 
publish and run against a manifesto that outlines what they would do to improve 
the city. After being voted in by their peers, the elected mayor works with the 
council to deliver their manifesto and improve the community for everyone. 

“ Digital transformation of public services will drive a 
culture change within government organisations. There 
is a great opportunity now to digitally transform to 
provide better, simpler and more accessible services 
designed around the citizen.”

Civica Leadership Forum
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https://www.justice-ni.gov.uk/articles/causeway
https://www.justice-ni.gov.uk/articles/causeway
https://www.niauditoffice.gov.uk/publication/electronic-service-delivery-within-ni-government-departments
https://www.niauditoffice.gov.uk/publication/electronic-service-delivery-within-ni-government-departments
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/blog/ready-engage-improving-citizens%E2%80%99-engagement-policy-making
https://news.leeds.gov.uk/young-people-urged-not-to-miss-on-chance-to-vote-for-new-leeds-childrens-mayor/
https://news.leeds.gov.uk/young-people-urged-not-to-miss-on-chance-to-vote-for-new-leeds-childrens-mayor/


12 Civica | Driving collaboration

Northern Ireland’s economic make up is very still very much 
supported by a large public sector. Northern Ireland Statistics 
and Research Agency’s Quarterly Employment Survey confirmed 
that from a workforce of almost 766,000 just over 207,000 (27%) 
are based in the public sector - a decrease of 0.6% between 2017 
and 2018 alone. 

With a successful and growing private sector on its door 
step, attracting new talent to drive the public sector’s digital 
transformation programmes is becoming a challenge.  

 
In our recent leadership forums, it was acknowledged that 
technology is beginning to bring departments and sectors closer 
together, however progress has been slow. 

Northern Ireland should bridge sector divides to share learning, 
bring fresh innovative ideas and better leverage technology 
to drive further success. A view supported in our recent survey, 
with 25% of citizens ranking the private sector as currently 
leading the way in the best use of digital technologies. 

3 Bridging the collaboration gap

“ Collaboration will be a key enabler to the efficiency savings 
needed in the public sector. Sharing data effectively and 
securely will be important to finding efficiencies and in the 
adoption of new technology in areas like public protection 
and social care.”

Steve Thorn,  
Executive Director, Digital, Civica

25%

Private sector Education Devolved government

Healthcare Local government Social housing

14%

13% 6% 2%

Sectors across Northern Ireland best using technology:

“ Technology is bringing change and harmonisation 
across departments.” 

Mark Lee,  
Director of Primary Care, Department of Health

23% unsure or stated other

17%

https://www.nisra.gov.uk/statistics/labour-market-and-social-welfare/quarterly-employment-survey


Building on the success of the Electronic Care Record (NIECR), Health 
& Social Care Services in Northern Ireland (HSCNI) is working across the 
six regional Health Trusts, General Practices, Health, Social Care Board 
and other HSC Agencies to improve the delivery of care in the region. 

The Encompass Programme, a new HSC-wide initiative, will introduce a 
digital integrated care record across Northern Ireland - supporting the 
HSCNI vision to transform and modernise our health and social care 
services. Breaking down silos and creating a paper-light environment, 
the programme brings medical information together to support 
teams and improve patient outcomes with easier access to booking 
appointments and communication with those providing their care.

Collaborating to deliver better care 
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Forum leaders outlined five steps to better 
engage communities: 

1. Collaboration between citizens

Keep citizens at the heart of change to improve 
engagement, uptake and ensure that resources are being 
utilised to satisfy demand.

2. Collaboration between policy makers

Work to ensure change is not stifled, policies are aligned and 
innovation is embraced.

3. Collaboration between teams

Lead, inspire and empower teams to take more ownership 
and work together in a culture that embraces risk to deliver 
greater success.

4. Collaboration between departments

Break down silos and create multi-departmental approaches 
to deliver better local outcomes for everyone.

5. Collaboration between sectors

Work together to share knowledge, skills, experience 
and embrace new ways of working to respond to an ever 
evolving landscape.

