
THINK data
Scotland

Scottish Third Sector Data Network

Scottish Charities: Engaging with Data – An Introduction 
to the Organisational Case Studies series
Developed and authored by Dr Eleanor Burt,  
School of Management, St Andrews University 
In collaboration with Dr Shirley Otto, Independent Consultant

2017



The Scottish Civil Society Data Partnership project is an ESRC-funded collaboration between the Scottish Council of Voluntary 
Organisations (SCVO) and the Universities of Stirling and St Andrew’s. It aims to develop the availability of administrative 
data on Civil Society Organisations while also helping these organisations to improve their ability to work with data, thereby 
supporting performance enhancements in service provision and organisational practice. The project will also help to support 
collaborations between academics, public sector organisations and CSOs in Scotland to propose substantive research projects 
making use of this data that will impact policy and/or practice.

The project comprises comprises three programmes of work. Work Programme 2 is developing a a toolkit which charities and 
other third sector organisations can use to start a conversation about their data needs and related capabilities and a series of 
practice-based organisational case studies which show how some Scottish charities are using data to support their strategic 
and operational decision-making.

Introduction

Authorship and acknowledgements
The case studies would not have been possible without the support of the charities involved. Dr Burt would like to thank everyone who so 
generously gave of their time to speak with her. This was greatly appreciated.

The case study series was developed and authored by Dr Eleanor Burt, School of Management, University of St Andrews, in collaboration with Dr 
Shirley Otto, Independent Consultant, as part of Work Programme 2 of the Scottish Civil Society Data Partnership Programme (SCSDPP). Dr Burt 
leads on Work Programme 2. The SCSDPP is funded by the Economic and Social Research Council (Award reference ES/M010465/1).

The case studies
 The Scottish Charities: Engaging with Data Case Studies series comprises 
the following organisational case studies:

 z  How data is helping one small charity ‘work smarter’: COPE Scotland

 z  Developing data capability in a local charity: Fife Gingerbread

 z  Using data to enhance volunteer management and the volunteer 
experience: Chest Heart and Stroke Scotland (CHSS)

 z  Enhancing performance and the customer experience: The National Trust 
for Scotland (NTS)

 z  Embedding data in strategic and operational decision-making: The Scottish 
Youth Hostels Association (SYHA)



It is anticipated that the case studies will be of interest at Board level, as well as at Executive 
and other management levels. They illustrate how some Scottish charities are developing 
their data capabilities and are using data to ehance their strategic and operational decisions, 
performance, and other activities.

The case studies, which include both smaller as well as larger Scottish charities, are intended 
to be illustrative and not comprehensive or definitive. Their purpose is simply to assist 
charities and other third sector organisations to begin to reflect on their current capabilities 
and to consider whether (and how) they may wish to enhance these. They may help in 
starting or taking forward conversations about the value of data, and the challenges as well 
as the opportunities to which it gives rise. Case studies are most helpful when people bring 
their own experiences to the situations described in the cases and people using these case 
studies are encouraged to do this.

The case studies may be used in conjunction with, or independently of the ‘Conversations 
about your Charity’s Data Needs- Evaluation Toolkit’ series.

Each case study begins with a set of questions (B) and ends with a set of corresponding 
insights (J) generated by the case. These are simply to guide conversations and their use is 
entirely optional. People may use them, ignore them, change them, or add to them as suits 
their own requirements.

The case studies are the outcome of a combination of literature reviewing and empirical 
research involing interviews with key actors and analysis of in-house and publicly available 
web-based materials.
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C. Organisational profile
COPE Scotland is a mental health and wellbeing charity. Its 
annual income in 2014/2015 was approximately £297,500. 
It has three directly employed staff. Its frontline services 
are delivered by independent, self-employed professionals 
and a team of 100 volunteers. In excess of 2,000 people 
directly access its frontline services each year. Its website 
had over 18,897 unique visitors and recorded 1,369,939 hits 
in 2015/16.

D. What is driving the charity’s engagement with 
data?
The chief officer’s background has ingrained in her an 
appreciation of the value of data. As a student studying the 
social sciences, she saw how it could throw fresh light on 
social issues. Later, as a psychiatric nurse, she saw the crucial 
role that detailed nursing notes had in enabling medical 
professionals to see what worked for patients, as well as 
what did not.

How Data is Helping one Small Charity ‘Work Smarter’
COPE Scotland

A. Introduction

Cope Scotland is a good example of what a small charity on the cusp of entering the ‘data age’ can 
do with a system that is still predominantly paper-based. It is using data for a number of purposes, 
including problem solving, service planning, and performance evaluation.

B. Discussion questions
1.  What is driving developing data capabilities within the 

charity?

2.  What key short-term benefits is the charity deriving from 
data, and what will be of longer term significance?

3.  What are the main barriers to developing the charity’s 
data capabilities?



E. How important is digital technology for the 
charity’s data utilisation?
The charity has recently begun to move to a new 
computerised client records system based on Microsoft 
Excel. This will significantly enhance the charity’s capacity to 
interrogate and analyse its client data. It will also reduce the 
current high level of dependency of the charity on the tacit 
and personal knowledge held by the chief officer.
Prior to the introduction of this new system COPE Scotland 
was an entirely paper-based organisation.

F. What types of data is the charity capturing and 
using?
The charity captures personal data about its service users, 
including referral data, appointment data, and progression 
and impact data generated as service users move through a 
service pathway. It also exploits data generated by external 
bodies such as the police, the fire and rescue services, and 
the Centre for Population Health, for example. Data about 
the local community such as public transport information, 
population demographics and economic profiles is also 
drawn on as required.

G. What is data enabling the charity to do 
differently or better?

Managing waiting times
Data is enabling COPE Scotland to respond quickly and 
effectively to avoid the formation of waiting lists for services. 
By monitoring referral rates, and the reasons for referrals 
the charity has been able to identify patterns that lead 
to ‘spikes’ in demand for services. This allows it quickly to 
recognise incidents that are likely to trigger a sudden rise 
in the number of people being referred for support and 
to allocate resources accordingly. Bringing data to bear in 
these situations has meant that the charity has been able 
to identify connections that would not have been obvious 
otherwise. Thus, while experience alone might have led 
the charity to expect a sudden spike in referrals following 
the announcement of a forthcoming change to a state 
benefit entitlement, it is much less likely that it would have 
enabled staff or volunteers to make a connection between a 
terrorist attack in another country and a sudden increase in 
its mental health referrals. Yet, data has enabled the charity 
to identify a vicarious, potential relationship. The ability to 
make connections of this sort and to identify accompanying 
patterns of behaviour means that this small, locally-based 
charity, whose data management is still predominantly 
paper-based, is able to anticipate and prepare for a potential 
change in demand for its services.



H. What are the challenges associated with being 
a data-informed charity and how are these being 
managed?
The charity is facing two key challenges as it seeks to become 
more data-informed.

