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About the Participants

This action research project was carried out by Nick Scott

and commissioned by Lamplight Database Systems. 

Nick reviewed the process as it developed over the year,

and carried out in-depth interviews with key participants.

He drew out the key lessons and has written this e-book.

Mary Phillips is the Database Manager at Citizens Advice

Sheffield, which provides independent advocacy

supporting people in Sheffield to have their voices heard,

secure their rights and obtain services they need. She was

previously the Advocacy Manager at Disability Sheffield; a

partner organisation within Sheffield Advocacy Hub.

Clare Elgar is Head of Implementation and Training at

Lamplight, helping hundreds of charities manage their

data. Clare worked with Mary through the project.

3



AI Transparency Statement

Nick Scott (nick@nickscott.digital) has over 20 years of

experience helping non-profits, think tanks and trade

unions realise a transformative vision of what they could be

in the digital and AI age. He has led in-house digital teams

at Médicins Sans Frontières Spain, UNISON and ODI Global.

Since 2021 he has been a non-profit digital and AI strategy

consultant and trainer for clients including Oxfam Intermon,

the International Science Council, Greenpeace Spain, Relate,

Concern Worldwide (UK) and Family For Every Child.  Nick

also works for Unions 21 as Director of the Centre for

Responsible Union AI and is a founding member of the

Charity Change Collective.

https://www.linkedin.com/in/nicholasmscott/ 

Generative AI tools were used in the production of this case

study. They supported the author in: transcribing meetings,

reviewing and searching transcriptions, structuring and

improving draft copy.
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Summary

For over 10 years, Citizens Advice Sheffield had been

providing advocacy services in Sheffield, as part of the

Sheffield Advocacy Hub partnership. 

This hub offered various forms of advocacy support, where

trained advocates help vulnerable individuals have their

voices heard, access services, and exercise their rights. 

Before 2024, the Hub's future was uncertain – the existing

contract had been extended a few times already and was

now due to end. Then they bid for – and won – a seven-year

advocacy contract. This has allowed them to implement

significant digital and organisational changes. 

Their story offers a series of interesting lessons for charities

planning or implementing change programmes.
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When the prospect of a new contract came into view, the

Hub faced two options. Both involved substantial change

for its staff and services.

On the one hand, they could decide not to bid, lose control

over Sheffield's advocacy services and staff would have to

transfer to a new employer – a major change. Mary Phillips,

who worked at partner organisation Disability Sheffield,

summed up the nervousness this created:

You gain control when you
decide to embrace change

"Most of the team had a disability of some kind, which

means that the organisation makes a lot of

adjustments to suit that. But there's no guarantee a

new employer would make the same kind of

adjustments."

1
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On the other hand, they could bid – but making a bid on a

contract like this would mean undertaking an ambitious

transformation that would stretch their capabilities,

resources, and systems to their limits. It would be a long

and complex process for the organisation and its staff.

The Hub decided to embrace the opportunities of change,

despite the complexity it presented. They saw a chance to

improve advocacy support services in Sheffield and

engaged constructively with commissioners to identify how

they could address gaps in advocacy in the City. 

The Hub proactively engaged with commissioners as they

prepared to recommission the contract. They highlighted

changes they thought would improve support to the people

they serve, and deliver on their needs. They were able to

feed in the views they’d heard from existing users of the

service, the experiences of advocates working in the

service; and examples of good practice and service

innovations from elsewhere. 

While none of this made the bidding process easier - in fact

the specification was extensive and complex - it gave the

Hub the confidence that the service being commissioned

would be fit for purpose to meet the identified needs. 
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1

What other Charities can
learn...

Change is often inevitable:
embracing change gives you more
control over how it plays out

Early engagement with
commissioners / funders can
influence requirements before
they're finalised

2

Focus on understanding needs
before proposing solutions – this
leads to more effective and
sustainable change

3

Identify critical success factors
beyond frontline roles – argue for the
supporting roles and resources
needed

4
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2 Effective structures involve
people, balancing autonomy
and coordination

The news came in April 2024—they had won the contract!

The team knew they needed a coordinated approach to

manage the many changes ahead while continuing to

deliver services.

Rather than tackling all changes simultaneously, the

partners created focused working groups for training,

communications, systems, and more. Staff from across the

partnership could join groups based on their interests,

ensuring diverse perspectives and that all organisations are

represented. 

Mary Phillips, now the Database Manager at Citizens Advice

Sheffield, explains: 

"Each working group has one of our team

managers supervising it. They report back to

one team manager who coordinates all the

groups." 
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This means the people delivering services are deeply

involved in identifying needs and making decisions.