A more fluid and collaborative approach across teams, departments and 
sectors can share best practices, bring new and different ways of thinking, 
plug skill gaps and drive the efficiencies and change needed now and in 
the future.  

http://www.hscboard.hscni.net/encompass/
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Improving 
local outcomes
Technology & innovation provides a huge  
opportunity to re-think how we can re-shape the 
delivery of services to benefit the needs of citizens.   

It is clear that both public and private sector organisations of all shapes and 
sizes are wrestling with the rapidly evolving demands of citizens. 

Five years ago we worried about excluding people who didn’t have access, 
but today, we will exclude people simply by not offering them an enriched 
digital experience. 

Leaders at our recent forums outlined two steps to improve and drive better 
community based outcomes for everyone.

“ We have to talk about the transformation of the business and 
then make technology an enabler of that.”

Paul Murnaghan,  
Regional Director, BT Enterprise NI



Innovative digital disclosure system

AccessNI provides the criminal record disclosure service for Northern 
Ireland residents. Before transformation, their paper-based service was  
lengthy, time consuming, error prone task and incurred higher costs. 
Understanding the need to digitise its services, AccessNI developed 
a secure citizen centric online disclosure portal, complemented by a 
customer organisation facing portal. 

This led to over 99% of all disclosure applications being submitted 
online and reduced the average issue time for basic disclosure 
certificates from weeks to a day, and in the case of the new digital 
certificates, hours. This has not only delivered significant efficiencies 
but also an improved and smoother online experience for citizens.

1

Today, how we access public services should be no different to how we buy 
tickets, view our bank statements or do our weekly food shop. It’s now expected 
that these transactions should be accessible from any device, at any time. 

That’s why almost 40% of the Northern Irish citizens we surveyed believe 24/7 
online services should be delivered as standard from the public sector. 

However, while there is more to do, we shouldn’t just stop at a regional 
level. Northern Ireland’s agile size and innovative makeup creates a perfect 
environment for the region to be an incubator of new agile digital services that 
can be rolled out across the UK and throughout the world. 
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Engaging digital services

In fact, the Centre for Secure Information Technologies (CSIT) at Queen’s 
University Belfast is the UK’s Innovation and Knowledge Centre (IKC) for cyber 
security, and the UK’s largest cyber security focused university technology 
research, development and innovation centre. Belfast is also the number 
one international investment location for US cyber security development 
projects and the region has a global reputation as a hotspot for mobile fintech 
investment. 

So the platform for creating stronger innovative services, that not just help our 
region but others, is available and ready for us to leverage and build on.

 

“ With a population of 1.8m and a geographic mix of urban and  
rural, there is a great opportunity to test and develop new 
services in Northern Ireland for use across the rest of the UK.”

Steve Thorn,  
Executive Director, Digital, Civica
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https://www.civica.com/en-gb/case-study-library2/accessni/
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2 Supporting the full community

Not everyone can, or even wants to be, online. In fact, there are now 4.3 million 
people in the UK with zero basic digital skills, with the Office for National 
Statistics (ONS) reporting that one in eight adults in Northern Ireland have 
never used the internet – equating to 12.8% of the region’s population, much 
higher than the 8.4% reported nationally. 

in Northern Ireland have never 
used the internet.

One in  
eight adults 

There are several reasons behind this, not least a lack of skills, access to reliable 
broadband and the ability to afford digital devices. But as part of our digital 
evolution we have a duty of care to include everyone.

An increasing ageing population is applying pressure on already squeezed 
budgets and changing the future of service delivery. However, technology 
can support this shift by improving outcomes for our elderly and the most 
vulnerable in our community.

The three largest regional health and social care trusts in Northern Ireland 
now use a common electronic patient record system to support integrated 
community services. 

Complemented by the Electronic Care Record (ECR), information is shared with 
clinicians and care workers to deliver shared access to patient data and build 
common working processes at the right time, and in the right place to support 
the best care.  