Managing risk
The first challenge that the charity faces is how to make 
its data engagement sustainable. The small in-house staff 
team poses a significant risk to data sustainability, as data 
processing is vulnerable in the event of the absence or 
departure of key personnel.

Two factors are crucial in managing the associated risk. Firstly, 
recognition of the need for long-term succession planning 
at senior management level is lending impetus to the case 
for investment in data and associated resources. Secondly, 
generating a dialogue with staff and volunteers about data 
– why it is valuable and how best to capture and manage it 
– is a first step towards delivering the organisational cultural 
change that will embed data within the charity’s behavioural 
processes and routines in the longer-term.

Ensuring data quality
The second challenge for COPE Scotland is how to ensure 
the quality and robustness of the data that is captured and 
processed.

Two factors have been crucial in enhancing the quality of the 
data. Firstly, its recent adoption of the Warwick Edinburgh 
Mental Well Being Scale (WEMWBS) has introduced a more 
systematic and standardised process for data capture 
and management, which is already leading to noticeable 
improvements in data quality and comprehensiveness. 
Secondly, investment in staff training is necessary to equip 
personnel with the skills and confidence both to use and to 
continue to develop the computerised client records system.

More accessible services
When it became evident that a high number of service users 
who had registered to attend a new support service were 
failing to attend sessions the charity needed to understand 
why this happening. Analysis showed that participants from 
one particular post code area were much less likely to attend, 
than others. The charity mapped the post codes of the 
participants who were attending and those who were not. 
It then mapped the public transport routes that participants 
had to take and the costs of travel that were involved 
depending on the post code areas in which service users 
lived. The analysis showed that the public transport system 
was problematic for the client group that was failing to 
attend. The charity subsequently opened an outreach service 
in a new location that is easily accessible to this group. The 
attendance levels are now in parity with other services 
offered by COPE Scotland. The insight that this generated for 
the charity has led it to map all of the public transport routes 
in the areas it serves, so that it can identify and address the 
barriers people may face in accessing its outreach services.

Improved completion rates
When it was identified that the completion rate on an 8 
week Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction course was less 
than anticipated, an analysis of the charity’s client and 
course feedback data enabled the reason for this to be 
identified. Despite being provided with information about 
the nature and timescale of the course participants were 
failing sufficiently to appreciate what it involved. This led 
the charity to provide an induction and screening session 
which enables potential participants to make better 
informed decisions about the suitability of the course prior to 
registration. The has generated an improved completion rate 
on the eight-week course and to the delivery of a shorter-
length alternative course for participants whose needs are 
better met through this route. This is already proving highly 
effective, with high take-up and completion rates, and high 
levels of satisfaction registered by participants.



I. What are the charity’s next steps with data?
In the short term managing and accessing data electronically will make day-to-day problem solving, service planning, and 
performance evaluation easier and more straightforward. Once it is fully on-stream the new Excel database will afford the 
opportunity to generate more complex and richer analyses of the impact of service interventions than are possible with 
manual, paper-based analyses. In the longer-term, the new digital client records system will be an important step in the 
charity’s long-term succession planning, ensuring that organisational knowledge is robust and sustainable.

J. Some insights from the case study
 z  A number of factors are driving developing data 
capability, including the CEO, the need for improved 
resource utilisation, demonstrating impact for funding 
bids, and succession planning.

 z  Data capability is supporting everyday problem solving, 
service planning, and performance evaluation. It is 
also developing the ‘organisational knowledge’ and 
organisational continuity required in the longer-term.

 z  Data needs to be embedded in the day-to-day 
organisational processes, routines and culture of the 
organisation. Everyone involved in its capture and use 
needs to appreciate its value to the organisation, and 
have the skills and confidence to work with it. There also 
needs to be accompanying investment in the charity’s 
digital infrastructure.
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B. Discussion questions
1.  Can data support internal goals and objectives as well as 

externally generated ones?

2.  What enables the charity to make the most of its data?

3.  What key challenge has the charity had to manage as it 
has become more data-informed?

C. Organisational profile
Fife Gingerbread is an independent local charity providing 
support to lone parents and families living in disadvantaged 
circumstances. The charity has an annual income of circa 
£950,000. Its chief officer is supported by a team of thirty 
staff and approximately the same number of volunteers. The 
charity supports in excess of 980 service users annually, some 
accessing two or more of the charity’s services.

D. What is driving the charity’s engagement with 
data?
Fife Gingerbread gathers and uses data because it helps the 
chief officer, together with her Board and management team, 
to make informed decisions about both long-term strategy 
and day-to-day services, as well as meeting compliance and 
reporting purposes. The Chief Officer’s prior background in 
the Further Education field has her an appreciation of the 
importance of evidence in the form of ‘hard data’ together 
with an understanding of its value in funding applications, 
service planning, and performance evaluation.

Developing Data Capability in a Local Charity
Fife Gingerbread

A. Introduction

Fife Gingerbread is a good example of a charity which adopted an innovative approach to data 
capture which both centred upon and empowered its volunteers.



E. How important is digital technology for the 
charity’s data utilisation?
Digital systems are an essential component of Fife 
Gingerbread’s operational infrastructure. The charity’s case 
management system uses the cloud-based Fife Online 
Referral Tracking (FORT) system. The charity also uses Sage 
accounting software and Microsoft Excel. The freely available 
Google Analytics software is also used in analysing and 
reporting data generated by the charity’s public website, 
Facebook and Twitter pages.

F. What types of data is the charity capturing and 
using?
The charity captures personal data about its service users, 
including referral data, appointment data, and progression 
and impact data generated as service users move through a 
service pathway. It is also beginning to capture data about 
its Facebook and Twitter users which allows it to see their 
demographic characteristics, how they want to use the online 
media, and their perceptions and experiences of the charity. 
The charity has also captured data about the experiences of 
single parents that provided it with an evidence-base from 
which to advocate for public policy reform.

G. What is data enabling the charity to do 
differently or better?

Managing case loads
Data is affording Fife Gingerbread the opportunity to 
establish a ‘traffic light’ system which is enabling it to 
manage its growing list of referrals and active case loads 
more efficiently and effectively. The traffic light system 
enables referrals and active cases to be classified as ‘red’, 
‘amber’ or ‘green’, with the colour codes signifying levels of 
urgency or vulnerability and indicating the degree of support 
required by individual service users at particular stages in 
their journey through the charity’s services. This enables 
the charity to identify high risk cases and quickly to refer 
these on to other appropriate organisations if it does not 
the capacity to take on a particular case at that time. It also 
enables the charity to monitor staff case loads, so that staff 
have balanced and manageable workloads.



