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UCD at the heart of everything.



Let the 
sparks 
fly!

Charlie 
Hoult

Mike 
O’Brien

It’s hard to define a company’s culture 
and pinpoint the crackle of what’s  
different about our bunch of people. 
But, we’ve bottled it up as ‘Possible 
made powerful’. We are the coiled 
spring. The turbine about to crank. The 
team in the tunnel. Ready. Passionate. 
Together.
 
We are delighted to collect this crew to 
tackle the digital challenges we face in 
government or corporate computing. 
Our team has taken many paths to get 
here, at the top of their game. We are 
hugely proud of our people and how 
we operate with a good gender  
balance from diverse backgrounds out 
of 20 countries. This enriches our work: 
‘Potential made powerful’.
 
Broadcast magazine tells our stories. 
We hope it helps you see how Opencast 
is human and how ‘human’ is of para-
mount importance in a world rushing 
to use computers. We always talk about 
people, rather than ‘resources’. This 
makes better decisions on ‘data’ or 
‘process’. Thinking about words and 
meaning is important to us.
 
Our company ambition is to ‘make life 
better through good team work’. 
‘Good’ points to our standards of  
quality, but it also means ‘purpose’. We 
cannot forget the challenges faced by 
many people and the pandemic has 
accelerated these. That’s why, at the 
end of 2020, we allocated £50,000 of 
our profits to give to charity. 
 
In a typical Opencast way, we asked our 
colleagues who to support and have so 
far allocated funds for family refuges 
from domestic abuse, meals for the 
homeless, tackling hygiene poverty 
and local hunger, and to tackle LGBTQ+ 
discrimination. We have developed a 
relationship with the Community 
Foundation so that our in-house ‘chari-
ty champions’ can connect to areas of 
need. We aspire to this also: ‘Purpose 
made powerful’.

Energy is at the heart  
of Opencast. It’s the 
excitement created 
by change. The 
transformation of 
ideas into action. 
The thrill of team-
work. The pride 
when you get it 
right. Or the rush 
when you get that 
clash off your chest!
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Dr Miriam Boyles

“UCD is a holistic approach that 
encompasses every user.”

“User centred design (UCD) is about 
putting all users of a product or  
service at the heart of the design 
process,” says Dr Miriam Boyles, who 
heads up the company’s newly- 
expanded UCD team. 

The philosophy sounds easy enough, 
but involves serious research into 
users’ needs, wants, limitations, 
goals and workflow. 

“Even when we have an understand-
ing of the context and the users, 
we’ve only just started – UCD 
involves constantly testing the 
developing service to ensure it’s fit 
for purpose. 

“It’s about continuous development, 
constantly assessing against user 
and business needs and in a context 
that’s always changing,” Miriam 
explains. 

“I saw a good example of this at a 
financial company I was working 
with. The company acknowledged 

they weren’t as up-to-date with their 
knowledge of customers as they’d 
like to be. Some sound research 
revealed people were far more  
interested in their pensions and get-
ting information about their plans far 
earlier than the client had thought. 

“Finding this out led to big changes 
in how, when and what the company 
communicated with their customers 
regarding their pensions. 

“The other point about UCD is that 
it’s not just about the end user. It’s a 
holistic approach that encompasses 
every user – front-end and back-end 
and anyone in between. 

“Many organisations think UCD is 
about focusing on the ‘front end’ or 
the ‘customer’, but focusing on the 
experience and needs of your own 
employees is also vitally important to 
designing and building services that 
are effective, and it also helps 
employee retention.”
>>>
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Opencast’s tech consultancy significantly added to its 
capability in 2020 by hiring a team of user centred design 
specialists now working with DWP and NHS Business 
Services Authority.

USERSat the heart of 
everything
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>>> 
Miriam believes there are three main cata-
lysts for the growth in demand for UCD 
services. 

“First there’s the emergence of companies 
such as app-based challenger banks like 
Monzo. Smart banks like Monzo are being 
driven by a UCD approach and people find 
their services easy to use. Companies 
using technology like this is a game-chang-
er – the products are properly and thor-
oughly researched so they understand 
exactly what customers need. The apps 
and services are designed from a human 
perspective – a user perspective – and that 
shows,” she explains. 

“So that’s the private sector driving major 
changes through UCD, but the second  
catalyst is that the public sector is doing 
something similar. One of the drivers of 
this is the Government Digital Service, 
tasked with transforming the provision of 
online public services. 

“Leading lights within this Service have 
articulated and mapped out a UCD 
approach in the provision of services. So 
bodies such as the NHS have standard 
UCD approaches to take in their digital 
provision. It’s becoming harder to justify 
not doing it!” adds Miriam. 

“Thirdly, I also think there’s been a broader 
cultural shift. A few years ago the approach 
was very direct – write the code and build 
the service. Now it’s more collaborative, a 
more thoughtful approach. People want to 
understand users’ challenges before 
writing or building anything. 