The groups initially met weekly, with frequency adjusting

based on needs and progress. This structure distributed

responsibility, allowed different workstreams to progress at

their natural pace, and created clear reporting lines. 

Sometimes groups hit a wall and have to wait for

information. But others are still meeting regularly," Mary

explained.

The working groups have become central to the change

process, allowing the Hub to adapt quickly as circumstances

change – without needing every decision to go through the

entire organisation. Each working group is supervised by a

team manager: they ensure the group understands what's

needed and drive the work forward. Their work is, in turn,

reviewed and coordinated with other working groups, with

a manager prioritising resources between them.
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What other Charities can
learn...

1
Focused working groups with distinct
responsibilities and authority allow
progress to happen in many areas at
the same time

Involving staff from across the
organisation brings diverse
perspectives and ensures that needs
are understood early

2

Establishing clear coordination
mechanisms between groups and
building in regular reporting helps
build alignment

3
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Time is as important as
money for change
programmes

After years of short-term contracts, a seven-year agreement

offered Citizens Advice Sheffield something rare – stability

and time to build sustainable systems. In other words, it

gave them an opportunity to really change the way they

work to better support the people of Sheffield. 

Within a year, they had:

Launched new advocacy types including parental

advocacy, deaf advocacy with a BSL-using advocate, and

statutory advocacy related to child protection cases

Established Self and Peer Advocacy Networks for carers

and mental health

Built a new website with integrated online referral

capabilities

Collaborated with Lamplight to revamp their database

system, without interrupting existing services

Recruited and trained ten new advocates plus more

across partner organisations

3
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As Mary emphasises, the length of the contract was

essential for the scale of change they wanted to achieve:

 "We're at the end of the first year now and we're just kind of

getting started. Having that seven-year security means we

can think beyond just the next quarter. We can invest in

solving long-standing issues and building systems that will

serve us well for years to come. If we only had two years left,

we'd definitely be looking at what is actually feasible."
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What other Charities can
learn...

1
Longer funding cycles enable deeper
transformation than short-term
cycles

When negotiating with key
stakeholders, like funders or
commissioners, advocating for
timeframes that allow for
meaningful change can lead to better
outcomes

2

Funding opportunities can be used to
address long-standing issues, not just
continue services

3
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Change champions bridge
technical and operational
worlds

By creating a Database Manager role as part of their tender

bid, Citizens Advice Sheffield recognised that success would

need more oversight on the way data is collected, stored

and used.

But they didn’t choose to hire someone who had spent their

lives as a database manager. Instead, Mary brought

something special to this role, as she understood both

advocacy and technology.

"If you just had somebody that was kind of

database minded, but didn’t know the team and

how everything works, it would take a lot

longer."

4
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Mary’s knowledge of the team – and her previous

experience with the Lamplight system – helped her to

bridge the gap between technical requirements of the

database and the practical realities of staff working in

services: 

Other change champions have emerged throughout the

organisation as well. Despite coming with different skill sets

(many are team managers from different working groups),

they share a deep investment in the mission and

understanding of how their area can play a role in

improving front line services for the better.

"If I'm making a change, they ask 'why?' And if I

can justify it in a way they understand, they're

all in."
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What other Charities can
learn...

1
People who understand both services
and systems can be invaluable
during change

Organisational knowledge can be as
important as technical expertise
when implementing new systems

2

Champions who can explain the
'why' behind changes in terms that
resonate with staff help build buy-in

3
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External providers can be
partners, not just suppliers

One of the less visible but crucial elements of Citizens

Advice Sheffield's successful change process has been their

collaborative relationship with Lamplight, who have

provided their database. Rather than treating them as

simply another supplier to be managed, they've developed

a partnership that is core to the way they’re managing the

complex set of changes they’re working on. Lamplight are

part of the team: meetings are regular and Mary is always

able to ask questions and talk through what she needs and

why. 

Early engagement was key. Before implementing changes,

the team worked with Lamplight to create a "clone system"

that served as a testing zone. This created a safe

environment for trying new approaches before

implementing them on the live system that staff used daily.

The decision to adapt their existing Lamplight system,

rather than switch to something new, was also important.

5
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Citizens Advice Sheffield had used the system for many

years, and built up significant organisational knowledge as a

result. By extending their existing system and relationship –

and bringing in dedicated support through Mary, the

Database Manager – they’ve been able to transform the

system to meet their needs in this new phase.