Monitoring progression
Data is also enabling Fife Gingerbread to track which of 
its service users ‘progress’ to a volunteering role with 
the charity, and which volunteers progress from this into 
employment or return to education. As the charity aims 
to build the skills and self-confidence of its service users 
by providing them with opportunities to volunteer, the 
capability to track their progression from first referral, 
through its service pathway, into a volunteering role, 
and then into education or employment provides crucial 
performance data. As well as demonstrating the impact of 
its services for individual service users, in anonymised and 
aggregated form the data also afford the opportunity to 
identify patterns and trends over time and to compare the 
effectiveness of particular interventions.

Bringing evidence to the public policy process
Data that Fife Gingerbread gathered on the impact of rural 
living on the quality of life and employability of lone parents 
enabled it to contribute to the public policy-making process 
in this field. The findings were presented to the Scottish 
Parliament, affording the charity a robust and evidence-
based voice within the public policy-making process and 
thereby fulfilling a key strand of its charitable Mission.

H. What are the challenges associated with being 
a data-informed charity and how are these being 
managed?
The charity is facing two key challenges as it seeks to become 
more data-informed. 

Limited resources to invest in data capture
The first challenge that the charity faces is that it has limited 
resources to invest in research-based data capture. However, 
by working in collaboration with The Poverty Alliance, one 
of its key organisational partners, and by drawing on its 
own volunteers, Fife Gingerbread has been able to deliver 
a succesful research project. The Poverty Alliance delivered 
research skills training to the volunteers and oversaw their 
engagement in each of the key stages of the research project, 
while Fife Gingerbread’s Volunteer Development Coordinator 
provided personal and emotional support. As well as 
resolving the current challenge, this approach has delivered 
a new in-house research capability that can be drawn on, 
again, in the future.

Sensitive use of data
The second challenge that the charity faces is that data 
affords the opportunity to become target driven. However, 
while the chief officer and her management team must 
ensure that service targets are met within budget and on 
time, the frontline support workers must remain able to 
prioritise quality of service. Their emphasis has to be on 
ensuring that individual service users are able to progress 
through the service at the pace and timescale best suited 
to their needs. This ‘tension’ is managed by giving the chief 
officer and her senior team access to performance data as 
and when required, while it is made available retrospectively 
to the support workers.



I. What are the charity’s next steps with data?
The potential exists to ‘link’ anonymised aggregated datasets, ‘owned’ by Fife Gingerbread and its different partners and 
held separately within the FORT system. This could afford new and valuable insights into the multi-faceted and, therefore, 
more complex issues experienced by the charity’s service users. It could also lead to better understanding of which 
interventions are effective in situations in which multiple agencies are delivering support to an individual with complex 
needs. Clearly, analysis using linked datasets would need the agreement of Fife Gingerbread’s relevant partners.

Potentially, there are valuable new insights to be gleaned by Fife Gingerbread if case management data that is currently in 
the form of ‘unstructured’ qualitative text could be digitally analysed. Extracting and analysing the data manually would 
be difficult, time-consuming, and costly. As the software to analyse unstructured text is being developed this option may 
become available in the longer-term.

The charity’s Facebook and Twitter analytics offer potentially rich data streams once the charity is clearer about how best to 
use this data.

J. Some insights from the case study
 z  Data is employed in strategic planning, day-to-day 
service planning, performance evaluation, and public 
policy advocacy, as well as for compliance and reporting 
purposes.

 z  The chief officer and her team attach high importance 
to data and it is routinely used at Board level, and by the 
CEO and her management team. Digital systems have 
an important part to play in supporting the charity’s 
developing data capabilities. With appropriate training 
and support volunteers can be an important asset in a 
charity’s data utilisation strategy.

 z  If data is carefully and thoughtfully used organisations 
can avoid becoming target driven. 
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B. Questions
1. How can data enhance performance?

2. How can data enhance the customer experience?

3.  What can be done to ensure that staff have the necessary 
skills to work effectiviely with data?

4.  How does data bring transparency to strategic and 
operational decision-making?

C. Organisational profile
As its name implies, the NTS operates throughout Scotland. 
It is diverse in scope and scale, its curation and conservation 
portfolio including 76,000 acres of land, 400 islands and 
islets, 10,000 archaeological sites, gardens, plant collections, 
art collections, properties, and artefacts. Its annual income 
in 2015/2016 was in excess of £52.5 million, of which circa 
£11.7 million was commercially generated through activities 
and services such as retailing and catering, £3.5m through 
admissions incomes and £13.4m through the Trust’s 
Membership Scheme. During the height of the visitor season 
the number of FTE staff employed in 2015/2016 was almost 
1,400, of which 677 were seasonal employees. Visitors to its 
properties numbered 2,654,000 in the same period, while its 
membership grew to more than 351,000, and its volunteers 
donated more than 217,500 hours of time.

D. What is driving the charity’s engagement with 
data?
The charity’s engagement with data derives from a number 
of inter-related factors. Firstly, the NTS is operating in a 
highly competitive environment in which every organisation 
providing heritage, cultural, and recreational services is 
a potential competitor. Secondly, the charity derives the 
major part of its income from its own income-generating 
activities, receiving only a small proportion of its income 
from public funding. Thirdly, and following from these first 
two points, it is critically important that the charity knows 
what its members, supporters, and customers want, how well 
it is performing, and where there is scope to operate more 
efficiently and effectively. Fourthly, in addition to executive 
and senior management teams who understand what data 
can bring to strategic and operational decision-making, 
the charity’s recently appointed Chief Executive is actively 
co-opting trustees who want Board level discussions and 
decision-making to be data-informed.

Enhancing Performance and the Customer Experience
The National Trust for Scotland (NTS)

A. Introduction

The National Trust for Scotland (NTS) is a very good example of a charity which is seeking to make 
better use of data to enhance its understanding of key stakeholders and to facilitate performance 
improvements.



E. How important is digital technology for the 
charity’s data utilisation?
Digital technology is crucially important to the NTS, enabling 
the capture, processing, analysis and reporting of key data 
streams and performance indicators such as membership, 
visitors to properties, sales from catering, and product sales 
through the charity’s ‘bricks and mortar’ and online shops.

The website and social media have become particularly 
important and rich data sources for the Marketing team of 
the Customer and Cause Department. This is expected to 
grow, as future generations of NTS members and visitors 
increasingly choose digital rather than more traditional 
channels for communicating with the charity, garnering 
information, and the purchase of its goods and services.

The Electronic Point of Sale (EPOS) system is also critically 
important for the Retail team. The current system was 
implemented over a four year period, completing in 2015. 
Prior to that, Retail was reliant on a manual stock check which 
took place annually. In addition to Retail, the EPOS system 
also serves Catering, Admissions, and Travel Trade.

Additional software systems, including CRM and HR systems, 
are used by other departments and teams within the NTS. 
Currently, the various systems, including the EPOS system, 
are not integrated with one another and operate as stand-
alone systems. The Weekly Reporting Database (WRD), which 
feeds into the corporate dashboard, and brings together 
admissions, retail, catering and membership data from the 
properties and head office systems. This involves a number 
of manual processes at present which are run on a daily and 
weekly basis.

