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At a glance

Small charities often rely on a patchwork of spreadsheets, emails, calendars and shared documents.
These tools can be effective individually, but disconnected processes create repeated work, mistakes,
delays and limited visibility.

The opportunity: modern cloud tools, simple automations and carefully controlled Al-assisted bespoke
development can help charities improve operations without commissioning a large technology
programme.

The principle: start with one important problem, simplify the process, connect information where useful,
test with real users and measure the benefit.

Five messages to take away
* Spreadsheets are useful; spreadsheet-dependent operations can become fragile as services grow.
* Automate predictable administration, not professional judgement or compassionate support.

* Integration - information flowing safely between tools - often delivers more value than isolated
automation.

* Small, staged projects are usually easier to fund, test and improve than wholesale replacements.

» Security, privacy, accessibility and ongoing support are essential, not optional extras.

1. Why the spreadsheet problem develops

Charities rarely choose fragmented administration deliberately. A referral register begins in Excel; a
shared inbox handles correspondence; calendars manage appointments; case notes sit in documents;
reports are compiled separately. Each addition solves an immediate need, but the overall workflow
becomes harder to coordinate.

Activity Common arrangement

Referrals Email, web forms and spreadsheets
Appointments Shared calendar and manual confirmations
Case notes Documents or separate databases
Volunteer work Rosters, spreadsheets and messaging
Reporting Manual reconciliation across files

The result is duplicated entry, difficult handovers, missed follow-ups and an organisation dependent on
the knowledge of particular people.
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2. What manual administration really costs

The cost is not only software subscriptions or staff salaries. It is the time spent copying records,
searching for information, sending routine messages, correcting mistakes and assembling reports.

Illustration: five people each spend four hours a week on repetitive administration. Across 46 working
weeks, that represents 920 hours annually. If half could be released, the charity would recover 460
hours of capacity. At an illustrative £18 per hour, this represents £8,280 of capacity value - not
necessarily a cash saving.

The value may be greater when released time becomes more advice appointments, faster responses,
stronger volunteer support or better governance.

3. What makes a system smart?

A smart system is a set of connected digital processes that captures information once where practical,
uses consistent records, supports appropriate permissions and automates routine actions.

Example workflow: a referral is submitted online; the case record is created; an adviser is assigned; a
booking is linked to the case; a confirmation is sent; outstanding tasks appear in a work queue;
managers can see up-to-date activity.

The charity may keep existing email, calendar, finance and fundraising tools. Integration should connect
the parts that matter, rather than replace everything.

4. Ten opportunities worth examining

Process Possible improvement

Referral intake Create a structured record directly from a secure form
Appointments Connect bookings to cases and calendars

Reminders Send scheduled confirmations and reminders

Task allocation Assign work and highlight overdue actions

Beneficiary records Reduce duplicated and inconsistent records
Volunteer coordination Manage availability and assignments

Letters and documents Generate approved templates

Case progression Track stages, exceptions and stalled cases
Management reports Produce current dashboards and summaries

Outcome monitoring Link activity to results and impact measures
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Choose early projects that are repetitive, rules-based, measurable and reasonably low-risk. Keep
humans responsible for complex advice, safeguarding and significant decisions.

5. Integration can matter more than automation

An automated reminder is helpful. A reminder linked to the live appointment record is better: if the
booking changes, the communication can change too. An online referral form is helpful. A form
connected to the case record is better: no one has to retype the submission.

Good integration reduces manual handoffs, supports a shared operational picture and makes reporting
more dependable. It also requires careful design: unnecessary integrations can increase complexity,
cost and security exposure.

6. Why bespoke solutions are becoming more
accessible

Al-assisted software tools can accelerate the construction of interfaces, database operations,
integrations, tests and documentation. This makes smaller, tailored projects more feasible than in the
past, particularly when an experienced designer-builder works directly with the charity staff who
understand its processes.

A domain expert can test a working feature and identify missing rules that would have been difficult to
anticipate in a written specification. The software can then be refined in short cycles.

Important: rapid code generation is not evidence that a system is secure or production-ready.
Professional review, testing, data protection and support remain essential.

7. A controlled way to build: SAGE

One proposed approach is SAGE: Specify, Architect, Generate, Evaluate. This is a practical development
framework, not an external certification.

Stage Purpose

Specify Agree outcomes, rules, exceptions and acceptance criteria with the charity.
Architect Check data design, access permissions, integration and impact on existing functions.
Generate Use Al-assisted tools to implement small, reviewable changes.