The relationship works both ways… Citizens Advice Sheffield

bring their frontline expertise, while Lamplight contribute

technical knowledge and a willingness to understand their

specific context and tailor their system accordingly. 

Together, they are able to solve problems that neither could

address alone.
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What other Charities can
learn...

1
Building partnerships with providers,
so they are part of the team rather
than mere suppliers, gives you access
to more resources and skills

Early engagement with providers
during planning stages helps shape
solutions that truly meet your needs

2

Investing in dedicated roles (like
Mary, the Database Manager) can
help bridge the gap between your
charity and technical partners

3
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Strategic communication
builds confidence and
alignment

Communications around change have been a key focus in

the process so far.

As an example, when implementing database changes,

Mary has put significant thought into her approach: "I put

quite a lot of time into making it less scary." She has

used color-coded emails to help staff distinguish between

different types of changes: "Everything related to our

changes was covered in blue and pink”. For an external

database redesign, she used different blue colours to

signal: 

"This is not our change but I'm

going to help you through it."

6
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For broader organisational changes, communications have

been targeted to pick out the things those receiving

information need to know, when they need to know it.

Because telling them everything happening in every group

would be completely overwhelming.

The team also produced weekly reports on referrals and

waiting times. The reports are completed by team

managers in the same format, and repeated every week,

making it easy for leaders to interpret quickly. 

This creates a feedback loop that helped them stay

responsive to changing needs. 

Finally, one-off communications from the leadership offer

the bigger picture and a chance to celebrate success

together, for example a recent communication on the first

year, which thanked staff for their hard work and profiled

all the achievements.

23



What other Charities can
learn...

1
Distinguishing between changes
people can influence, and those they
cannot, helps manage expectations

Targeting detailed communications
to those who need specific
information prevents overload

2

Simple and regular monitoring
systems can identify issues before
they become crises

3
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Be flexible during periods of
intense change

January 2025 was a particularly busy moment in the

project’s first year:

Six new team members joined, with another starting

shortly after

Partner organisations also welcomed their own recruits

A complete visual redesign of the database system took

place just as a training programme on the system was

being delivered

Citizens Advice Sheffield had to be flexible. And focus on

what was humanly possible.

While the team was learning new systems and meeting new

colleagues, 130 people were on the waiting list for advocacy

support. 

7
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The Database Manager had planned an initiative to add

extra tags to historical data, which would help with

reporting and identifying patterns in future. But she

understood the pressure her colleagues were under, and

decided to postpone the work in favour of more immediate

tasks – such as providing training and working on the

website:

Another approach that has made them more agile is

breaking complex projects into smaller, more manageable

pieces. This allows people who have capacity to progress on

their pieces, even if others in the team are overwhelmed at

a particular moment. Ultimately, taking small steps one at a

time ensures progress is visible at all times.

“I didn't think it was worth the

time when we have so many

people waiting for support." 
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What other Charities can
learn...

1
Remain adaptable to unexpected
challenges rather than rigidly
following plans

Breaking complex change into
smaller projects helps maintain
momentum

2

Acknowledge the human impact –
change is emotionally demanding

3
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Successful systems change
creates ownership, not
compliance

The focus on staff and their involvement in all aspects of

change has extended to their relationship with technology. 

Before the tender, their database was underutilised. It was

a powerful tool reduced to basic functions. Important

information existed but wasn't easily accessible when

needed. Nobody had dedicated time to unlock its potential,

leading to workarounds rather than solutions. 

In a strategic move that would prove crucial, the team

specifically included funding for a dedicated database

manager role in their tender. This wasn't just another

admin job; it was recognition that their data system could

become a cornerstone of transformation. 

When Mary stepped into the Database Manager role, she

focused on building staff ownership. She asked what they

wanted from the system, what impacted them, and what

workarounds they were currently using. 

8
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And then made changes in the database that reflected what

they said their needs were. Instead of seeing the database

as something controlling them, she wants them to see it as

a tool they control. 

“I'm always thinking of ways that we can show that the

information advocates input into Lamplight is being used and

is helpful to effect change for what they care about (for their

clients)... This creates ownership and cooperative working,

rather than just an endless tick box list of mundane data

entry tasks they have to complete.”
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What other Charities can
learn...

1
Helping people see technology as a
tool they control, not a system
controlling them, builds engagement

Building confidence by encouraging
experimentation removes fear of
new systems

2

When people make the system their
own, celebrate it! 