F. What types of data is the charity capturing and 
using?
The NTS is capturing a wide range of data of use in 
strategic planning and performance management. As 
well as data captured in-house through the website, the 
Customer Relationship Marketing (CRM) database, and an 
annual visitor survey for example, the Marketing team also 
accesses analytics from Google and social media companies 
such as Facebook and Twitter on whose sites it has a 
presence. Benchmarking data is provided monthly through 
independent organisations such as the Moffat Centre at 
Glasgow Caledonian University and the Association of 
Scottish Visitor Attractions. TripAdvisor is a further valuable 
source of information, providing additional insights into 
visitor experiences and perceptions of the NTS, its properties, 
services, and other facilities. Experian’s Mosaic profiling 
provides the charity, annually, with a more sophisticated 
segmentation analysis of its membership profile than is 
currently possible using in-house systems, This data is 
recognised throughout the UK and helps to inform sales 
messages and media buying choices. The charity also derives 
critically important data through the EPOS system which is 
facilitating new insights into the performance of the charity’s 
shops and cafes, enabling stock sales and performances to be 
monitored (see Section E), supplier mix to be monitored and 
evaluated, and performance comparisons across different 
outlets to be reviewed, for example.

G. What is data enabling the charity to do 
differently or better?

Improving the customer experience
Data is enabling better understanding of the customer 
experience. This enables the charity to review and investigate 
the extent to which different areas of the business are 
meeting customer expectations, to invest its resources in 
areas of the business which are performing strongly, and 
to remain in touch with and responsiveness to shifting 
expectations. This has led to substantial investment 
programmes to improve the visitor experience at Culzean 
and Brodie Castles, for example, with a view to encouraging 
new audiences – younger people and families - into the 
attractions. By making the experience more relevant to these 
audiences the charity is better positioned now to secure its 
long-term sustainability.

Growing the membership
Digital channels and television are reaching more of the 
charity’s existing and potential stakeholders than traditional 
channels such as Direct Mailing were able to do. They are also 
generating significant volumes and types of data that were 
previously unavailable to the charity, and at considerably 
lower cost. This is enabling the Customer and Cause 
Department to understand more about visitor perceptions 
and expectations of the charity’s facilities and attractions, 
as well as what generates donations or applications for 
membership, for example. By following the discussions in 
which its stakeholder communities are engaging the charity’s 
Customer and Cause team are able to identify and respond to 
the issues which are being raised in online discussion forums.

Significantly and crucially, by embracing digital media 
and television in this way, within a very short time frame 
Customer and Cause has moved the NTS from a position 
where its incremental growth in membership was circa 4000 
new members per annum to growth of 17,000 in 2015/16.

Longer term, the aim is to use all of the data held about 
members to enable the Trust to provide more personalised 
and relevant communications to it members. This will 
improve the Trust’s customer service and is expected to have 
a positive impact on member retention and loyalty.



H. What are the challenges associated with being 
a data-informed charity and how are these being 
managed?

Stand-alone and ad hoc digital systems
The charity’s digital systems have developed on an ad 
hoc basis, leading to a high degree of incompatibility and 
fragmentation. This means that processes which could 
otherwise be fully automated remain reliant on manual 
interventions. Thus, currently, (and as previously indicated 
in section C) data held on Retail’s EPOS system has to be 
downloaded as hard copy and manually keyed-in to the WRD, 
for example. This makes analysis and reporting challenging 
and inefficient. It also means that datasets which might 
usefully be integrated, so as to generate a more holistic or 
fine-grained analysis for strategic and operational purposes, 
cannot be used to full effectiveness.

Transparency and vulnerability
Data is bringing significant new transparency to the 
charity’s decision-making process and to performance 
management and reporting. For staff who are comfortable 
with this, data is assisting in identifying opportunities to 
deliver improved services, practices, and performance. For 
others, the transition to being a data-intensive organisation 
is a challenging one. This is being addressed in a number 
of ways. Firstly, training is being provided to staff, so that 
they can better understand how data can support their 
decision-making and lead to improvements in performance. 
Secondly, as new staff are recruited, willingness to engage 
with data and the skill set to do this effectively are being 
looked for in potential recruits. Thirdly, the charity is seeking’ 
to routinize’ data utilisation, embedding it in the culture of 
the organisation. Thus, for example, managers at all levels of 
the charity are regularly monitoring and analysing their data, 
Board members expect staff to provide them with data to 
inform their decision-making and governance, and staff are 
being made aware of how data is informing changes within 
the organisation.

Efficiently managing retail stock
The EPOS system is enabling Retail to better understand 
and manage its stock. One illustrative example of these 
concerns was, for years, perceived to be a best-selling 
shortbread. Before the EPOS system was implemented 
product decisions were based on an annual, manual stock-
take. The manual stock-take showed the number of units 
ordered and the number left at the year end. Based on a 
comparison of these two figures the shortbread appeared 
to be a highly successful product and would be re-ordered 
each year. Within the first year of installing the EPOS system 
it was found that the product was not a best-selling line. In 
fact, most of the line was being written-off because it was 
staying on the shelves and becoming out-of-date. Under the 
manual system this data was not recorded at the local outlets 
and, therefore, was not communicated to the central office. 
The result was that the central office was increasing its order 
year on year for a product that was not selling. With Retail 
generating circa £4m of the charity’s income each year the 
EPOS system is a significant improvement on the manual 
system, enabling wastage to be quickly identified and 
reduced on the one hand, while stocks of popular products 
can be more quickly replenished on the other.

The EPOS system also allows patterns and trends to be 
identified, so that stock can be tailored to each outlet 
and seasonal differences identified and outlets stocked 
accordingly. The data generated by the EPOS system 
also enhances internal ‘benchmarking’ and facilitates 
conversations about the relative performances of the 
charity’s retail outlets.

Competitor benchmarking
As well as comparing customer satisfaction levels against 
its key competitors (see Section D for data sources) the NTS 
also benchmarks competitor spend on both traditional and 
new media. It also looks at what types of media competitors 
are purchasing and at how that correlates with performance 
in relation to membership attrition and growth, and visitor 
numbers, for example.



I. What are the charity’s next steps with data?
The charity’s aim, going forward, is to develop and maintain a fully integrated and highly functional digital infrastructure, 
so that there is no need for data to be manually transferred from one database to another. Delivering this objective will be a 
significant challenge, not least because it requires substantial investment to achieve a digital infrastructure that will remain 
sustainable and fit for purpose in the longer term.

The charity is also seeking to develop a more sophisticated understanding of its members, supporters, and visitors then is 
available currently. The current software systems are unable to generate the detailed profiles that would enable information 
and communications to be effectively personalised and targeted to take account of the circumstances and preferences of 
individual members, supporters, and visitors. The systems that will deliver this level of information need to be identified and 
will be an important element in the programme of digital investment and modernisation which is now underway.

