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Abstract

Charity and voluntary services require significant human-to-human interactions alongside
integrative offerings inclusive of core and complementary services to yield value and
improve the wellbeing of their often vulnerable service users. The COVID-induced
digitalisation of such services can pose a challenge to the productivity and resilience of the
charity and voluntary sector as the extent to which human interactions and holistic offerings
are replicable in digital services can be limited and can diminish the wellbeing outcomes of
offerings. This research employs a transformative service research lens to study the digital
transformation of charity and voluntary services in accordance with the concept of advanced
services to generate insight into the capabilities necessary at the organisational level and
quality of interactions required at the interactional level that can enable the sector to offer
digitally enhanced advanced services. By identifying the antecedents of advanced digital
service in the charity and voluntary sector, this research provides new opportunities to the
sector to capitalise on the advantages of digitalisation whilst responding to their service
users' multiplex needs which in turn improves the sector's resilience and productivity.

Introduction

Charity and Voluntary Services (CVSs) are inherently transformative as their focus is on
the delivery of the wellbeing outcomes for service users and not merely the delivery of
services [1]. This transformative characteristic is often operationalised through the
combination of a core service (e.g., education, skills training, money matters, etc.) with
complementary peripheral services (e.g., emotional support, social capital, confidence
building, etc.). Although servitization has mainly focussed on manufacturing, recently it has
been demonstrated that the transformation process that servitization engenders can be
applied more broadly in any firm that is transforming [2]. Adopting this stance, CVSs could
be considered advanced services as they bundle together various resources in a holistic
offering, specific to individual's multiplex needs and wants, which supports service
users/consumers and is critical to their wellbeing [3, 4]. On that account, being person-
centred, holistic and value-centric (i.e., wellbeing) are distinguishing characteristics of
advanced CVSs against the base or intermediate services that are just focused on service
processes and/or delivery.
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The outbreak of COVID-19 has led to large-scale service disruptions and significant changes
in the ways through which people access and utilise services. In the charity and voluntary
sector, the pandemic has had a severe impact on the instrumental, social, and emotional
needs of their often-vulnerable service users. Simultaneously, the resilience and productivity
of the sector to adapt to new ways of service delivery, particularly digitalisation of their
services, whilst maintaining service continuity and efficacy was tested to the extreme. In the
digital transformation of CVSs, the main challenge was how to maintain the advanced
attributes of the service because the extent to which these characteristics can be replicated
in digital services appears limited.

Boosting the sector's digital capabilities is increasingly necessary to form the foundation for
growing the sustainability and resilience of the sector and addressing the digital divide to
ensure an inclusive digital economy. Thus, the specific objective of this study was to identify
the antecedents of digitally enhanced advanced service in the charity and voluntary sector at
organisational (meso) and interactional (micro) level and investigate potential implications
for the resilience and productivity of the sector.

Theoretical Background

The ability to maintain the service continuity and operational function at the desired level
under the influence of the change and disturbance is a key determinant of an organisation's
resilience [5]. Similarly, it is associated with the sector's productivity that is the capacity to
create more value for the same amounts of input to improve service users' perception of
value and quality [6]. Therefore, to sustain the resilience and productivity of the charity and
voluntary sector following its digital transformation, it is imperative to explore service users'
experiences of digital CVSs particularly, regarding the advanced characteristics of the
service (i.e., person-centred integrative and value-centred).

Moreover, the focus of advanced services on the new ways of delivering value and new
relationships assigns specific roles to the people who deliver these services and service
efficacy is contingent on how these people interact to offer a service that supports service
users/customers [7]. This requires an integrated network of resources, beyond the focal
service, interacting together to generate capabilities required to deliver advanced services
[8]. In the same vein, in the charity and voluntary sector, transformation occurs through the
social process of interactions with others which requires not only the presence of and direct
interactions with services that are grounded in service users' needs and wants but also
indirect engagement and meaningful interactions with others for integration of resources and
value creation.

Accordingly, this research explores the experiences of service users and service providers
from the COVID-induced digital CVSs to generate insight into capabilities necessary to
deliver advanced digital CVSs and the characteristics of interactions required to support their
service users.

Methodology

To answer the research questions, an exploratory study was undertaken on an education
service for refugee learners, provided by a charity, which had been transitioned online since
the beginning of the pandemic. Data were collected by conducting 25 interviews with
frontline service employees, volunteers and service users and two focus groups. Moreover,
a member of the research team has participated in various online sessions to observe service



interactions and collect fieldnotes. The collected data were analysed by employing a
thematic analysis approach to discover the main themes that indicate organisational
capabilities and quality of interactions required to deliver advanced digital CVSs.

Findings and Discussion

This research responds to the call to study the adoption of servitization and advanced
services in non-manufacturing contexts. Exploring the capabilities required to deliver
advanced digital CVSs, the identified factors are: 1) flexibility not only to adapt to the
changing environment but also to the changing consumer needs, 2) agility in creating
changes that respond to consumers' changing needs, 3) effectiveness in meeting service
users' multiplex needs and expectations, 4) the ability to bricolage and create value with what
is at hand rather than seeking extra resources, and 5) maintaining strong charitable values
that manifests in the practitioners' practices and informs digital transitioning.

Moreover, unravelling the missing elements of the human touch in digital CVSs, five main
themes were revealed: 1) lack of opportunities to initiate and maintain constructive and
effective dialogue, 2) lack of warmth, as often experienced in face-to-face interaction, 3)
lack of sensory cues such as eye contact, non-verbal cues and body language, 4) lack of
attentiveness from service employees which prevents participants’ feelings of being
recognised and significant, and 5) lack of opportunities to offer personalised services that
meet individuals' needs beyond the core service.

This study enhances our understanding of advanced services in the charity and voluntary
sector. The research findings suggest that to create digitally enhanced advanced offerings in
the sector, the quality of interactions, by shaping the flow of social resources, is largely
responsible for determining service users' perception of value. Furthermore, this research
elucidates organisational capabilities that need to be nurtured in the charity and voluntary
sector in order to embrace digitally enhanced advanced services.

Managerial Implications

By discovering the antecedents of advanced digital CVSs and characteristics of service
interaction in a digitally enhanced advanced service setting, this study offers new
opportunities to the sector to capitalise on the advantages of digitalisation whilst responding
to their service users' needs which improves the resilience and productivity of the sector.
Furthermore, as the main objective of the charity and voluntary sector is to improve the
quality of life for vulnerable populations, this research's outcomes generate insight into how
to augment human touch in CVSs to uphold consumer wellbeing. Finally, the results of this
study shed light on the scope for the sector to narrow the digital divide by offering
meaningful and beneficial digital services to vulnerable consumers and contribute to an
inclusive digital economy.
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