“That’s a UCD approach and is becoming 
accepted and used far more widely. It’s a 
team sport – getting the right research 
done, analysing data and information and 
boiling them down to recommendations 
and then continuing to test develop-
ments.” 

And while the UCD team is already working 
with a major Opencast client, with far more 
in the pipeline, it has also been working to 
improve internal company processes.

“We’ve been working on things like our 
vision for Opencast’s UCD service and 
mapping the current Opencast client jour-
ney to inform a client experience strategy 
for the next five years. 

“We’ve also been working with Sheena 
Widdowfield, Head of Learning and  
Culture, and the board on the Values  
Definition Project. I think this is a really 
important project, making sure we do what 
we say we’re going to do and that our 
values reflect those of employees and 
aren’t dictated from the top down. It’s 
about keeping our ‘Don’t Step Over the 
Milk’ culture as we grow in size. 

“We’ve also helped map the company’s 
recruitment processes, ensuring they’re as 
painless as possible for both candidates 
and our recruitment team. That’s quite apt 
as our team has kept Lorna Madden (Head 
of Recruitment) and her team so busy with 
new members joining and being onboard- 
ed recently!” 

So where is the surge in demand 
for UCD services coming from?

UCD focused ... left to right Vicky Midson,
Anthony Elstob and Katie Carnie, 
members of the wider UCD team



“Although our HQ will always be on Tyne-
side, we believe there are opportunities 
to expand our expertise into new regions 
– and sectors – within the UK. 

“Our challenge is to make sure growth is 
not achieved at the expense of our 
unique culture. We do things right here, 
for our team, our clients and wider society.

“Opencast is a place for technology spe-
cialists to thrive,” he adds. “An organisa-
tion our clients work with because our 
approach delivers results and makes their 
life better – through empowered people, 
collaborative working and a pride in 
building the right things in the right way. 
We care about our people and we strive 
to put something back into the tech 
community and wider society.

“Our clients recognise and respect our 
approach, but it doesn’t just happen by 
chance. It’s something we nurture and 
promote. It starts with recruitment and 
finding the right people, not just with the 
relevant skillset and experience, but the 
right attitude that ensures we go above 
and beyond for the benefit of our clients.

“Jason Kay, appointed last Autumn as 
Digital and Technology Services Director, 
is a great example of this. He has all the 
skills, experience and networks, but just 
as importantly, he wants us to be the 
go-to company when organisations are 
considering digital and technology 
transformation.”

Another senior recruit, Lorna Madden, 
joined Opencast during the first lock-
down, and as Head of Recruitment played 
a key role in Opencast’s headcount nearly 
doubling in size in an unsettling few 
months. 

“Lorna was up to speed with our values 
and culture very quickly, and the folk she 
has brought in are helping to power the 
company forward,” says Tom. 

Tom, born and brought up in Yorkshire by 
Geordie parents, is exactly where he 
wants to be: “I feel I am in the right job, in 
the right place at the right time, and am 
excited by the journey ahead,” he says.

Our new Chief Executive joined the com-
pany in late 2019 as head of corporate 
development and in October 2020 was 
chosen to lead a new management team.

Tom has more than 16 years of experience 
providing digital solutions for clients 
across several sectors, especially gov-
ernment.

After completing a geography degree 
and an MSc in internet systems and 
e-business at Durham University, he 
joined BT Global Services, spending six 
years there as a business analyst then 
programme manager, working on a Scot-
tish Executive Agency ICT transformation 
programme.

Tom joined Capgemini from BT, filling 
leadership roles including head of 

account strategy, and digital delivery, 
innovation and transformation account 
lead. Clients included large government 
departments. His work with government 
continued when he joined Capgemini 
Invent as an account director.

“I was thrilled to be appointed as Open-
cast Chief Executive at such an exciting 
time of growth,” says Tom. “We want to 
increase our headcount to 300 by the 
end of 2025 and it’s my job to get us to 
that goal.” 

“We know where the opportunities for 
growth lie – in data and analytics, platform 
engineering, devops and user-centred 
design for our existing government, 
financial services, health and social care 
and renewable energy sector clients, as 
well as with new clients.
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Driving 
possibilities
Tom Lawson has a clear and ambitious 
goal for Opencast – to treble the 
company’s size in three years without 
losing its ‘heart and soul’.

“I feel I am in the right 
job, in the right place at 
the right time.” 



Helping to 
transform our 
clients’ services

Central Government

HMRC
We have worked with the Digital Delivery 
Centre for more than five years on the 
digital transformation piece of the  
UK’s tax platform. We have undertaken  
projects across live services, tax credits, 
Brexit and COVID. The solutions were  
provided by teams made up of purely 
Opencast consultants, and by blended 
teams where Opencast consultants 
worked with existing project teams. 