J. Learning points
 z Data underpins organisational growth and sustainability

 z  Data enriches and supports strategic and operational 
decision-making

 z  Data makes decisions, practices, and performances more 
transparent

 z  Having professional staff with commercial acumen and 
who are comfortable with data is extremely important

 z  Upskilling staff so that they are comfortable with data is 
important

 z  On-going and significant investment in digital 
technologies and ICT professionals is crucial

 z  Digital systems and datasets need to be integrated if 
data is to be used to best effect

 z  Having a governing board that understands the value of 
digital technology and data is crucial

 z  The organisational culture has to embrace and support 
data utilisation.
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B. Discussion questions
1.  How can data support volunteer recruitment, 

management, and retention?

2.  How can data enhance the volunteer experience?

3.  How do you get people ‘on board’ with data?

4.  How important is digital capability in the capture and 
use of data?

Using Data to Enhance Volunteer Management and the 
Volunteer Experience
Chest Heart and Stroke Scotland
A. Introduction

Chest Heart and Stroke Scotland (CHSS) is an exemplar in the capture and embedding of volunteering 
data within its strategic decision-making, and is leading the way in developing an approach to data 
capture which reflects the needs and expectations of 21st century volunteers.

C. Organisational profile
CHSS has an annual income in the region of £7.8 million. It 
provides a range of frontline services to people with relevant 
conditions and their carers (eg., information, advice line, one-
to-one support, public policy advocacy) and has a network 
of charity shops throughout Scotland. It has 260 employees 
(FTE I96), and more than 2000 volunteers are involved in 
almost 70 different roles within the charity. The digital team 
comprises a Digital Communications Manager, a Database 
Developer, and Database Communications Officer. The team 
is supported by a Volunteering Department Assistant. CHSS 
has Investors in Volunteering Accreditation and has also been 
awarded the Queen’s Jubilee Award for Volunteering.

D. What is driving the charity’s engagement with 
data?
Data is regarded as an asset within the organisation, with 
the Volunteer Development Manager widely perceived to 
be driving the charity’s investment in volunteering data. 
He both understands and has the vision to see how data 
can both enhance the volunteering experience and the 
charity’s performance. More widely, he is aware, too, of the 
opportunities that both data and digital technologies afford 
in positioning volunteering and volunteer management for 
the 21st century, at sectoral and public policy levels.



E. How important is digital technology for the 
charity’s data utilisation?
Digital technology is of crucial importance in capturing, 
processing, analysing, and reporting volunteering data. 
Data is captured using online forms which have been 
developed in-house. The data is then stored, queried and 
analysed, and delivered in the form of reports and graphs 
using Microsoft Access. Staff in headquarters are able to 
access the data in real-time using the cloud-based Google 
Drive, with uploads for other staff available at midnight. 
Online technology also affords staff the opportunity to 
run their own data queries. Prior to the investment in 
digital, data was captured and managed using a mixture 
of manual documents and spreadsheets. It was extremely 
difficult to analyse data held in these formats.

More recently, CHSS has invested significantly in the 
development of an online Volunteer Portal. This will 
enable volunteers to create their own ‘digital profile’ 
detailing their experiences and development as volunteers 
with CHSS. It will also enable the charity to capture more 
data about its volunteers.

The charity also employs a salaried professional to manage 
the development of the volunteering database and Portal. 
A trained volunteer is responsible for entering updates to 
the database on a weekly basis. While routine information 
is captured and processed online, non-routine information 
such as an unexpected change to a volunteer’s hours has 
to be updated manually.

F. What types of data is the charity capturing 
and using?
CHSS has been capturing data about each stage in the 
volunteer pathway, from recruitment; to placement, 
training, and progression; to exit; and return (where 
volunteers who have left start volunteering again). It 
holds data on why people decide to volunteer with the 
charity or why they decide not to, on how long they 
plan to stay with CHSS, as well as why they leave, and 
volunteers are invited to respond to a bi-annual survey 
(online and paper-based) and an annual review with their 
staff manager, both of which capture data about their 
perceptions and experiences of CHSS during their time as 
volunteers and the social, economic, and cultural impact 
which volunteering has had on them. The charity is also 
able to see the age, ethnicity, and gender, and location 
of its volunteers, as well as which volunteering roles they 
hold or have held with it. Data is affording the charity an 
overview of volunteering at the macro-organisational 
level, at the meso-level of individual services, shops, and 
units, and at the micro-level of the individual volunteer.

The data enables patterns and trends to be identified. 
CHSS is also looking at volunteers over 5 year, 10 year, and 
15 year periods with it, and it is about to look at volunteers 
who have been with it for 20 years, thereby enabling it 
to keep up-to-date with new patterns of volunteering 
evolving in the 21st century with a view to actively and 
responsively positioning its volunteering strategy, policies, 
and management to meet future challenges.

G. What is data enabling the charity to do 
differently or better?

Informing volunteering strategy and policies
Until as recently as four or five year ago CHSS held very 
limited data about its volunteers. Now, the Volunteer 
Development Manager, managers who rely on volunteers 
for the delivery of services, and the Trustees and senior 
management team have data which enables them to make 
informed decisions in the interests of the volunteers, the 
beneficiaries of their volunteering, and CHSS as a whole. 
Data is captured on an on-going cycle which feeds into 
strategies and policies about recruitment, selection for 
particular volunteering roles, support, and volunteer 
development. It also feeds into training, to volunteer 
motivation, and to assessments of the value of volunteers 
to CHSS. The data also enable CHSS to assess how 
volunteering impacts on the volunteers.

Enhancing the volunteer experience
The insights generated from the volunteering data are 
perceived to have been an important contributory factor in 
achieving the Innovation in Volunteering (Re) Accreditation 
and the Queen’s Jubilee Award for Volunteering. As well 
as providing hard evidence in support of the charity’s 
application, data has also enabled enhancements to the 
volunteer experience to be delivered. The most notable 
enhancement, perhaps, has been enabling volunteers to 
‘be heard’ and to be part of influencing change within CHSS 
whether that involves the development of frontline services 
or suggestions about the database and how data should be 
classified within it.

CHSS is also using data to evaluate the impact that 
volunteering has had for the volunteer socially, 
economically, and culturally. Thus, volunteers are asked 
about whether they have formed new friendships as a 
result of volunteering, whether it has assisted a move into 
employment, or whether it has led to an attitudinal change, 
for example.