“ Bringing together patient information to share is 
complex but also achievable and essential. Mobile 
working in hospital wards and in the community, 
coupled with devices usable by patients, can have 
a significant positive impact.” 

David Roots,  
Executive Director, Health & Care, Civica

https://www.ispreview.co.uk/index.php/2018/05/motivation-is-the-main-barrier-to-getting-more-uk-people-online.html
https://www.ispreview.co.uk/index.php/2018/05/motivation-is-the-main-barrier-to-getting-more-uk-people-online.html
https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/northern-ireland/northern-ireland-internet-users-still-lag-behind-rest-of-uk-despite-biggest-rise-36965688.html
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Get out in your community 
and speak to your citizens to 
understand the services they 
want and need – they might 
surprise you.

Once identified, design services 
centred around citizens’ needs, 
not your internal ones.

Educate and train communities 
on how to use services and 
support those with limited access 
to get online through community 
hubs and local libraries.

 Don’t think that once it’s built, 
the job is done. You must 
constantly manage, adopt 
and refine the service to meet 
evolving demands.

Build engaging and integrated 
omni-channel services that 
embraces how citizens want  
to engage.

Use adaptive agile technologies 
to develop intuitive systems 
which can be easily used by the 
digital savvy and the digitally 
inexperienced.

Our leaders outlined six steps to improve 
community engagement:

1.

3.

5.

2.

4.

6.

Improving local outcomes | Civica 17

For housing organisations, the introduction of new technologies like artificial 
intelligence, automation and connected devices is delivering better, responsive 
tenant services and gaining a deeper data insight.  

For example, Hampshire County Council is using Amazon Echo’s to help 
those with social care needs to control lights, TVs and get easy access to bus 
timetables - which is crucial to independent living. 

While apps like Fade: Fall Detector or FallSafety Pro can alert friends and family 
if an individual has fallen and Pillboxie is perfect for reminding users what and 
when to take medication. Ofcom also reported that half of internet users aged 
65-74 have a social media profile and these platforms can provide online social 
communities to combat isolation and loneliness for our senior generation.

IT providers can play a leading role in this drive. Civica software is already 
supporting more than 67% of 137,000 social housing properties and all the 68 
regional fire stations across Northern Ireland. Through improved collaboration 
and integration with providers, real innovation can be applied to improve and 
support the lives of those in need.

But it needn’t end there. The efficient delivery of digital services enables the 
savings generated and resources freed up to be redeployed to those who need 
it the most. So technology and innovation should be viewed and used as a 
supporting link between generations, not as a barrier to exclude and divide.  

have a social media profile.

Half of internet users  
aged 65 - 74

http://www.lgcplus.com/
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/about-ofcom/latest/features-and-news/rise-social-seniors
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/about-ofcom/latest/features-and-news/rise-social-seniors
https://www.nihe.gov.uk/economic_impact_of_social_housing_organisations_full.pdf
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/about-ofcom/latest/features-and-news/rise-social-seniors


Boosting  
skills for all
Northern Ireland is a vibrant tech economy with over 
1,200 companies, including 100 global leaders, now 
firmly established in the region.

With a highly skilled, experienced and adaptable workforce, the competitive 
cost location means that labour and property costs for a 200 person software 
development centre in Belfast are 36% less than Dublin, 44% less than London 
and 58% less than New York.

of the Northern Ireland workforce is under 40 years old and the 
nation is one of the youngest populations in Europe.55%

Northern Ireland is one of the youngest populations in Europe, with over 55% 
of the workforce under 40 years old. But high demand brings with it a squeeze 
on available resources. As such, high numbers of local talent are leaving the 
region, attracted to higher salaries and newer opportunities. 

But with an evolving landscape, our leaders discussed three main areas to 
ensure we retain our local talent and nurture the skills needed to be a digital 
destination now and in the future. 
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“ We have a huge amount of talent but we seem 
to be exporting it. The developer community is 
continually leaving to work elsewhere. Talent 
management and retention in NI is crucial to our 
continued success.” 

