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Rural SEN – 10 March 2026

AI & Digital Technology for Social Enterprises

Notes

Attendees
Ailsa Clark (InspirAlba), Aimee Spence (InspirAlba), Samurath Jabir (InspirAlba), George Wallace (FreshSight), Theresa Swayne (Highlands and Islands Enterprise), Ross McCulloch (Third Sector Lab), Morgan Maxton Walls (Voluntary Action Orkney), Jackie Tales (Doric Books), Aileen (Dufftown Community), Nancy MacQueen (Organic Growers of Fairlie), Liz Steele, Brian McDougall (Udny Community Trust), Diane Cameron (Plunkett Foundation), Andrea Hudspeth (Aquila CIC), Jayne Chappell (Social Enterprise Scotland), Artur Steiner (Glasgow Caledonian University), Cailley Wiggins (Beith Trust), Colin Buchanan (Isle of Luing), Nikki Brown (Scottish Rural Action), Anna Pasko (Glasgow Caledonian University), Idris Mariam (Mhor Collective), Tina Hartley (Garve), Keith Laidlaw, Francis Shennan

The second Rural Social Enterprise Network meeting of 2026 hosted by the Rural Social Enterprise Hub was held on Tuesday, 10th of March 2026 from 14:00 – 15:30, online via Teams. This session had a focus on AI & Digital Technology for Social Enterprises. Speakers included Ross McCulloch from the Third Sector Lab, Theresa Swayne from the Highlands and Islands Enterprise, and George Wallace from FreshSight. The event had an attendance of 24 individuals representing various rural organisations from across Scotland.

AI for Social Enterprise Leaders – Ross McCulloch (Third Sector Lab)

Ross McCulloch, Director of the Third Sector Lab delivered the first presentation on ‘AI for Social Enterprise Leaders'. Third Sector Lab specialises in digital transformation, website design, trainings and support programmes for the charity sector. Ross’s presentation investigated how AI can help social enterprises to achieve their aims and objectives ethically.

The session started with two distinct approaches to AI use. High value high risk and low risk practical approach. The high value high risk involves applying AI directly to internal data such as beneficiary records, fundraising databases, finance systems, and case management tools. While this can help organisations identify useful trends, it carries significant risks around GDPR compliance and algorithmic bias. The second approach covers lower risk, everyday tasks such as drafting blog posts, creating social media content, taking meeting notes, or reconciling bank transactions. These uses are straightforward to implement and can free up considerable staff time with relatively little risk.

Attendees were encouraged to reflect on where their organisation sits across four stages of AI maturity, ranging from ad hoc, curiosity-led use with no guardrails (Stage 1), through to AI being fully integrated into strategy, services, and values (Stage 4). One attendee shared that her organisation is moving into Stage 3, having recently introduced its first AI policy for staff alongside a shorter practical guide, with flexible training planned to follow.

Rather than investing in new standalone tools, the Ross encouraged attendees to first explore AI functionality already built into the platforms they use. Google Workspace users have access to Gemini Pro and NotebookLM, while Microsoft 365 subscribers with the relevant add-ons can access Copilot. Xero now includes an AI-assisted bank reconciliation feature with around 95% accuracy, and Zoom offers a built-in note-taker that could save teams several hours each week.

[bookmark: _Int_XckCIuru]On the subject of ethics and data protection, it was noted that AI use is likely already taking place within many organisations, whether or not leadership is aware of it. An amnesty period was recommended to encourage staff to be open about the tools they are using, allowing good practice to be identified and any risks to be addressed. GDPR compliance must be considered at every stage, particularly where AI processes personal or sensitive data, and a human should always remain involved in key decisions.

[bookmark: _Int_5fTQBlr8]Boards were encouraged to ensure they have someone with digital expertise, in the same way they would expect financial expertise to be represented. Without this, boards are not well placed to ask the right questions about AI, cybersecurity, or the use of data. AI should be a standing item on team, senior leadership, and board agendas, and organisations that disengage from the topic entirely risk falling behind in an increasingly competitive environment.
The session also highlighted the importance of building a culture of curiosity around technology. The pace of change means that tools available today will look quite different in a matter of months, so organisations need to move away from a model where staff are trained on a fixed system and never revisit it. Encouraging staff to explore, share what works, and stay open to change is essential and leadership culture and confidence were identified as more important than the specific tools an organisation chooses to adopt.

Meeting Record Video – AI for Social Enterprise Leaders | Ross McCulloch
Presentation Slides – AI for Social Enterprise Leaders
Connect with Ross on LinkedIn

Digital & Tech Adoption in the Highlands & Islands – Theresa Swayne (Highlands & Islands Enterprise)

The second presentation was delivered by Theresa Swayne from Highlands and Islands Enterprise (HIE). HIE works with organisations of all sizes across the region, investing in fair work and net zero practices and is guided by a five-year strategy running from 2023 to 2028. Theresa leads the digital and technology adoption programme within HIE's innovation and technology team.

HIE's digital and technology support offer includes a range of activities designed to raise awareness, share knowledge, and build capacity for third sector organisations. Events delivered this year have covered AI in action, agricultural robotics demonstrations in partnership with the National Robotarium, and a cyber resilience campaign. Organisations can also suggest topic areas they would like to explore further and HIE will look to deliver events across the region in response.

Two funding streams are available to eligible organisations. The specialist advice grant offers up to £5,000 for any organisation in the Highlands and Islands to access the expert advice they need at the time of need. Demand has been exceptionally high, with double the usual number of enquiries received last year. The digital capital grant supports the purchase of technology or hardware, with no set minimum or maximum amount, though applicants are encouraged to seek specialist advice first and present a well considered action plan before applying.