DWP
We’ve worked with DWP-Digital since 
January 2020. Our initial team of devops 
has grown across integration, children 
and health in devops, development, qual-
ity assurance (QA), CD interaction design 
(IxD) and user research (UR) roles. Open-
cast has helped augment teams, bringing 
expertise and key skills and providing 
additional capacity. Opencast has also 
been working with DWP on the API-plat-
form. We have played an important role in 
helping to keep the platform stable, 
despite a huge increase in demand 
because of the COVID crisis. Our DWP 
partnership has enabled devops BAU 
improvement; increased efficiency and 
reduced silos and errors through automa-
tion, infrastructure monitoring, workflow 
modifications, knowledge share and cen-
tralised documentation. 

Health and Social Care

NHSBSA 
Opencast has had a close relationship 
with NHS Business Services Authority 
(NHS BSA) for eight years – they were our 
second client. Our work with the authori-
ty started with an NHS re-organisation in 
2012 and we’ve since provided program 
management, Websphere administra-
tion, Java, COBOL and Oracle software 
development. We’ve also program-man-
aged and executed many system chang-
es, re-platformed main- frames and pro-
vided core architect services. Opencast 
consultants are now supplementing the 
NHSBSA team working on the mainframe 
migration in Newcastle. 

Financial Services

Morgan Stanley
Opencast has been helping Morgan 
Stanley development teams in key busi-
ness critical financial services areas, 
working in both Java and Scala. During 
our four-year relationship with Morgan 
Stanley, we’ve also helped them get an 
industry leading MIFID II rating, and we 
continue to manage the accurate report-
ing of billions going through a worldwide 
core system. We started working with 
Morgan Stanley in 2018.

JP Morgan Chase
Opencast is supplying a full scrum team 
to build a data analytics calculation 
engine for the bank. The data is com-
prised of all data streams across the  
bank and identifies where information is 
created and where it flows. This also 
allows the bank to understand if any  
regulatory requirements are being 
breached and can identify if applications 
can be made redundant. 

Renewable Energy

Offshore and Renewable
Energy Catapult 
We built the world’s first Wind Turbine 
data analytics platform (System Perfor-
mance, Availability and Reliability Trend 
Analysis or SPARTA) for ORE Catapult in 
collaboration with the Crown Estate, 
ITPS, Strathclyde University and the 
National Renewable Energy Centre. The 
secure, scalable technology platform 
enables all stakeholders to access data in 
the format that suits them. Key metrics 
such as meantime between repairs,  
and overall power efficiency are easily  
accessible, allowing for better deci-
sion-making.

Regional enterprises

SAGE Financial 
Sage is currently running a large transfor- 
mation programme across its products, 
including an Extract, Transform, Load 
(ETL) project, with Opencast Software at 
its forefront. Opencast is also supporting 
a number of other key projects including 
transforming monolithic legacy systems 
to cloud infrastructure. To do so we are 
utilising cloud tech such as serverless 
technologies (AWS Lambda), Infrastruc-
ture as code (Terra-form) and orchestra-
tion via Kubernetes.
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Opencast delivers large-scale digital 
solutions for public and private 
sector organisations, working with 
government departments and global 
business organisations.

We help our partners to make 
technology do the right things,  
with a range of digital consultancy 
and technology services.

Here we share some of the projects 
we’re working on with clients across 
the five sectors that comprise the 
majority of Opencast’s work.



Passing the test

When Neda Vajarova arrived in the UK 
she could speak her native Bulgarian, a 
bit of French and Russian – but not Eng-
lish. Now the Test Automation Engineer 
is fluent and well settled. 

Her interest in IT was born out of tragedy: 
“My mum was involved in a serious car 
crash and the compensation we received 
for her injuries paid for a computer and 
internet access. Because of the way we 
got that first computer I felt I had to make 
the most of it. I was hooked from day one 
– I wanted to know how it worked and 
what it could do. It was harder to learn 
things in Bulgaria than it would have been 
here in the UK. Here the schools have all 
the equipment, and computer and IT  
lessons start a lot earlier. 

“I was about 16 or 17 when I first had a 
computer lesson.” 

She left Sofia, the Bulgarian capital, a year 
or two later, eventually finding work as an 
au pair in Newcastle.
 
“Living with a family was the perfect way 
to learn the language and I was then able 
to study, completing a qualification in 
aviation management at Newcastle  
College,” Neda explains. 

She went on to complete a BSc in business 
information systems at Northumbria  
University and then an MSc in computer 
science and computer engineering at 
Newcastle University. She’d worked as an 
IT administrator and a virtual administra-
tion assistant – and at a café to help pay 
for her studies. 

“I first learned to understand the Geordie 
dialect at the café, so it was really helpful,” 
says Neda. 

She then joined Opencast as a business 
analyst intern in the summer of 2017. She 
changed roles within the company in 
early 2018 when she became a test  
automation engineer and became part of 
the team embedded within HMRC in 
August of the same year. 

