
Our next AI enthusiasts are Paul Bayliss and Peter Reeve. Paul brings 30 years’ experience in data and 
analytics in the public, private and non-profit sectors to one of Britain’s largest charities. His company 
Artisan Business Consulting Limited has worked with organisations as diverse as Croydon Council, TUI and 
Macmillan Cancer Support. Organisational transformation is one of Paul’s specialities and something that 
audibly energises him when we talk. Macmillan like many organisations puts data at the heart of its 
strategic aims and processes for fundraising and customer services, and we gain some insight into how the 
capitalisation of data is managed in this particular charity. 

Peter is the Head of HR for the Motor Neurone Disease Association (MNDA), a UK based charity of about 
200 people. Peter has recognised that small to medium sized charities often struggle to understand and 
use data to expand insight and enable AI and Automation, and so MNDA have, in the last year, hired two 
data leads to try and bring much needed insight into the organisation. He is also the chair of the Charity 
HR Network whose members include Crisis, Greenpeace, NSPCC and Unicef amongst others, numbering 
about 80 in total. He has extensive experience working in the private and public sector in change 
management and HR transformation. 

In this chapter, we consider the challenges being experienced by charities to implement AI and provide 
our tips for automating on a budget. 

Where are UK charities today?
With over 116,000 registered charities in the
UK, and the current climate of economic
uncertainty pressing purse strings, it comes as
no surprise that funding innovation, attracting
and retaining talent and managing risk are
challenges preventing the use of Automation &
AI.

Paul starts by explaining that in charities, like
everywhere else, technology is becoming
pivotal to day-to-day operations, however, it is
yet to be omnipresent internally across many
organisations. For example, in fundraising,
knowing your campaigns and donor information
is crucial. Donors, volunteers and fundraisers
close to the organisation should feel valued and
loyal so providing them with excellent customer
service is a must. For this reason, we have
generally found that charities have invested in
their externally facing technology but tend to
be less advanced in their technological
progression internally with back-office
processes. Peter concluded that charities enjoy
pockets of technological capacity, but
synchronisation between departments and the
efficiencies this brings are lacking.

Many charities have moved to the Cloud
Interestingly, despite often costing millions of

pounds, many charities have already moved to
HR Software as a Service such as Workday,
SuccessFactors and Oracle.

A key driver is often transferring data from HR
to employees and managers through self
service which often leaves the business feeling
disgruntled or unsupported by HR.

One way charities can make the case for
Automation, is by showing that it reduces the
administrative burden for HR and the business
by removing process steps altogether and
reducing the time needed to complete some
processes by up to 40%.
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make your point.

One charity we are working with used quotes
from the engagement survey to make a very
compelling and emotive case to invest in better
processes and technology.

It is also important to identify the problem
before seeking a solution. Lots of charities are
looking to AI and Automation to improve
employee wellbeing, productivity and retention.
Finally, we are building business cases based on
just a subset or percentage of the workforce
using or benefitting from a new process or
technology because if you target the right
problem areas, not everyone needs to be
impacted to deliver significant value.

2. Lack of expertise
Another reason why charities fall behind in their
ability to leverage emergent technologies
according to Paul, is because due to the lack of
broad, strategic thinking required to innovate.
He argued that expertise is often specific to the
delivery of service and managers in many cases
have worked their way through the
organisation based on a specific remit so have
deep specialist knowledge in a narrow area.

The Charity Digital Skills Report (2018) also
highlighted a lack of technical expertise as a
major contributor to low technology advances
in this sector.

We hypothesised with Peter and Paul why
charities suffer more than others to get started
on the AI journey although we think their
challenges will apply to many other
organisations.

Why is AI and Automation harder for charities 
and what can we learn from them? 
1. The cultural difference between charities
and the private sector
In the diagram below we theorise about the
characteristics of culture in the third sector.
Paul felt the goals and objectives of those
working in the private sector tend to be more
tangibly linked to those of the business
compared to the third sector. Performance is
based on KPIs, SLAs and metrics rather than
intuition and length of service which gives more
opportunity and motivation for individuals and
teams to make numerical improvements
through automation.

The diverse workforce in charities can increase
the chance of having internal capability to
leverage AI but actually, having a large
proportion of the workforce who don’t use
computers and smartphones can make the
benefits of new tech harder to prove.

Lessons proposed: If metrics and analytics are
missing as a baseline and target in your
organisation, consider using qualitative data to
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Lesson Proposed: Don’t be disheartened when
you can’t find Data Scientists and RPA
Developers applying for your roles – you’re not
the only ones facing this challenge. Consider
partnering with an expert consultancy to get
you up and running with AI and Automation
whilst upskilling your team. Utilise the gig
economy (we know developers working
Saturdays for a day rate) rather than necessarily
having to have full time, permanent resource.