Bill McCluggage,  
Technology Consultant, Laganview

https://www.investni.com/invest-in-northern-ireland/ict.html
https://www.investni.com/invest-in-northern-ireland/ict.html
https://www.investni.com/invest-in-northern-ireland/ict.html
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Revolutionising the organisational structure

South Hams District Council and West Devon Borough Council used 
innovative methods to find the rising stars inside their organisation. As 
part of the restructure the councils turned the recruitment process on 
its head by putting all employees at risk and encouraging everyone to 
apply for a new role – any role at all providing they had the right skills, 
qualifications and experience – within the organisation, there were no 
ring fences. 

During the application process they had to show real-life examples of 
how they have taken steps to improve service delivery and meet the 
behaviours required by the new organisation. By giving employees the 
freedom to reach for any position within the organisation, the local 
authority discovered a new wave of future leaders that they didn’t even 
know they had.

1 Retaining local talent

The growth and competitiveness of the local market has created a perfect storm. 
With a finite number of skilled workers, an increasing number of international 
companies locating in the region and the migration of much needed talent - the 
need to find, nurture and retain skills is becoming a growing challenge. 

Recent figures released from the Department for the Economy show that 
two-thirds of students who leave NI for university are not returning. And in this 
competitive environment, it’s the public sector who are facing the hardest 
challenge to adopt the new digital skills needed to fully transform. 

What we also can’t forget is that with this exodus of talent, they are not just 
leaving with skills needed locally, but they are also taking that fresh, innovative 
and entrepreneurial drive that has made our region a success.
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To tackle this, our leaders confirmed that businesses need to be become flexible 
and fluid employers. Educating locally, harnessing new technologies and 
investing in training and development can ensure that Northern Ireland realises 
its digital destiny.

“ We need to attract talent to stay in the region and benefits are 
a big part of this. We need to be flexible and fluid employers.” 

John Napier,  
Director of DfI Digital Services, Department of Infrastructure

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-45360113


2 Upskilling the existing workforce

As part of any transformation program, it is important that people are brought 
on the journey and given the support they need and the chance to upskill. 
The decline of some industries provides an opportunity to fill skill gaps by 
retraining and educating those into technology and IT related roles.

Government employment and retraining schemes exist throughout the 
region. People Plus is already supporting hundreds of thousands of people 
each year across the UK to find and keep jobs and deliver the right skills  
and training to ensure they can access employment and enhance their career 
prospects.

However, private sector organisations need to support this drive more. From 
the development, training and mentoring of existing teams, to embracing 
apprenticeships, we can all help ensure that the existing workforce is not 
left behind, but rather, play a significant role in our future digital nation.
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“ Northern Ireland needs to leverage its skills and then 
scale where possible. Volume of employment alone is 
not a good measure of success.”

Bob McClean,  
Business Development Director, Northern Ireland, Civica



National statistics reconfirm year on year that Northern Ireland is the top region 
in the UK for educational attainment. However, this is not a time to pause and 
draw breath as more can still be achieved. 

To develop the skills needed for the future, earlier digital involvement in the 
education system is vital. The leaders at our forum agreed and confirmed that 
it’s lower down the system that we need to focus to “capture the hearts 
and minds of young people” and encourage them into Science, Technology, 
Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) related careers. 

Whilst schools and colleges have a responsibility to equip the younger 
generation with the necessary skills, organisations must also play their part. 

More initiatives like the CoderDojo and CodingForKids, programmes in which 
organisations work directly with children to teach them how to code and 
develop apps, are essential. Many organisations like Civica, promote successful 
placement and scholarship programmes to promote ICT as an aspirational 
future career and nurture young talent across the country. 

Ensuring our next generation are prepared for the digital age is a shared 
challenge and one that we all most support to ensure our future success.