“I love my work at HMRC and I love work-
ing at Opencast,” she said. 

“We test everything really – automation 
testing is about ensuring things run 
smoothly so we test any software as it’s 
being developed, working closely with 
the design team. 

“We do functional testing (integration, 
regression, smoke and automation 
acceptance testing) and non-functional 
such as performance testing, security 
testing and usability testing. But my  
particular interest is accessibility. 
Although we do all sorts of testing, like 
security testing, performance testing, 
integration testing and usability testing, 
and I enjoy it all, my real interest lies in  
disability testing. We test for any sort of 
accessibility issue – from mobility to 
visual impairment.

Learned

Neda likes to return home to Bulgaria 
once or twice a year and, apart from her 
friends and family, it’s the weather she 
misses: “The summers are hotter; the 
winters are colder and I miss that.

“My mum thinks I know everything about 
tech and computers. She’ll ring me from 
Sofia, 3,000km away asking me to help 
her with a problem with a phone or her 
computer – but that’s fine!”

Grateful

She’s grateful to Opencast for the ongo-
ing opportunities to further her learning. 
“Anything I don’t know about I see as an 
opportunity to learn, and Opencast gives 
me the chance to keep on learning. They 
started by filling the gap between what 
I’d learned at university and what I needed 
to know to work in the IT sector.

My continuing development is important 
to me and I’m proud of my qualifications 
from the International Software Testing 
Qualification Board (ISTQB). I’ve also 
been to a few conferences. The last one I 
went to was just before lockdown when I 
attended a conference in Poland about 
functional development and program-
ming, paid for by Opencast.” 

“The company has also given me the 
opportunity to present to clients, which 
I’ve really enjoyed. I’m confident enough 
with my English to do so now and that’s 
been quite a journey for me. 

“I’m used to the accent now and love the 
area. I’ve done a lot of exploring; I go 
hiking in Northumberland, I play squash, 
swim and I’ve just started learning to 
drive. I’ve also been attending the  
Ministry of Testing virtual meet-ups and 
the QA meet-ups, which I’ve enjoyed and 
found very helpful.

“I feel very settled and that’s partly 
because everyone at Opencast has been 
so friendly and supportive. As someone 
who’s not a native of the country, the 
social side of Opencast is important to 
me. So many people at Opencast have 
the same interests that it helps – it also 
helps having a fellow Bulgarian – Emilia 
Trendafilova – working here. 

“Emilia, who is a software developer, 
joined Opencast six months after me. We 
didn’t know each other previously, but it’s 
nice to be able to use my native language 
with her.” 
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We’re ‘casting’ our net ever wider to 
recruit the very best in tech talent. 
Here we meet Neda Vajarova one 
of two Bulgarians who have joined 
us recently.

“We test for any sort of
accessibility issue – from
mobility to visual impairment.”



Culture club Opencast was 
prepared for the first 
COVID lockdown. 

“Opencast is inclusive, creative and  
collaborative,” she says. “Our people are 
honest, hard-working, open and confi-
dent – they are smart self-starters happy 
to think independently and always ready 
to use their initiative to help our clients.” 

Sheena has introduced new initiatives 
and partnerships to help make this 
happen.

A key partnership has been with 50:50, a 
Newcastle-based diversity and inclusion 
training and consultancy specialising in 
gender balance. “50:50 has helped us 
explore how we do things in greater 
depth,” says Sheena. “It has helped our 
senior team think about unconscious 
bias, especially in recruitment. 

“We have looked at how we can attract 
more talent from diverse communities – 
in particular what we can do to attract 
more women into technical roles. 

“We do a lot to make our working envi-
ronment inclusive and accessible, but 
working with 50:50 we are learning how 
to take that further, helping carers,  
parents, people with disabilities and from 
challenging socio-economic back-
grounds into the business.”

Stonewall, Europe’s largest lesbian, gay, bi 
and trans (LGBT) charity, is helping the 
diversity push. “We’ve joined Stonewall’s 
diversity champions programme to make 

people from the LGBT community aware 
that our workplace is strongly inclusive 
and that we accept people for who they 
are without exception,” Sheena says. 
“This has also informed our policies, 
ensuring that the language in them is 
inclusive. Being on the programme also 
gives us access to a network of similar 
companies, as well as to research and 
support.”

Another initiative launched last year – 
and continued through lockdown – has 
been a drive to buy local. “We’re proud of 
where we’re from and that our enterprise 
in Byker brings important work to the 
region from around the country and 
across the globe,” Sheena explains. “To 
help the regional economy, one practical 
way is to buy from local businesses when 
we can.

“An example of this came during lock-
down. The Opencast family responded 
magnificently to the challenges of work-
ing from home. While we did whatever we 
could to make sure working from home 
was as easy and as comfortable as possi-
ble – purchasing new screens and chairs 
for instance – we wanted to show our 
appreciation for the way our team had 
made the transition to home working so 
smooth. 