3. Expectations of funders & supporters
Peter outlines the difficulty in the positioning of
charities when it comes to funding back-office
improvements.

Trustee boards, supporters, and families of
legacies understandably want their
contributions to go directly towards frontline
projects. Charities also have restricted funds
which have to be spent on pre-defined services
and projects. Peter explains that the challenge
is demonstrating the value of employee and
volunteer-facing investment in comparison to
directly delivering better care, research or aid.
Data is used to prove how back office
investment can improve the bottom line in
other sectors whereas charities often lack that
evidence.

Lesson proposed: Use a maturity assessment to
show where you are compared to your peers in
terms of technology and process automation.
This helps to show that investment is often
needed just to keep up, and not lose out to your
competitors.

5 tips for Automating on a budget 
Having spoken to vanguards with varying
degrees of budget and funding for predictive
analytics, AI and Automation, we’ve come up
with some top tips for getting started without
needing heaps of investment:

1. Buy, don’t build
Many of our large private-sector vanguards
have built their own Automation and AI but this
is a costly and high maintenance option. Nick
Ismael of Information Age suggests that
deploying off-the-shelf technologies are more
cost-effective, quicker and easier to implement
and cheaper to support. Off-the-shelf tools
typically pose less risk and can come at quite
affordable prices from tens of thousands of
pounds, particularly for small and medium sized
organisations.

2. Consider nearshore & offshore resources
You’ll find many AI and RPA vendors and
partners are based outside of the UK which can
be more cost-effective. Given that offshore
teams tend to be very technical in their
expertise, we recommend working with a design
consultancy in the UK (Veran can help!) to
optimise your HR processes and design the
functional spec, or source that capability
internally so you can very clearly define what
the offshore build team need to develop for you
to test.

3. Partner with a technology firm
Many of our vanguards are partnering with
innovative technology companies to access and
co-develop AI. Partnering with a tech company
to implement a chatbot, for example, could
provide a charity with a cost effective prototype
and tailored solution, whilst also providing a
tech start-up with the data and credentials they
need to progress their product offering. Many
organisations also offer discounted rates and
perks to charities looking to get on to the tech
ladder, so it is definitely an avenue worth
exploring. By starting with a small population
e.g. one team and targeting one process step,
your investment can stay small and provide a
return within 4 months, essentially paying for
itself in that time. Then once it’s value has been
established and you have gained buy-in, you can
focus on scaling up.

The Charity Digital Skills Report (2018) 
identified that:

• Just 6% of charity boards claimed to be 
digitally savvy 

• Whilst 84% said it was important for 
their charity to develop their digital 
capability and skills 

• And 73% of charities considered 
themselves to have low skills in AI - a 5% 
increase from the previous year and a 
clear skills gap. 



4. Plan your benefits realisation
Your business case should include a benefits
realisation plan showing how you will deliver
your benefits over time, potentially starting
with ‘QuickWins’.

Many private sector businesses submit and
approve investment cases where the tangible
benefits do not necessarily match the cost of
the project. Charities often lack that luxury and
so ensuring you identify tangible benefits such
as cash savings and efficiencies is key in getting
the budget and HR maintaining a good
reputation.

You might also want to include a Sensitivity
Analysis that shows you have considered the
most conservative and ambitious cost benefit
and are targeting something in the middle. Here
is an example of what that can look like:

This gives you a good chance at achieving your
targeted Return On Investment (ROI) and
increase your credibility and buy-in from
trustees. If you don’t have the budget to
embark on a cloud HR transformation,
Automation could be a quick win in the
meantime.

5. Education is free!
Resistance and ‘analysis paralysis’ i.e. spending
so much time assessing and planning that you
never start building Automation, often result
from fear of the unknown, so make AI known!
Encourage individuals in the organisation to
learn more about AI which will help them get
on board. The leading Robotic Process
Automation (RPA) software provider, UiPath, is
currently providing free courses and
certification for managers, business analysts
and developers.

Sign up to their free academy to take a 2 hour
RPA awareness course which explains the basics
and provides a solid understanding of how it
works and its benefits. Also extend your reach
and make connections with others though
posting on social media, attending events,
writing blogs, or networking and speaking at
events… put yourselves out there and you can
gain a lot in return!

The challenges that Peter and Paul outline as
affecting the charity sector, are issues we are
seeing impact many industries. We hope that
that their insight, and tips can help you on your
journey.
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https://academy.uipath.com/learn/signin
https://www.veranperformance.com/veran-events