3 Earlier digital skills intervention

Boosting skills for all | Civica 21
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Academic research shows that young girls can be influenced 
away from STEM careers by the age of 11. It’s our duty to work 
to address this diversity gap and other under-represented 
groups to ensure that both the population and workforce is 
equipped for the future.

http://www.coderdojo.com
https://www.civica.com/en-gb/about-us/careers/scholarships/
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Fuelling  
our digital economy 
Data is the fuel to any digital economy. It has the 
ability to drive revenue, reduce costs and improve 
service delivery. 

Like other regions, Northern Ireland has a high volume of data stretching 
across many systems and organisations. But how can the region leverage this 
key strategic asset more and turn data volume into actionable data insight? 

“ Public sector organisations need to work together 
to deliver smarter end to end digital services which 
operate across organisational boundaries. Sharing data 
and using technology to integrate services will eradicate 
duplication and inefficiency.” 

Civica Leadership Forum

1 A single view

A single view of interactions across organisations can not only improve the 
end-user experience, but also inform better decisions and uncover new 
opportunities to enhance the lives of the public. 

To achieve this, it’s vital for organisations to adopt a trusted, accurate and 
enriched single view of their data that identifies duplication, enables insights  
to be drawn out and creates the ability to predict and support earlier 
intervention services. 

There are several progressive examples of this already taking place around the 
world. For example, Denmark was named the world’s most digitally forward 
government in the UN’s latest e-government survey due to its digital first 
approach where electronic interaction is now legally mandatory. Throughout 
the country, citizens now use their digital IDs – NemID – to interact with the 
government, banks and private sector across a wide range of services. 

In our own survey, 30% of Northern Irish citizens want to have one place to 
access all their details and interact with government. Leaders across NI should 
use these other digital nations as a catalyst to break down traditional silos 
across departments and organisations to create a better shared access to data.

Our leadership forum outlined three key areas to help Northern Ireland leverage 
data and deliver better outcomes for our community.

“ The integration of health and social care has long been seen 
as key to increase efficiency as well as improve patient-
centric care.”

David Roots,  
Executive Director, Health & Care, Civica

https://publicadministration.un.org/egovkb/Portals/egovkb/Documents/un/2018-Survey/E-Government Survey 2018_FINAL for web.pdf
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2 Trusting & transparent foundations

The introduction of the GDPR has ensured stronger protection rights for 
citizens and their data. This makes trust and the data transparency vital in 
delivering future services. In Northern Ireland there is a lot more to do as in our 
recent survey we found only 18% of citizens in the region trust government to 
handle their data.

Recent data breaches have done little in helping remove this fear. But with over 
46% of Northern Irish citizens saying they would trust organisations more if 
they just made it clear what information they hold and how they use it, this 
shows that the public has not lost all faith.

Almost half of the UK citizens (48%) agreed in our survey that the better data 
sharing will lead to better services – so they understand the parallel between 
providing and receiving, but organisations can help make this a reality.

In addition to ensuring systems are secure, organisations need to be transparent 
with the information they hold and it’s intended use. Stronger trust brings not 
only improved data accuracy, but also ensures the continued availability of 
customer information and ultimately better and efficient services.

Our leaders agreed that to build and retain trust we must: 

   Create laws and policies to ensure standards are upheld.

   Provide full disclosure of how data is used, stored and 
shared.

   Deliver data preference centres that citizens can easily 
update, at anytime.

  Ensure data is managed by security cleared employees. 

   Use systems that are enriched with maximum security 
features.

   Work with trusted experts and learn from other successful 
data initiatives.

“ Open data is already being used by citizens as part of 
transportation and mobility services - like Citymapper and 
Waze - we can expect more use of open data and clamour 
for the government departments to release more.”

Steve Thorn,  
Executive Director, Digital, Civica
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3 Driving value from data

Data is a key asset for any organisation and like other regions, data volume 
does not seem to be a challenge in Northern Ireland. However, ensuring 
it’s secure, can be easily accessed by those who need it and can drive 
meaningful insight is. 

With the rise of the ‘Community of Things’, datasets will continue to expand 
and become too large for people alone to draw insights from. That’s why 
the adoption of technology like machine learning and artificial intelligence is 
rapidly increasing. The insights these produce mean services are becoming 
more efficient, personalised and predictive.