“So we sent everyone a chocolate hamper 
from Studio 28 from near our office. 
During lockdown we organised online 

social events and quizzes. Prizes were 
sourced locally, from places like Wilde 
Farm in Northumberland.” 

Opencast is also working with employee 
engagement specialist Hive to find out 
from our team what they think. “Hive 
offers an anonymous platform for people 
to say how they are feeling, what they 
think about the company and the way we 
work in a safe, confidential environment,” 
says Sheena. 

“What has been increasingly satisfying 
for me is the extent to which our culture 
is being recognised externally and inter-
nally. Mike O’Brien, our Co-Founder, tells 
the story of a client who was recruiting 
and who told him they wanted ‘an Open-
cast-type person.’

The client recognised clear characteris-
tics – openness, good communication 
and doing the right thing, all alongside 
technology expertise.

“Employees tell us that Opencast’s cul-
ture is a key reason for joining us,” says 
Sheena. “They compared our culture to 
common descriptions of the English 
north east – hard work, mutual reliance, 
mutual respect and an almost pathologi-
cal friendliness. While this is great to 
hear, we must never take it for granted. 
We must continue to work hard to ensure 
our founding values remain at our core.”

“Our priorities were with our staff and 
clients. We contacted our clients and 
gave them the reassurance they 
needed – that we would still be providing 
the support and services they required 
of us. 

“Our first priority with staff was to 
make sure they had the equipment 
they needed to work from home. We 
carried out health assessments and 
responded to the results by buying 
new monitors for those who needed 
them, and chairs for those who needed 
firmer support. 

“One issue was hay fever! Several 
people reported symptoms prompted 
from working from home, so again we 
found solutions. 

“As lockdown continued and anxiety 
levels increased we worked hard to 
ensure people had the support they 
needed. We worked with a counsellor 
who provided group drop-in sessions 
to reduce stress and also engaged an 
employee support service to talk about 
financial concerns, or any other  
concerns people had. 

“If anyone needed further support, we 
provided 1-2-1 sessions too. 

“We’ve always been proud of the social 
side of life at Opencast and we wanted 
to make sure that wasn’t completely 
derailed by COVID. So we introduced 
daily virtual coffee mornings which we 
held on Zoom at 11am which went 
down well. 

“We also introduced our own ‘virtual 
pub’ with optional beers – our ‘Open-
cask’ meetings, starting at 4.50pm 
every Friday, proved even more popu-
lar. These were regular meet-ups, with 
no agenda, just for people to join for as 
long as they wanted, to catch-up with 
work colleagues in a friendly, relaxed 
atmosphere. 

“We also hosted prize quizzes which 
were particularly popular – and  
competitive, while in order to keep 
everyone up-to- date with company 
news and developments, three- 
monthly virtual conferences were held.

“Through these we explored specific 
topics or areas of work. They included 
live Q+A sessions with the senior man-
agement team and recorded videos,” 
explains Dee. 
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As Opencast’s expansion continues
at pace, Head of Learning and Culture
Sheena Widdowfield is determined that
the culture laid out by the company’s
Founders at the start remains core to
work moving forward.

For culture to have real meaning in a
business, it must inform all that it does
and not just exist words in corporate
reports. That approach drives Sheena
Widdowfield’s work.

“We saw it coming and we’d drawn up a COVID 
response plan which we executed very quickly on 
Monday, March 23, the day lockdown was confirmed,” 
says Opencast Financial Controller Dee Power.



Clear future 
ahead

When Jason Kay arrived at Opencast in 
late 2020 as Digital and Technology  
Services Director, he was excited to join 
a team he already knew well.

“I worked alongside Opencast while I 
was in senior positions at HMRC and  
Citizens Advice, so I was well aware of 
their strengths and capabilities. I always 
enjoyed working with the team here,” 
Yorkshire-born Jason explains.

He was an early tech adopter, writing 
code for games on his ZX Spectrum and 
Amiga in his teens. He applied to the RAF 
but, after being rejected for “rubbish” 
eyesight, his career thoughts turned to 
what up until that point had been a 
hobby.

After studying software development, at 
18 he started work as a machine coder 
and assembler, rising through the tech 
ranks at Bupa, BP and HBOS Bank, before 
joining NHS Choices as head of digital 
delivery.

“For 10 years I worked in central govern-
ment and the public sector, including 
leading digital and technology transfor-
mation and delivery for HMRC and Citi-
zens Advice,” he says.

Jason was Head of Centre at the tax-
man’s Newcastle office, responsible for 
creating a flagship digital delivery centre 
that was the first of its kind for the UK 
government. His digital blueprint has 
since been used for similar delivery cen-
tres across the UK. 

He has also led digital transformation at 
the Home Office, Ministry of Defence 
and Scottish Environment Protection 
Agency.