Informing local volunteer management strategies
The availability of online data means that staff at local level 
are better informed about their volunteers. They are also 
able to develop their own volunteer recruitment plans 
for presentation to the Volunteer Development Manager, 
as opposed to the Volunteer Development Manager 
taking a strategy to them. This can enable qualitative 
improvements in frontline services. Thus, for example, 
if a local service has a number of service users whose 
preference is for volunteers of a particular ethnicity or 
sex, the manager of that service is able to examine the 
relevant data and to present a case for recruiting a different 
volunteer demographic based on the evidence. The data 
can also identify how changes in volunteering strategies 
are impacting on service users who are supported by 
volunteers. Thus, it can demonstrate the impact that a shift 
to recruiting more volunteers from a particular ethnicity has 
on service users, for example. 



H. What are the challenges associated with being 
a data-informed charity and how are these being 
managed?

Ensuring that staff understand the value of volunteer 
data
The first challenge that CHSS has faced has been to ensure 
that staff who are gathering data about volunteers or who 
need to encourage volunteers to provide data understand 
the importance of the data to CHSS, and convey their 
support for data gathering to volunteers. Without this 
support data capture will be incomplete and the quality of 
the data less robust than it could be.

This is being handled in a number of ways going forward. 
Firstly, staff and volunteers are encouraged to take 
‘ownership’ of their data and to understand its worth for 
them. Secondly, staff from different departments within 
CHSS are represented on the sub-groups which oversee data 
gathering and are actively involved in discussing what CHSS 
can gain from the data, how it should be used, and how this 
should be communicated. Thirdly, as new staff are recruited, 
receptiveness to capturing and working with volunteering 
data is being embedded into the interview process, so that 
in the longer-term new appointees will arrive equipped with 
the relevant mindset and skills and will see data capture and 
utilisation as a key part of their remit.

Ensuring that staff have the necessary technological 
skills
A second challenge has been ensuring that staff have the 
technological skills required to input and work with data. 
This has been a particular challenge in the case of the 
volunteer coordinators as they are geographically dispersed 
throughout Scotland.

 The appointment of the Database Development Officer 
has been invaluable in this respect, enabling training to be 
delivered at local level, as required. In the longer term, it is 
anticipated that as digital technologies continue to evolve 
and become increasingly user-friendly and continue to be 
embedded throughout everyday life, staff and volunteers 
will find data capture, processing, and analysis more 
straightforward.

Ensuring that volunteers provide high quality data
Currently, the majority of the charity’s volunteers are 
providing the requested data. However, with the aim of 
continuing to improve and ensure the highest quality of 
data the aim is to grow this number.

This is being approached in two ways. Firstly, CHSS holds 
workshops and meetings with volunteers so that it can 
demonstrate why CHSS needs their data, how the data has 
been used, and how this benefits volunteers. Secondly, 
whenever volunteers provide data directly to CHSS the 
charity makes it as easy as possible for volunteers to provide 
data, including offering the choice of using online or paper-
based options.

Managing volunteers cost-effectively
The Volunteer Steering Group is also able to monitor 
volunteering expenses on a regular basis, and to feedback 
recommendations to volunteer managers where appropriate. 
So, for example, if the data identify an imbalance in the costs 
incurred in providing volunteer support to one group of 
service users as compared to others, they can look at why 
this is happening. It may be that the service users in question 
require volunteers trained to work with people suffering from 
strokes, but that there are no volunteers in the local area with 
this specialism and the manager is, therefore, having to bring 
in volunteers from some distance away. The other group, 
with lower volunteering costs, may be providing support 
to people with heart conditions and may also have to hand 
locally sufficient volunteers with this specialism, resulting in 
lower travel reimbursements to volunteers. The Volunteer 
Steering Group can draw the manager’s attention to the data 
and the manager may seek to recruit volunteers with stroke 
specialisms closer to the locality. By using data in this way 
appropriate volunteering expertise can be made available to 
the service user, more cost-effectively to CHSS.

Data also enables CHSS to calculate the ‘return period’ on its 
volunteer investment. Thus, it costs more to train a volunteer 
for a role as a one-to-one volunteer providing support to 
service users than it does to train a volunteer for a role in one 
of its charity shops. The Volunteer Development Manager 
can look at data about the potential volunteer’s motivations 
for volunteering and at the length of time the volunteer 
plans to stay with the charity. He can then look at the costs of 
training the volunteer for different roles which the volunteer 
have indicated an interest in performing, and based on this 
data the volunteer may be invited to consider one role rather 
than another. Data also enables the charity to assess the 
overall value of its volunteers, estimating their net worth as 
£1.5 million annually.

Monitoring and planning volunteer training
Data enables CHSS to identify gaps in volunteers training 
histories and the reasons for this. This assists in planning 
the delivery of training and in ensuring that it is well 
targeted. Thus, the data may indicate that training needs 
to be available from a location closer to the volunteers who 
are not meeting the training requirements, or at a more 
convenient time, for example. The data also allow CHSS to 
monitor where there is a gap between new learning about 
the best way to support people with stroke conditions and 
the openness of a volunteer to adopting new practices. The 
service manager is then in an informed position from which 
to engage in discussion with the relevant volunteer about 
the best way forward and whether training has a role to play 
or whether the volunteer might wish to move into a different 
volunteering role. Data is central to the ability to have these 
types of conversations.



J. Insights from the case study
 z  Data can enrich and support strategic and operational 
decision-making; generating information which aids 
volunteer recruitment and selection, the day-to-day 
management of volunteers, and which sheds light on 
why volunteers stay or move on.

 z  Data can tell the organisation what attracted people 
to volunteer with it and what they enjoy and value as a 
volunteer with the charity. It can also help the charity to 
improve their experience.

 z  Embedding data capture and utilisation throughout the 
organisation is crucial. Investing time and resources in 
‘selling’ data internally helps ensure high standards of 
data collection and engagement. Being clear about what 
data is required, why, and how it will be of benefit to 
staff, volunteers, and service users is a crucial part of this 
process. Involving key stakeholders in decisions about 
what data will be captured, and how it will be analysed 
and used is also crucial. Reporting back to stakeholders 
on how the data has been used is also extremely 
important. Making data capture, processing and analysis 
quick and easy to do is very important.

 z  Investment in online, digital technologies is vitally 
important.

I. What are the charity’s next steps with data?
In the longer term the aim is that volunteers will be able to create and edit their volunteer profiles using mobile technologies 
such as mobile phones to connect with the Volunteer Portal, thereby permitting them the flexibility to connect at times and 
from locations which suit them, such as when waiting for a bus for example. Importing online forms into the Portal will further 
ease the process. Crucially, this will also enable CHSS to gather data from its volunteers on an on-going basis, allowing it to 
respond more timeously to suggestions and emergent issues.

The ambition is that in the longer-term the Portal will be rolled out nationally, enabling volunteers to ‘take their profiles 
with them if they move to another charity’. Volunteers joining CHSS from other charities would also bring their profiles with 
them. It is also envisioned that by capturing data in this way it can be used by individual organisations to better manage their 
volunteering strategies; by the third sector, and the public and private sectors which are also volunteer-supported, to help 
them attract and retain volunteers; and to inform volunteer-related public policy development.