With deaths of homeless people across the UK more than doubling in the last 
five years, the Northern Ireland Housing Executive is working in partnership 
with a wide range of statutory and voluntary agencies to “end homelessness 
together” across the region. 

Sharing and unlocking the value of data between agencies can not only 
improve outcomes, but can also be used to provide earlier interventions to 
identify and provide support to those in need and ultimately save lives.

24 Civica | Fuelling our digital economy 

“ Northern Ireland must continue to harness and share 
the full power of data to meet its aim of becoming a 
digital leader.” 

Civica Leadership Forum 

https://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/apr/11/deaths-of-uk-homeless-people-more-than-double-in-five-years
https://www.nihe.gov.uk/index/corporate/strategies/homelessness_strategy.htm
https://www.nihe.gov.uk/index/corporate/strategies/homelessness_strategy.htm
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Define where you want to 
get to and recognise that 
you won’t reach utopia 
overnight; delivering this 
level of change will take 
time and will need to be 
carried out in phases.

1.  
Build a clear data 
strategy: 

Our forum leaders outlined six building blocks for an insight-driven Northern Ireland:

Review your technology  
ecosystem such as artificial 
intelligence and machine 
learning systems. This will 
spot anomalies, trends and 
drive insights instantly with 
little human intervention.

2.  
Review where 
technology can help: 

Change attitudes in 
cultures to break  
away from a siloed 
departmental approach 
and embrace sharing.

3.  
Organisational  
change: 

Create appropriate 
processes to govern 
how data is used and to 
ensure you’re consistent 
and compliant with all 
necessary regulations.

4.  
Apply  
governance: 

To drive through this type 
of transformation, it’s 
essential that teams are 
empowered across all levels 
of the business to own and 
deliver the change needed.

5.  
Everyone is a  
leader:

The key is to start small with 
projects that will deliver 
noticeable outcomes, 
while keeping in mind 
the bigger picture you’re 
aiming to create. Once 
you deliver early projects 
and demonstrate benefits, 
securing buy-in and budget 
for later steps will become 
progressively easier. 

6.  
Take your  
time: 
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For a nation that is small in size, Northern Ireland is 
not short of innovation or lacking in ambition. But we 
cannot deny that it’s currently at a digital tipping point.

As a nation, we must come together and ensure we land on the correct side of 
this tipping point by: 

 Driving collaboration – improve collaboration across teams, 
departments sectors and within communities.

 Improving local outcomes – build services around the needs 
of citizens and ensure everyone is supported .

Boosting skills for all – invest in earlier education, upskill 
workforces and nurture and develop talent to retain the  
skills required.

 Fuelling our digital economy – remove silos and create a 
data foundation centred around trust to turn data volume into 
meaningful value.
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Conclusion

“ It’s clear that Northern Ireland has taken a lead in the way 
we deliver services in a digital economy, however we 
must ensure that we listen to our citizens and customers, 
collaborate more across the region to ensure success, 
harness and share data and educate our children with 
technology to maintain a leadership position. If we, as a 
small nation, adopt and execute these beliefs, there is a 
great future for our economy, even in uncertain times.” 

Mark Owens, 
Managing Director, Northern Ireland, Civica

As we’ve heard throughout our leadership forums, organisations across Northern 
Ireland are continuing to successfully deliver programmes of technology-driven 
transformation, unlocking efficiencies through automating processes and 
delivering self-service for our citizens.

With the social and demographic landscape continuing to change at pace, now 
is the time to ensure digital innovation is front and centre to inspire change 
across services in Northern Ireland.

By strengthening our collaboration, clever prioritisation and a dedicated focus on 
service delivery, Northern Ireland can continue to achieve its digital destiny.