“I’ve enjoyed working in several different 
sectors – finance, travel, health and the 
public and third sector,” he says. “I have 
wide experience leading in digital, archi-

tecture, devops and cloud, development 
and testing, customer experience, IT 
operations and strategy.

“All of this experience helps me in my 
role at Opencast. Tech and digital have 
always been a passion and not just my 
work. It’s an endless fascination to 
create a great customer experience 
while finding innovative technology. You 
never stop learning, no matter how 
senior your role.”

As chief technology officer at independ-
ent information and advice charity net-
work Citizens Advice, Jason’s led digital 
to help the organisation’s wider trans-
formation. “CA has about volunteers and 
staff across 600 local offices so it was a 
huge remit,” he recalls.

The arrival of COVID in 2020 made the 
challenge even harder because offices 
closed and people had to work from 
home. 

“CA saw a quadrupling of demand on its 
services almost overnight - but because 
we had moved a lot of our technology to 
the cloud before lockdown, people 
could still access the services they badly 
needed.”

By 2020, Jason was ready to swap the 
role of itinerant troubleshooter to join a 
tech company full time. “I wanted to use 
my experience to help an organisation 
longer term, then stay to see success 
through.

“Opencast was the natural choice. I’d 
known the team for more than seven 
years and had brought in the team to 

help at different organisations, so I knew 
its capabilities and admired its mindset, 
ethos and values. Opencast has a  
passion and does things the right way. 
It’s rare to find an agency that gets on 
well with everyone it works with.

“There is commitment to having great 
client relationships and delivering a 
great service, delivered by fantastic 
people who genuinely care about their 
work. That was a huge reason for joining 
Opencast.

Jason now leads Opencast across its 
digital and technology services. “I’m 
looking at ways to improve our service to 
benefit our clients, working with them to 
get a greater understanding of what they 
do and how our services and support 
can help drive their businesses.

“I want Opencast to become the go-to 
company others think about when  
considering digital and technology 
transformation,” he says. 

“We take a holistic approach to clients, 
so looking at their businesses as a whole, 
not just as a company that needs help 
with technology. Our growing user-cen-
tred design (UCD) and tech innovation 
teams play an important role, research-
ing what’s possible for clients then 
showing them a different, better way of 
working.

“We want to be true partners with clients, 
working as a part of their organisation 
rather than being just an agency that 
helps them out.”

Jason sees huge opportunities for 
growth in client numbers and work with 
existing clients. “Working with central 
government departments will remain 
important to us, and there will be oppor-
tunities for us in financial services too. 
There are exciting times ahead,” he says.
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Poor eyesight put paid to Jason Kay’s childhood
dream of being an RAF fighter pilot. Fast forward to
2021, he has a clear vision for Opencast’s future.

“Opencast has a 
passion and does 
things the right way.”



Hiring for 
scale-up 
growth

“I’ve found
Opencast a 
group of
interesting,
fantastic, smart
people.”

“It was a bit of a baptism of fire, but I’ve 
really enjoyed it so far,” says Lorna, a  
Londoner who has been in the north east 
for 14 years.

“My role on arrival was to oversee recruit-
ment and a new recruitment strategy. 
That was quite tricky when I couldn’t 
spend any face-to-face time with my new 
colleagues. Living and breathing the 
company’s values and culture is hard 
when you’re home. But people have been 
so welcoming and friendly.”

She joined as Opencast accelerated its 
growth strategy, bolstering its user-centred 
design (UCD) team, as well as adding 
software developers, devops engineers, 
testers and business analysts. “We’ve 
been super busy and I know our growth 
will continue over the next months and 
years, which is exciting.”

It’s a market and subject that Lorna knows 
well. “I started my career working in IT 
before moving into recruitment, and my 
first recruitment position was in IT,” she 
says. 

She moved to the north east to join 
recruiter NRG as a senior IT consultant, 
becoming business manager for IT con-

tractors then executive search consultant, 
before joining construction giant Balfour 
Beatty as UK programme manager.

“That was the turning point in my career,” 
she reflects. “I saw recruitment through a 
different perspective. I worked across IT 
and engineering teams and on projects 
like the setup of IT shared services here in 
Newcastle, Crossrail in London and a mil-
itary project in the south west.

After three years at Balfour Beatty, Lorna 
returned to NRG as head of talent man-
agement, before moving to engineering, 
manufacturing and tech recruiter Jack-
son Hogg as managing consultant then 
head of resource partnership, setting up 
outsourced recruitment solutions.

Arriving at Opencast, Lorna says she  
settled in quickly despite the background 
of COVID. “They’ve really nailed the cul-
ture here,” she says. “Part of my job is 
ensuring the culture is maintained 
through the right recruitment.

“That means I have to bring in the right 
people with the right attitude as well as 
the right skills. To do that we have to 
understand their drive and motivation. 
It’s about asking the right questions.