Evaluate Run technical checks and let domain experts verify realistic workflows.

This cycle helps preserve the speed of Al-assisted development while retaining accountability for what
is built and released.
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8. Worked example: a community advice charity

A hypothetical welfare-advice charity receives referrals by email, records people in spreadsheets, books
appointments through a shared calendar and prepares management reports manually.

A staged improvement
* Phase 1: introduce a secure referral form and central case record.
* Phase 2: link adviser allocation, appointments and confirmations.
* Phase 3: connect relevant correspondence and follow-up tasks.
* Phase 4: provide operational dashboards and outcome reporting.

Advisers and administrators verify each stage against real situations: cancelled appointments, duplicate
referrals, multiple claims, permissions and overdue follow-up. Professional advice remains a human
responsibility.

The charity should compare the new process with its original baseline: time per referral, missed actions,
user satisfaction, cost and service capacity.

9. What might it cost?

Costs depend on complexity, existing subscriptions, data sensitivity and integration requirements. The
following are illustrative planning ranges, not quotations or verified market averages.

Approach Illustrative initial cost

Improve existing tools £0-£500

Simple automation £300-£2,000
Small bespoke workflow £2,000-£7,500
Integrated bespoke platform £7,500-£25,000+

Also budget for hosting, subscriptions, training, support, maintenance, security review and future
changes. Avoid committing to a large replacement before proving the benefit of a smaller project.

10. Privacy, security and continuity

Charities may hold information about financial hardship, health, disability and family circumstances.
Better integration can reduce uncontrolled copies of records, but centralisation also concentrates risk.

* Apply appropriate access permissions, secure authentication and server-side authorisation.
* Use encryption, logging, tested backups and a documented recovery process.
» Set appropriate retention and deletion rules.

e Consider UK GDPR, the Data Protection Act 2018 and whether a DPIA is needed.
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* Use fictional or suitably anonymised data for development and demonstrations.

* Retain data export rights, documentation and clear support responsibilities.

11. Your 90-day improvement plan

When Action Outcome

Days 1-15 Map one workflow and measure wasted effort A clear baseline

Days 16-30 Choose one high-value, manageable improvement Agreed scope and success
measures

Days 31-60 Build or configure; test with realistic scenarios Working pilot

Days 61-75 Trial with a limited group and fallback arrangements User feedback

Days 76-90 Measure results and decide whether to expand Evidence-based next step

12. Self-assessment checklist

Tick the statements that describe your charity today. Several ticks suggest a useful starting point for an
administrative review.

O The same beneficiary details are entered into more than one system.

[0 We search emails or shared drives to reconstruct case histories.

O Appointments and reminders require frequent manual copying.

0 Monthly reports require combining several spreadsheets.

[0 Outstanding tasks are tracked through individual memory or informal messages.
[0 We depend on one person to understand a critical spreadsheet or process.

[0 Staff or volunteers use personal devices for operational records.

[0 Managers cannot easily see the current position of active cases.

[0 We have limited documentation of workflows and exceptions.

[0 We cannot readily measure the time spent on administration.

A high score is not a diagnosis of poor management. It is a prompt to examine where limited resources could be used
more effectively.

13. Questions trustees should ask

* Which administrative activities consume the most time, and how do we know?
* What operational risks arise from fragmented records and individual dependency?

» Could existing tools be better configured before buying something new?
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* What outcome would justify the cost of a pilot?
* Who will own the process, verify the solution and approve its release?

* How will we protect beneficiaries, maintain access and support the system over time?

14. Conclusion: start small, prove the benefit

The aim is not to eliminate spreadsheets or automate every interaction. It is to stop allowing
disconnected processes to consume resources that could support charitable activity.

Modern tools and controlled Al-assisted development make it increasingly practical to build around a
charity’s real work. The best route is incremental: identify a problem, simplify it, connect the necessary
information, test with users and measure the result.

Technology is not the mission. It is one of the means by which the
mission can be delivered more effectively.

A practical next step

Invite your team to map a single process from first contact to completed outcome. Record every manual
transfer, duplicate entry and delay. Choose one change that could make the biggest difference and test
it before expanding.

Prepared as a general educational guide. It does not replace tailored legal, cybersecurity or procurement advice.

FROM SPREADSHEETS TO SMART SYSTEMS | PRACTICAL CHARITY GUIDE