  

of NI citizens believe our public services 
are suitable for digitisation51%90%

60%

85%

48%

53%
of NI citizens believe public services currently 
make good use of digital technology to 
enhance the lives of NI citizens

of NI citizens think digital technology can 
benefit their local community

Over

of UK citizens agree that data sharing 
will lead to better services

would trust organisations more if they 
were clear what personal data they 
stored on them and how they use it

of NI citizens highlighted their main 
concern in sharing personal data is 
that it would feel like an invasion of 
their privacy
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Northern Ireland citizen’s view on the current digital landscape:

68%
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Civica research

   The smart citizen research was conducted by independent market research 
specialist, Censuswide, on behalf of Civica. A total of 2,044 UK citizens, over the 
age of 18, were surveyed in August 2017.

   The NI citizen research was conducted by independent market research specialist, 
Censuswide, on behalf of Civica. A total of 1,001 citizens in Northern Ireland, over 
the age of 18, were surveyed between August and September 2018.

Robin Knowles 
Founder & CEO,  
Digital Leaders

This report was also supported by 
additional contributors from our 
Leadership Forums in September 2018. 
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Start the conversation
with Civica

Please contact us to learn more about our ‘Changing 
Landscape’ series of reports or to find out how we can help 
you work towards achieving a more sustainable future. 
www.civica.com/changinglandscape

Regional offices

United Kingdom & Ireland
Eighth Floor, Southbank Central
30 Stamford Street
London
SE1 9LQ
Tel: +44 (0)20 7760 2800

10 Weavers Court
Belfast
BT12 5GH
Tel: +44 (0)28 9072 5000

Australia & New Zealand
163-175 O’Riordan Street
Mascot, Sydney
NSW 2020
Tel: +61 (0)2 8324 3000

Singapore
6 Harper Road
Leong Huat Building #04-08
Singapore 369674
Tel: +65 6511 7888

India
First Floor, Notus Pride
Sarabhai Campus, Bhailal Amin Marg
Vadodara – 390007
Tel: +44 (0)2652 335 557

USA
52 Hillside Court
Englewood
OH 45322
Tel: +1 800 686 9313

http://www.twitter.com/civicauk
http://www.linkedin.com/company/civica
http://www.youtube.com/civicauk


Report: 

The changing landscape  
for local government

A new working model to deliver 
integrated services in the run-up  
to 2025 and beyond.

Report: 

Enabling a new world of 
public service delivery

Driving an appetite for change 
through technology and cultural 
innovation.

Report: 

Invigorating the public  
sector revolution

Leading a progressive workforce to 
empower the digital citizen.

Report: 

The commercial  
imperative

Finding the right path to achieving  
a sustainable commercial model.

Download the reports at: civica.com/changinglandscape
To request a printed copy email: changinglandscape@civica.co.uk
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Report: 

The changing landscape 
for social housing

A practical guide to achieving a 
sustainable future

Report: 

Dialling Scotland in  
for digital success

Ensure Scotland dials in for digital 
success to achieve the nation’s  
2020 vision.

https://www.civica.com/en-gb/campaign-library-uk/2018/september/changing-landscape-for-local-government/
https://www.civica.com/en-gb/campaign-library-uk/2018/september/enabling-a-new-world-of-public-service-delivery/
https://www.civica.com/en-gb/campaign-library-uk/2018/september/invigorating-the-public-sector-revolution/
https://www.civica.com/en-gb/campaign-library-uk/2018/september/the-commercial-imperative/
http://civica.com/changinglandscape
mailto:changinglandscape%40civica.co.uk?subject=
https://www.civica.com/en-gb/campaign-library-uk/2017/october/housing-changing-landscape-report/
https://www.civica.com/en-gb/campaign-library-uk/2018/march/digitalscotland/
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Email:  
changinglandscape@civica.co.uk

Web:

civica.com/digitisingni

civica.com/changinglandscape

Join the debate  #digitisingni
#changinglandscape

http://www.twitter.com/civicauk
http://www.linkedin.com/company/civica
http://www.youtube.com/civicauk
mailto:changinglandscape%40civica.co.uk?subject=
http://www.civica.com/digitisingni
http://civica.com/changinglandscape
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