“We have input from the team to make 
sure we’re up to date and understand the 
skills we need. I think there is a model 
Opencast employee – they’re smart, 
bright, interesting, hard working, have a 
spark and add value to our team and  
clients. 

“The staff handbook Don’t Step Over the 
Milk sums up the company perfectly – we 
do things differently but treat our clients 
and people properly.

“Clients really value us and our work, and 
our reputation is growing, which helps 
with recruitment. We’re seen as a tech 
company that employs the best. We 
empower employees and take personal 
development and job satisfaction 
extremely seriously. I’d like to think we’re 
also seen as a fun place to work. It’s 
relaxed, friendly and supportive.”

“We’re recruiting from outside of the 
region and have recently brought in 
people from across Europe and beyond. 
COVID has accelerated numbers working 
from home, and that has opened up a 
wider talent pool who don’t have to be 
based here.”

When she’s not at work, Lorna likes to 
spend time with her sons and her dog 
and loves all things outdoors. “I’ve spent 
time gardening during lockdown, growing 
my own produce, and that will continue,” 
she says. At work, she continues to grow 
the Opencast team.
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Opencast Head of Recruitment Lorna Madden is charged with 
increasing the company’s headcount by 50% as the company 
enjoys its fastest growth so far - despite pandemic lockdown. 



A great blend is 
important

Opencast started working with NHSBSA 
back in 2012 - they were our second-ever 
client - and early projects involved 
programme management, Websphere 
administration, and Java, COBOL and 
Oracle software development. 

We have continued to provide NHSBSA 
since then with support on specific 
projects and developing its tech team’s 
capabilities. 

Kirste Worland, Head of Technology 
Applications at NHSBSA says: “I’ve been 
with NHSBSA for five years and have 
worked with Opencast on various projects 
throughout that time. A major project 
within those years was our mainframe 
migration. This project was delivered 
brilliantly across two years. 

“Our chief technology officer said people 
doubted whether the migration project 
could be completed in two years, but 
working in close partnership with the 
Opencast team, that’s exactly what we 
did. 

“We knew we had a problem with the 
mainframe and we decided to go for a 
blended team approach and not an 
offshoring one. The project was to 
transform our applications and modernise 
them. 

“The blended team worked really well 
together, and the Opencast people 
became part of one team, sitting together 
on one site and working collectively and 
collaboratively. 

“When the mainframe project was 
completed a few members of the 
Opencast team continued to work with us 
on what was called the One Drug 
database, to protect the data and bring 
the database up to modern standards of 
technology 

“Opencast then moved on to another 
major project, the Common Drug 
Reference (CDR). This was a natural 
progression from One Drug. The team 
expertise was vitally important to the 
success of the CDR project and we’re 
grateful to them for that.

“As a result of the pandemic, some of our 
colleagues were diverted to other work. 
That’s why Opencast’s Fiona Hobbs 
moved into the team, and she was 
invaluable in creating architecture for the 
CDR project. We needed the expertise to 
backfill the skills and experience we were 
missing – and Fiona provided that. 

“The CDR challenge was that we 
e ff e c t i v e l y  h a d  t h r e e  d i ff e r e n t 
components to a database working 
independently because we didn’t have an 
API flexible enough to cope. That was the 
challenge that Fiona and our blended 
team solved. 

“Although we no longer have an 
Opencast team embedded, we still have 
one or two Opencast people working 
with us – Rob Simms for instance is 
working with us on the ‘Even Earlier’ 
Payment Scheme. Rob’s knowledge 
regarding the mainframe and CDR 
projects have been a great help to us. 

“Opencast has also supported us on 
capability development, and has been a 
big help on our work on user-centred 
design (UCD), particularly around our 
research element. The Opencast team has 
put a different UCD lens on our research – 

from a developer’s perspective. It was my 
aspiration to apply this lens, but I’d not 
had the opportunity to do so. Opencast 
enabled me to explore that. 

“They’ve also provided support in our 
automated testing capability. We had a 
big gap that Opencast helped fill through 
tutoring and mentoring. I threw in a 
curveball when I told them that one of my 
team was profoundly deaf, but they just 
got on with it and found an approach that 
worked well. 

“Through their help with UCD there’s no 
doubt our front-end design capability has 
improved. We knew our front-end design 
and accessibility awareness could be 
better, so they helped us create a web 
session to increase it. 

“I ’ve found Opencast to be very 
professional and very supportive – they 
just became part of our delivery team. 
They’re good at giving you ideas, but 
they’re also good at following directions. 

“We recognise the contribution of all 
those at Opencast we’ve worked with. 
We’ve been impressed by Oliwia 
Kotowska, who we have been closely 
working with for a while, and we all 
enjoyed working with Bill Robinson, 
who continued to help out even after 
he’d moved to Scotland. Bill has now 
retired. 