More broadly, as the value of the volunteering data has become increasingly clear to CHSS the organisation has begun to 
consider whether a similar initiative should be taken forward by its HR department in relation to the salaried staff.
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B. Discussion questions
1. How can data support performance-improvements?

2.  How can capturing and using data be made a routine 
part of an organisation’s work?

3.  Can data provide a holistic overview of an organisation? 
(How can this be achieved?)

4.  Does the transparency that data can bring assist in 
organisational decision-making?

Embedding Data in Strategic and Operational 
Decision-making
Scottish Youth Hostels Association (SYHA)
A. Introduction

The Scottish Youth Hostels Association (SYHA) is an exemplar in the capture and embedding of 
data within its strategic decision-making and day-to-day operational management. In support of its 
charitable mission it captures a range of ‘business critical’ data across its hostels, ranging from bed 
availability, to customer demographics, to customer satisfaction feedback, and financial performance.

C. Organisational profile
The SYHA comprises a network of 65 hostels, 35 of which are 
SYHA owned hostels and 30 of which are affiliate hostels. Its 
annual income in 2015-2016 was in excess of £8.8 million and 
it recorded a net surplus of more than £907,000. It has 260 
FTE employees, of which 160 are employed twelve months in 
the year. The IT team, comprising a manager, an applications 
developer, a network analyst, and a network support 
assistant, are all employed on a full-time basis. It operates 
throughout Scotland, primarily providing accommodation, 
but also offering related services such as meals. It also 
organises the delivery of outdoor group educational trips 
and activities for bodies such as schools and universities, 
providing facilities and commissioning experts to deliver the 
educational programmes.

D. What is driving the charity’s engagement with 
data?
The charity’s engagement with data derives from three inter-
related factors. Firstly, the SYHA is led by a chief officer whose 
prior military background has instilled understanding of the 
critical importance of data. Secondly, the charity operates in a 
highly competitive environment in which every organisation 
from small bed and breakfast outlets to international hotel 
chains is a potential competitor. Thirdly, the SYHA derives the 
major part of its income, in excess of £7 million, from sales 
of its accommodation and related hostelling services. More 
modest income is generated from disposal of fixed assets, 
membership related income, trading, donative and legacy 
income, and investments and grants. In order to deliver its 
charitable mission it is critically important that the SYHA 
knows what its customers want, how well it is performing, 
and what it costs to deliver the appropriate quality of service.



E. How important is digital technology for the 
charity’s data utilisation?
Digital technologies are at the heart of the organisation. The 
majority of customers are booking accommodation with the 
charity using online channels, and that number continues 
to grow. The charity has its own bespoke booking system, 
developed in-house, which integrates telephony and online 
technologies to receive and manage bookings on a 24/7 
basis throughout the year. This means that if a potential 
customer telephones or emails a hostel when it is closed, the 
system switches through to an available team at SYHA head 
office or in one of the main hostels. The in-house booking 
system also integrates with external ‘third-party’ booking 
channels such as Booking.com and Hostelling International, 
enabling bookings to be received and confirmed through 
these additional outlets.

The charity has been investing significantly in digital 
technologies for more than 20 years and investment is still 
on-going as it stays abreast of new developments. Data is 
backed-up on multiple servers and the in-house IT team 
is continuously monitoring and upgrading the systems to 
secure them against hacking and other forms of ‘cyber-
attack’. There are also two lines of Internet connection, 
so that if one fails another automatically takes over. The 
charity’s booking and Customer Relationship Management 
(CRM) systems are also continuously being re-programmed 
to reflect changing customer expectations, services 
offered, and to satisfy the organisation’s requirements for 
performance data. Going forward, the charity is monitoring 
and responding to the growth in mobile devices and has 
adapted its website so that whatever ‘smart screen’ device it 
is opened in it fits the screen, making it easy for customers 
‘on the move’ to use.

F. What types of data is the charity capturing and 
using?
The SYHA captures a wide range of business critical data. It 
is able to identify potential, new, and repeat customers. It 
looks, for example, at why its customers have decided to stay 
at a particular destination and what they plan to do when 
they leave. It can see what demographic groups stay in which 
hostels at which times of the year. It can monitor customer 
satisfaction levels and the performance of its hostels using 
customer feedback data which is directly received, along 
with customer feedback from sites such as Hostelling 
International and Trip Advisor. Visit Scotland and Green 
Business Tourism gradings are also monitored. The SYHA 
subscribes to surveys undertaken by Visit Scotland and Green 
Business Tourism and receives trend analyses in return.

Data affords the charity an overview of its performance 
and customer profile at the macro-organisational level, at 
the meso-level of groups of hostels or particular customer 
demographics, and at the micro-level of the individual 
hostel or customer. It can identify and explore the reasons 
for variations across its hostels with regard to customer 
demographics, customer expectations, seasonality, and 
performance levels. The data enable patterns and trends to 
be identified, thereby facilitating strategic and operational 
planning.

G. What is data enabling the charity to do 
differently or better?

Sustainability
Data has been of pivotal importance in ensuring the 
sustainability of the SYHA. It has enabled the charity to 
identify which of its hostels are financially strong and 
generating surplus income, which are breaking even, and 
which, if they are to remain open, will always require cross-
subsidisation by the financially viable parts of its hostel 
network. This has enabled strategic decisions to be made 
about the best way to manage the organisation’s charitable 
income in ways that ensure the long-term sustainability of 
the SYHA, but which accord, too, with the organisation’s 
charitable mission. Thus, this has led the charity to reduce 
the number of hostels available, but at the same time to 
continue to cross-subsidise a number of hostels situated in 
areas such as Glen Affric or Rannoch Moor, where there is 
no other accommodation available and insufficient revenue 
generating potential to be attractive to for-profit businesses.

Growth and re-investment
During 2015-2016 room sales across the charity’s hostelling 
network increased by 23%, while income from room 
accommodation grew by 29%. Room occupancy rates 
increased by 4% between 2014-2015 and 2015-2016. The 
number of people volunteering with the charity grew by 36% 
over the same period, with young volunteers increasing by 
55%. Growth has enabled significant re-investments aimed 
at modernising the charity’s infrastructure, services, and 
amenities in response to changing customer expectations, 
including opening a new all year round hostel at Portree 
and a seasonal hostel at Glasgow Metro, expanding the 
availability of affordable private rooms, and enhancing 
customer comfort.

Informed and transparent decision-making
Data also enables the charity to make strategic decisions in 
an informed and transparent way. If a hostel is performing 
less well than usual, for example, the issue can be identified 
and the reasons examined and discussed. Similarly, if a hostel 
is performing particularly well this can also be identified 
and the reasons analysed and understood. Both situations 
present valuable opportunities for organisational learning. 
They also enable problems to be more easily addressed, as 
they bring evidence and transparency to potentially difficult 
discussions and decision-making.