3
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Actively balance business as
usual with transformative
change

Throughout the change process, Citizens Advice Sheffield

has faced a fundamental challenge: how to implement

significant transformation while continuing to deliver

essential services to vulnerable people.

Adding to the pressure, as new services launch, demand is

growing. The development of deaf advocacy with a BSL-

using advocate made services more accessible, naturally

bringing more people into the system. 

Mary explained the tension: 

"Our waiting list is still quite long. We are taking

on more types of advocacy. So we're getting more

referrals, which is really exciting... but then

they're just adding to the list."

9
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The team has hired new advocates to tackle the growing

pressure, but even then they plan how to balance change

with “business as usual”. 

They phase in how quickly each team member can get to

full capacity - first 30%, then 60%, and eventually 95%

caseloads. This allows team members to learn while

gradually increasing service provision, and avoids putting

too much pressure on the rest of staff during the

onboarding process.
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1

2

3

What other Charities can
learn...

Continuing to deliver core services
while implementing change requires
clear prioritisation

New or improved services often
generate increased demand - factor
this into capacity planning

Setting realistic, phased capacity
expectations for new staff helps
maintain quality during transitions
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Monitor progress, learn
from setbacks, and
celebrate wins

To help handle all the moving parts, the Citizens Advice

Sheffield team has established a number of monitoring

systems. These help to track progress, identify issues early,

then direct resources and focus to the areas needing

support at a particular moment. 

The team accepts that progress wouldn't be linear. As Mary

put it: 

One great example: a launch initially scheduled for October

2024 had to be rescheduled. The service recognised they

had an increasing waiting list, and the publicity around a

launch would only lead to further referrals, and risk

delivering on the wider change programme – creating a

vicious circle. 

"It's positive, but not necessarily

straight. Wiggly lines, but in the

right direction, ultimately." 

10
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The team had developed a close relationship with

commissioners, and were able to get their support for the

delay – in fact, they appreciated the team’s commitment to

frontline delivery.

By April 2025, new staff were on their journey to full

caseloads. The Self and Peer Advocacy Networks were

meeting, creating spaces for carers and people with mental

health needs to find collective voice. 

By May, they had the essential elements in place for launch:

A new website ready, with content being uploaded

Videos of staff discussing advocacy

Training materials about different types of advocacy

Multiple Self and Peer Advocacy Networks established

New advocacy remits and services up and running

The patience they showed has meant that at the moment of

launch they are demonstrating real progress, rather than

just future promises. It has also allowed them to maintain

service quality during the transition, rather than rushing

changes and risking services.
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What other Charities can
learn...

1
Simple monitoring systems help
identify issues before they become
crises

Being willing to postpone deadlines
when necessary shows commitment
to quality over arbitrary timelines

2

Accepting that progress is rarely
linear reduces stress during
inevitable fluctuations

3

Maintain open communication with
important stakeholders about both
successes and challenges

4
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Final Words

Citizens Advice Sheffield’s story demonstrates how

embracing change can build a charity’s capability and help it

deliver on its mission. Throughout the first year of their

change process, they’ve shown that successful change

doesn’t happen by accident – it needs deliberate choice,

effective structures, and a clear focus on purpose.

They’ve been thoughtful about what needs to change, when

– and how their staff and partners can work together best

to achieve the changes. They’ve made sure the whole team

participates in the change and feels it is theirs to

deliver.They’ve identified champions who can bridge

technical and operational worlds. They’ve partnered with

suppliers like Lamplight who are committed to making a

difference. They’ve communicated strategically, and

remained flexible during intense periods of work.

Throughout, the Citizens Advice Sheffield team has

maintained its focus on why they were making these

changes – to better serve their community.
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Mary explains why the team remains so invested in the

change process despite its challenges: 

By keeping their mission at the centre, they made difficult

decisions, maintained staff engagement, and navigated the

uncomfortable aspects of change. They balanced business

as usual with transformation, monitored progress, learned

from setbacks, and celebrated wins.

This isn't just a pragmatic and effective approach to change

– it is a statement of values. People over perfection. Service

over systems. It typifies the flexible and human-centred

approach Citizens Advice Sheffield have taken throughout

the change programme.

"They see the clients. They were the ones

raising the needs people have. When the change

comes, it's their moment. This is where they can

make a difference.”
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Successful change doesn’t happen by
accident. It needs effective structures

and a continued focus on purpose.

Most of all, change is about people.
 

People over perfection. 
Service over systems. 

Learn from the flexible and human-
centred approach Citizens Advice

Sheffield took to reconfigure advocacy
services in Sheffield.

Research supported by