HIE has been running an AI readiness programme in partnership with Scottish Enterprise, combining in person and online sessions with one-to-one advisor support and a tailored action plan for each participating organisation. A separate national AI adoption programme, funded by the Scottish Government, has supported 23 clients through a mentoring process, with more to follow. An AI exploration voucher of £1,500 was also made available as a fully funded way for organisations to trial something new at low cost, resulting in 44 projects currently in progress.

A rural AI roadshow was delivered in partnership with Scottish Enterprise, South of Scotland Enterprise, the Data Lab Innovation Centre, and the Scottish AI Alliance. Three main events were held in Inverness, Dundee, and Gretna over the course of one week, attracting around 300 organisations in total. Topics covered included AI skills, AI entrepreneurship, and AI readiness in action, with consistent content across all three locations and local panels drawn from regional expertise. Learning journeys also took place in London and France, with a cohort of Highlands and Islands organisations attending alongside a national delegation.

Looking ahead, a new Scottish Government AI strategy is due to be launched on 20 March, setting out a five-year direction of travel. From 2026–27, HIE will be a lead partner in a programme to be known as AI Scotland, working again alongside Scottish Enterprise and South of Scotland Enterprise as part of a broader national AI adoption initiative.

Regarding cybersecurity, the session also highlighted that risks must be considered at every stage of digital and technology adoption. HIE is part of the Cyber Scotland Partnership, established by the Scottish Government Cyber Resilience Unit, and works closely with the National Cyber Security Centre. A rural cyber campaign has recently launched under the banner of "Protect", signposting free resources and support. Cybersecurity costs including specialist advice and the purchase of protective technology are eligible under HIE's digital and technology adoption programme.

Meeting Recording – Digital & Tech Adoption in the Highlands & Islands 
Presentation Slides
Contact: theresa.swayne@hient.co.uk

Young People in Social Enterprises Research – George Wallace (Fresh Sight)

Fresh Sight is student led and run social impact consultancy based in Edinburgh. They are a social enterprise focuses on delivering services in marketing, finance, organisational structure and more depending on the needs of each organisation. Fees are set on a need assessed basis to cover costs, and work runs in two cycles aligned with the academic year, with six client projects per cycle. George Wallace, one of the Directors of FreshSight, delivered the third presentation.

Fresh Sight has recently secured a grant funding to expand its ‘thought leadership’ programme and is currently conducting a research on young people's engagement and opportunities within the third sector. A pilot survey has been shared with Social Enterprise Scotland, with wider polling planned in partnership with Rocket Science, a socially conscious research advisory firm. Results are due to be published in May, with a launch event planned for the end of the month.

The core aim of the research is to identify whether there is a sector-wide gap in the skills and contribution of young people, and what this means for long-term sustainability and succession planning. Scotland's ageing demographics, particularly in rural areas is often reflected in the organisations the sector works with, including at board level. The session included a direct ask to attendees for input on how the research could better reflect rural and geographically diverse perspectives, what questions should be asked, and how findings could lead to meaningful policy change.
Respond to FreshSight’s pilot survey

What FreshSight are asking

· How condfident are you about the succession planning of your organisations?
· Do you think Scotland’s social enterprise sector has a strong pipeline of young talent?
· What kind of young person involvement would be beneficial to you?
· What barriers, if any influence your organisation’s ability to offer youth opportunities (such as placements or apprenticeships)?

Where they are looking for advice

· Young persons engagement differes geographically, how is it best to incorporate this into the research in a rural context?
· Would the outcomes of this research be beneficial to you? What are the questions that need to be asked?
· What should we do with results? Are there changes in policy we should push for on the back of this?

Fresh Sight are open to taking on projects as a research partner, an industry adviser, or as a source of opportunities for young people. Fresh Sight has a base of nearly 100 engaged students and is actively seeking clients ahead of a September start. Enquiries can be directed to george@freshsight.com 

Meeting Recording – Young People in Social Enterprise Research
Presentation Slides
Contact: george@freshsight.com

Additional News & Resources

Women in Social Enterprise Collective (WISE) launched their new research 'Women and Social Enterprise: Perspectives on Feminine Leadership in Alternative Economic Business Models'. The research was done by Dr Liz Gardiner and Casandra Bryant, speaks about how women led social enterprises prioritise well-being, inclusivity, accessibility, safety and impact over profit. Read the full report here:
AA FINAL WISE Full Paper February 26 2026

[bookmark: _Int_gwnRzxHx][bookmark: _Int_O1HNEL1r]We are collecively working to look at a Cross Party Group as a response to the The UK Shared Prospirity Funding coming to an end. This group will be focusing on the importance of having resources to help tackle rural and island poverty. Anyone interested in that, please be in touch with aclark@inspiralba.org.uk

Buy Social Scotland - is a national campaign and online directory that connects consumers and businesses with Scottish social enterprises, promoting ethical, local, and sustainable shopping. By purchasing products, services, or experiences through them, money is reinvested into social causes like employability, mental health, and homelessness.
Find an ethical gift from a Scottish social enterprise - Buy Social Scotland

From Isolation to Connection: The Role of Community Spaces in Tackling Loneliness:
Hosted by the Community Spaces Network & the Health & Wellbeing Network which will take place online Tuesday 17th of March, 10:30am to 11:30am.

Sign up here:From Isolation to Connection: The Role of Community Spaces in Tackling Loneliness - Social Enterprise Scotland

Social Enterprise Award Winners Showcase – Rural on Wednesday 8 April, 12:00-13:00:
Join for a special online showcase celebrating three outstanding rural winners from the 2025 Social Enterprise Awards Scotland.

Sign up here: Social Enterprise Award Winners Showcase - Rural - Social Enterprise Scotland
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