Understanding its customers
Understanding how its customer demographic changes at 
different times of the year, enables the charity to adjust its 
pricing policies for different customer profiles. As well as 
capturing demographic data, the SYHA also gathers data 
about the reasons for the visit. This allows them to better 
target their marketing. So, for example, if they know that 
people are staying in a hostel because it a good location 
from which to attend an annual Hill Race or an archaeology 
site, it can ensure that it promotes its accommodation and 
other services through appropriate local, national, and 
international bodies and other channels, including online 



H. What are the challenges associated with 
being a data-informed charity and how are 
these being managed?

Digital technologies are continually evolving
Digital technologies are continually evolving. They are also 
of central importance in the capture of the data used by the 
SYHA, its management, analysis and reporting.

This means that there has to be significant on-going 
investment in digital technology, in digital security, and in 
the digital staff team.

The volume of available data is huge
The volume of data which can be generated is huge and 
could be overwhelming.

The charity needs to be very clear about what data it 
needs, and to prioritise its capture and use. The SYHA also 
periodically reviews its data needs, allowing priorities to be 
re-assessed and ensuring that redundant data is identified 
and removed.

Embedding data in organisational practice
In the early stages of making the transition to being a data-
intensive organisation some staff were not comfortable 
with data.

This issue has been addressed in three main ways. Firstly, 
‘dashboard’ interfaces and ‘heat mapping’ make it easy for 
staff to view and understand the data as well as to generate 
their own management reports, and to do so from any 
device. Secondly, as the charity made the transition to 
being a data-intensive organisation management reporting 
requirements introduced in the early stages meant that 
relevant staff, from line managers upwards, became used 
to engaging with their data. Thirdly, while staff have 
different levels of access to data, the charity is considerably 
more transparent now and much less centralised than 
previously. The usefulness and value of data to the charity 
has also become clear to staff throughout the organisation. 
Together, these actions have helped to embed data capture 
and utilisation within the charity’s organisational norms, 
routines, and culture.

media. The charity is also aware that its own monthly 
e-newsletter, which is sent to more than 100,000 customers 
and members, has a higher percentage of ‘openings’ per 
recipient than the normal marketing average for this type 
of communication, making this a highly effective way of 
reaching its target audiences. The charity is also capturing 
and analysing customer satisfaction and expectations (see 
section E above), receiving circa 400 per day in the high 
season. In addition to the traditional customer feedback 
data garnered through customer feedback surveys and 
social media analyses, the more cutting edge data that 
it is capturing enables the SYHA to see where people are 
when they book accommodation and what devices they are 
using. This led them to employ ‘smart screen’ technology 
(see section D above) on their website for ease of use on 
mobile devices, including phones. It also allows the charity 
to identify the locations at which people are making 
the bookings (junction x on the A9, for example). This 
information then feeds into decisions about whether SYHA 
signage should be placed at an appropriate point at or near 
the location as a prompt to other potential customers who 
may be in that area in the future.

Managing resources effectively
Data is of critical importance in managing resources 
efficiently, as well as effectively. It enables the charity to 
decide which hostels should be open all year round and 
which should be opened on a seasonal basis. Data that 
shows whether particular customer demographics favour 
particular hostels or how the profiles change at different 
times of the year enables accommodation and other 
services to be appropriately and cost-effectively tailored to 
the relevant demographic. The charity also monitors energy 
use, water use, levels of re-cycling and other related factors. 
These feed into its Green Business Tourism ratings, but 
also enable the charity to manage its resources and costs 
more efficiently. It also analyses the wage costs to income 
ratios across the organisation and is able to compare yearly 
trends. This type of data enabled the charity to identify 
where beds were being removed, but staff numbers were 
increasing, enabling this ‘mis-match’ to be addressed.



J. Some insights from the case study
 z  Data underpins organisational sustainability and growth, 
enriching and supporting

 z  strategic and operational decision-making, by providing 
both a holistic overview of

 z the organisation and detailed insight into specific issues.

 z  Highly integrated digital systems can enhance decision-
making.

 z  Making data a key element in routine reporting 
processes is crucial.

 z  Being clear about what data is required, why, and 
showing how it can support managers at all levels, is 
crucial.

 z  Making data capture, processing and analysis quick and 
easy to do is important.

 z  Developing and sustaining an organisational culture 
which values data is crucial.

 z  A supportive Board, and leadership which values and is 
comfortable with data, is essential.

 z  The transparency which data enables brings evidence to 
bear, facilitating difficult discussions and decisions.

I. What are the charity’s next steps with data?
The SYHA works on an on-going basis to improve its data capture and data management capabilities, as well as its data 
analysis and utilisation. To some extent, this is about identifying redundant or rarely used data, which has then to be stored 
and managed in such a way that it is retrievable should the need arise to access it at some future point. The volume of data 
held by the SYHA, together with its integrated nature, makes this an important and necessary, but also highly challenging 
task, going forward.

A second vital, but also challenging task going forward involves achieving agreement between different functional units 
about common ways of classifying and filing data. As data captured by different parts of the organisation becomes more and 
more a shared resource for the organisation as a whole, embedding shared standards for managing data will be of growing 
and continuing importance.

A third challenge, and one that is of critical importance and requiring of careful evaluation and implementation as it is taken 
forward over the next few years, is how best to upgrade the charity’s digital systems so that they remain responsive to the 
charity’s continually evolving requirements in the long-term. The bespoke Reservations system, the charity’s core business 
software system, is now twenty years old. It has undergone regular development throughout this period, but as adaptations 
and workarounds have proliferated, it has become more difficult as well as costly to maintain. The crucial decision for the 
charity is whether its best option at this point is to design a completely new bespoke software system for Reservations or 
to purchase an off-the-shelf product. There are now adaptable and user-friendly software systems available off-the-shelf. 
Whether there is a product that will be sufficiently adaptable and cost-effective in meeting the SYHA’s existing and longer 
term requirements are crucial questions, however, and difficult ones to weigh. The software system, whether bespoke or 
off-the-shelf needs to meet three critical challenges. Firstly, other key systems such as the Bookings system, the Customer 
Relationship Management system, and the Financial Accounting and Credit Card systems must be able to integrate fully and 
effectively with the Reservations system. Secondly, the new software system, like the current system, needs to be capable of 
adaptation and development by the charity going forward. Thirdly, the capability must exist to transfer data from the existing 
Reservations software system into the new system; and to do so safely, without risk of data being lost or corrupted.

Copyright
Copyright and all rights therein are retained by the author. All persons using this case study material are expected to adhere to the terms and 
constraints invoked by the author’s copyright.

For further information please contact: 
Dr Eleanor Burt, School of Management, University of St Andrews, Fife, UK, KY16 9SS. Email: eb19@st-andrews.ac.uk.
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