Podcast – Digital Government 2019
I’m here with two of our senior auditors, Morag Campsie and Gemma Diamond, to talk about the Auditor General’s new report on enabling digital government. 
Morag, to start with you, the big message from this report is that you think the Scottish Government could show more leadership around ensuring a digital approach is at the heart of public services. Is that a fair statement?
I think that’s fair to say, but the first thing I would say is that’s it’s not easy and governments are struggling to crack this and deliver digital public services for its citizens. Digital innovation is changing at a fast pace and it’s important that governments understand this emerging technology and support organisations and help them understand what this means and how it could maybe help them deliver better public services.
This makes collaboration across the public sector, and also with industry and the third sector, all the more important. And we think the Scottish Government is in a unique position to show that digital leadership and bring everyone together and drive things forward. 

What are the specific things you’re asking the Scottish Government to do around that leadership role?
So, I think the Scottish Government could do more to support organisations to work more collaboratively. So, this might include using cross-sector forums where it brings people together and helps to share knowledge and plan, and understand what programmes are going on out there and how they interact with one another.

What’s been done so far?
So, there’s signs of good early progress and the Scottish Government has introduced a number of initiatives. And in the report, we talk about the Scottish Approach to Service Design, which is about designing digital services around the user and putting the user at the heart of those. And also, there is the Civtech programme which is about developing innovative solutions with the UK tech industry and SMEs to try and find innovative solutions to public sector problems. 

Gemma, moving across to you, what’s not working right now then?
So, in the report we say that there’s not a complete picture about what’s working across the public sector at the moment. So, we mention different elements of progress but what the government doesn’t understand is really what’s working well and what could be learnt and shared across the public sector. And also where there are gaps and where actions are either not being undertaken or not really having the right impact. 
We also talk about how the government needs to do more to understand what level of investment is required to really be able to deliver on the ambitions of the digital strategy. And the involves understanding how much investment there is available to put towards the digital strategy and how much is really being tired up in just keeping the lights in terms of current technology.
A lot of our previous reports have talked about digital skills gaps across much of the major programmes in Scotland and that still remains the case. The government has put some initiatives in place to try and bring more digital skills into the public sector, but a significant gap still remains. One of the impacts that we talk about in the report, where that lack of resources really shows itself is in that learning lessons and the Scottish Government hasn’t been able to do enough to share lessons across the public sector to help them learn from what’s gone before.

And what does the Scottish Government need to do now?
So, there’s a real opportunity now for the Scottish Government to step up and take that more strategic role. Scotland is a small country and that means it’s possible to bring the key players from across the different sectors and industry together to really look at what the main things are that they need to do to meet that digital ambition. It’s not an easy thing to do, as Morag said – governments across the world are really struggling to get this right. But the time is now for the Scottish Government to take that more strategic role.
Gemma - thanks you very much indeed. Morag, thank you.
And if you want to read our digital government report, or any of our other work from 2019, you can download it from our website – audit-scotland.gov.uk 
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