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Overview

The amount of data available is increasing at a 
tremendous pace. Companies using this data effectively 
can gain useful insights that help drive decision-making. 

The social sector is not currently at that level. There are 
ways for organizations within the sector to develop their 
data capacity — their ability to use this data effectively — to 
become data-informed. One way to do that is for the sector 
and individual organizations to develop and implement data 
strategies.  

This report provides an overview of  the discussions at 
Transform the Sector 2017 that centered on how organizations 
can become data-informed. It also provides additional context 
and background on this topic.
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The amount and variety of data available to the 
private sector is accelerating at a breakneck pace. 
Moreover, as digitization and automation streamline 
data collection processes, this data is also becoming 
more and more accurate.  Companies collect, manage 
and analyze this data with amazing ability — driving 
innovation and growth.

In the social sector, things are a bit different. Most 
social sector organizations collect data every day. 
They collect data about their activities and services, 
the people they serve, their donors, and how they 
spend their money. In turn, partners, funders, and 
various levels of government collect data about 
communities, issue areas, and organizations. However, 
most social sector organizations are only starting to 
use data for decision-making and to increase their 
impact. The pace of adoption of digital data in the 
social sector has been slow and few organizations 
use any form of advanced analytics. Moreover, unlike 
the private sector, the volume of data available for the 
social sector is limited.

The State of 
Data Use in the 
Social Sector

What is data 
capacity?

Data capacity is the ability to use data effectively 
within an organization. Just because an organization 
collects data doesn’t mean there is capacity to use it 
accurately, effectively and ethically. However, when an 
organization has developed the culture and skills, and 
once it has undergone the transformation required 
to become data-informed, new opportunities to work 
efficiently and maximize impact emerge.

Data capacity includes three components:

CULTURE

The organization has buy-in at all levels of the staff to 
be data-informed. Time and resources are prioritized 
to create the skills and systems required to enable 
data-informed decisions.

TOOLS AND SKILLS

The organization has the technical tools and the 
staff have the appropriate skills to collect, analyze, 
communicate and use data findings. 
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The value of data is of particular importance when 
discussing the state of data use in the social sector. 
Focusing on the value of data should be the social 
sector’s priority. Data can provide value to the sector 
and help with:

• Operations: to better understand activities, such 
as the number of clients served, money raised, 
services provided.

• Evaluation and learning: to determine a program’s 
effectiveness, including gaps and opportunities to 
enhance impact.

• Community knowledge: to better understand the 
people being served, including demographics and 
community priorities.

• Better understand the scale of the problem: 
Provide insight into the problem being addressed.

• Fundraising: Increase the effectiveness of donation 
asks and the targeting of appropriate donors.

• Communications: Communicate impact to the 
community, donors, funders and the public.

• Innovation: Develop new ways to create impact. 

The social sector needs to ensure that the 
organizations within it have built sufficient data 
capacity to harness this value. 

What is the 
value of data 
to the social 
sector? 

OPERATIONS

The organization has created systematic policies and 
workflows that ensure necessary data is collected, 
analyzed, communicated and informs decisions in 
consistent ways.
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Organizations need to develop and implement data 
strategies to build data capacity within the sector.

QUESTIONS TO ASK TO START 
DEVELOPING A DATA STRATEGY

• How can data make the organization better? 

• What is the role of data in learning and sharing 
knowledge? 

• What data does the organization already collect? 
Why? 

• What data does the organization wish they already 
had? 

• What data is out there and available that may be 
useful? 

• How can the organization access that data?

• How can the organization collect, store, analyze, 
and share data in a way that is respectful and 
responsible to the people and communities whose 
data they are using?

How the social 
sector can build 
its data capacity 

Here are a few tips for building an organization’s data 
strategy:

• Grow management-level support: Develop buy-
in at the leadership level of the organization to 
help drive the cultural transformation required. 
Understand management and board members’ 
needs. Identify ways that better use of data could 
enhance their goals and the organization’s overall 
impact.

• Foster enthusiasm amongst staff: Engage staff 
early on in data efforts to ensure the strategy 
meets their needs and goals. When staff shape an 
organization’s data strategy, they can ensure the 
strategy is effective and practical, avoiding a time 
intensive exercise with few results.

• Understand your organization’s place in the 
data maturity model: The data maturity model 
measures how a specific organization is using data. 
The data maturity model covers the collection of 
raw data all the way to prescriptive analytics for 
improved decision-making. As an organization 

Tips for building 
a data strategy
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progresses along the model, decision-making 
transitions from being made in hindsight to being 
made with foresight. Understanding where an 
organization is situated in this model allows it to 
successfully strategize about how it can progress 
further.

• Fundraising can be a good place to start the 
data conversation: They already have the skillsets 
of data cleaning, consistency, and analytics. 
Moreover, they are familiar with collecting data, 
using metrics and sharing outcomes that are 
tangible. For example, what time of year does the 
organization receive the most donations? What 
types of donation requests or fundraisers have 
been most effective? What demographics does the 
organization have about its donors and do those 
provide any insights?

• Don’t forget data outside the organization 
that can help: Be sure to look at what is already 
being collected outside the organization before 
developing a new data collection strategy. Open 
data portals exist and are ready to use. Not 
everything has to be developed in-house. 
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Developing and implementing data 
strategies is one way for organizations 
to become data-informed and build 
their data capacity. It is a necessary 
step for the sector to become data-
enabled. However, sector data 
capacity takes data capacity to 
the next level, beyond individual 
organizations to the sector as a 
whole.

Conclusion

When the sector builds its data 
capacity, it is pooling what it knows 
to make the greatest impact in 
communities. Further guides and 
processes for building both these 
types of capacity need to be 
developed. In the meantime, please 
see the following resources section 
for additional reading and knowledge.



Additional Resources

The Global Impact of Open Data - The GovLab: 
http://www.oreilly.com/data/free/files/the-global-impact-of-open-data.pdf

Demystifying Data in the Charitable Sector - Imagine Canada: 
http://www.imaginecanada.ca/blog/%E2%80%8Bdemystifying-data-charitable-sector

Using Data for Action and For Impact - Jim Fruchterman: 
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/using_data_for_action_and_for_impact

Transformers: Organisational, Digital, And Data Transformation In The Social Sector - The 
Engine Room: 
https://www.theengineroom.org/transformers-organisational-digital-and-data-transformation-in-
the-social-sector/

Data Playbook - Schusterman Foundation: 
https://www.schusterman.org/playbooks/data/

Data Strategy - Ontario Nonprofit Network: 
http://theonn.ca/our-work/our-partnerships/data-strategy/

http://www.oreilly.com/data/free/files/the-global-impact-of-open-data.pdf
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/using_data_for_action_and_for_impact
https://www.theengineroom.org/transformers-organisational-digital-and-data-transformation-in-the-social-sector/
https://www.schusterman.org/playbooks/data
http://theonn.ca/our-work/our-partnerships/data-strategy/
http://www.poweredbydata.org
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