“Rob Simms has been important to us and 
he’s turned his hand to so many different 
things – he’s always been able to interpret 
what developers had done in the past and 
translate that into future tech. And Kerry 
Kane has been a great help in the testing 
area. 

“I’ve been impressed with the Opencast 
team’s knowledge,  attitude and 
willingness to help.” 

Kirste Worland
NHS BSA 

Kirste Worland, Head of Technology Applications at the NHS Business Services 
Authority (NHSBSA), has worked with Opencast on projects over five years. 
She offers her client perspective on what it’s like to work with us

“The blended team 
worked really well 
together.”

“I’ve found 
them to 
be very 
professional 
and very 
supportive .”
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The COVID pandemic has forced mil-
lions to turn to the government for help 
through economic uncertainty. Digital 
technology has helped them to receive 
the support they need.

Opencast has worked at the sharp end of 
the digital response to the pandemic, 
helping government agencies to deliver 
new services and support. We understand 
how important it is to follow established 
principles – and the difference they can 
make in rapid response mode.

Projects we’ve helped on, and which  
feature in our new report, include:

• Self-Employment Income Support 
Scheme (HMRC)

• Eat Out to Help Out (HMRC)
• Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme 

(HMRC)
• Interim prescription payments (NHS 

Business Service Authority

The report also looks at the challenges 
emerging from the roll-out of the new 
NHS COVID-19 test and tracing service.

Technology has been the pulse of the 
government’s support system during the 
pandemic. We think that its deployment 
succeeded because of hard work by 
technology teams, building on sustained 
investment in digital capabilities over the 
previous decade by the Government  
Digital Service.

We offer a breakdown of the new digital 
services built as part of the government’s 
coronavirus response. An impressive 69 
new digital services were delivered within 
two months of lockdown, with a further 
46 in the pipeline. 

Looking ahead at government spending 
plans for digital services in the year 
ahead, we know that there is commit-
ment to spend the following:

£559m -  NHS/DHSC health and care 
modernisation

£268m -  HMRC IT and administration
£232m -  Home Office IT and  

administration
£200m -  digital infrastructure 

programmes
£146m -  HMRC Making Tax Digital
£64m -  Department for Education IT 

and administration
£40m -  Ministry of Justice IT and 

administration.

We’re pleased to have been able to 
include in the report expert quotes from 
NHSBSA, tech UK and PUBLIC, as well as 
from former ministers and the perspec-
tive of key Opencast team members.

Lessons from
the Storm
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Opencast’s first research paper, Lessons from the 
Storm, shares our thinking on the learnings for UK 
government technology from the COVID pandemic
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1 Need for speed 
- government should 
make agile practices 
the norm, following  
established principles, 
coupled with a 
continuing sense of 
urgency from the 
centre. 

2 Remote is no 
obstacle - remote 
working is a 
progressive way 
forward – and the 
government should 
recognise the many 
benefits of working 
from home.

3 A single delivery 
platform - the 
approach taken by 
HMRC with its cloud 
platform for deploying 
applications at scale 
should be replicated 
elsewhere.

4 Better collaboration 
- joint working seen 
between supplier 
teams should become 
the norm and continue 
with government 
technology projects 
moving forward.

5 Break down silos 
- better alignment 
between government 
departments, should 
continue by default 
post pandemic, 
helping to deliver 
more user-centred 
services.

Lessons from the storm offers five insights for 
UK government technology from the crisis:

We don’t claim to know all of the answers 
for government technology moving  
forward. But our experience of UK  
government technology puts us in a 
good position to ask some important 
questions, including:
•  How can the urgency seen during the 

pandemic services be maintained for 
critical digital services delivery 
moving forward?

•  How can established government 
principles and standards for deliver-
ing technology services be turned 
into even better practice and behaviour?

•  How can proven platforms for deliver-
ing new apps and services expand?

•  Will remote working become main-
stream and default moving forward?

•  How can the improved collaboration  
between teams and across depart-
ments seen during the pandemic 
continue?

•  How will the government learn from 
some of the technology problems it 
has seen?

Writing in the paper, Opencast Chief 
Executive Tom Lawson concludes: “we 
hope that the lessons presented in the 
white paper will help inform the govern-
ment, and those working with them, in 
continuing to deliver great services for 
citizens.”

Read ‘Lessons from the Storm: five
insights for UK government technology
from the COVID crisis’ at
www.opencastsoftware.com

During the pandemic  
we have needed to stand 
up services at pace and 
with confidence in a way 
that in ‘peace time’ would 
not have been possible
Michael Brodie, Chief Executive, 
NHSBSA
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We’re a growing team of specialists who work at the heart of 
government, global finance and growth enterprise with a range 
of digital consultancy and tech services.

Our OpenCulture empowers independent-minded people in 
our mission to do the right thing for our clients, our team and 
wider society: good teamwork to make life better.
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opencastsoftware.com


