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1.	 Making the case for 
radical efficiency

That Local Authorities are faced with making tough 

decisions and harsh efficiencies goes without 

saying. Radical Efficiency represents an opportunity 

for local authorities to transform public services 

and create a positive agenda for change whilst 

money is tight. It is a chance to improve outcomes 

for users and save money at the same time. The 

radical efficiency process can be undertaken by any 

local authority with an appetite to do much better 

for users, to challenge itself, and to do so in a way 

that will win executive and political support for 

radical change.

Innovation Unit and Nesta’s Radical Efficiency programme started 

life as a research project, looking across the globe for examples of 

innovation that deliver different, better, lower cost services. This 

international horizon scan did two important things: it proved that 

much better outcomes for users that deliver significant savings are 

possible; and it taught us something about how those innovators 

went about it – and how we could, too. 

This booklet is grounded in the evidence we have generated to 

show that the radical efficiency framework can help generate 

much better outcomes for users. It is also about the tools and 

conditions and processes that will allow radical efficiency to be 

successful in your area.
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That evidence comes largely from the Transforming Early Years 

(TEY)programme, undertaken in partnership with Nesta. This 

is the most ambitious manifestation of radical efficiency in the 

UK so far. It turned our international research into an intense 

sequence of evidence-gathering, design and prototyping 

activities undertaken over a year. Four of the six authorities 

involved are projecting average financial savings in year one of 

their new services of 25%. All are confident that the new service 

models will allow them to reach many more of the families 

who need them most. The insights from the process should 

apply across all services, particularly those where personal 

interactions are central - including health and social care.

The radical efficiency model offers three key insights about what 

it takes to develop truly different, better, lower cost approaches:

1.	 Start by thinking afresh about the nature of the challenge 

faced by your community before coming up with ideas to 

help tackle them.

2.	 Look for and use the resources that are already under 

your nose – from well-networked people to popular 

meeting places. 

3.	 Build a new partnership with users in which they drive 

design, and contribute to delivery of services. 

Radical efficiency might begin as a great way to overhaul a 

particular service. But what it really points to is a new model 

for local government. Understanding and building a partnership 

with communities leads to a new balance of risk and 

responsibility for public services – one in which users give more 

to get more, the ‘community champion’ role of local politicians 

is key,k andand professionals relinquish some control to ensure 

service users get what they need and want.

Read on to find out how to get started.
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2. The Shape of a Radical  
Efficiency Programme

Radical efficiency is not a panacea, or a recipe  

book for change, or even a single programme  

of activities. Radical efficiency is a framework  

for thinking about the drivers of different, better, 

lower cost transformation, the sequencing of 

phases of work and the conditions under which  

it might be successful.

This section outlines these general principles, and uses the 

example of the Transforming Early Years (TEY) programme to 

illustrate what this work might look and feel like in practice. 
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Building the team

TEY teams included members with a wide range of  

skills and experience who occupied different levels in 

the existing hierarchy and represented different services. 

This was important for balancing representativeness 

with authority and resources to act; generic with 

specialist skills; and local authority with other provider 

perspectives. Team leaders should not be afraid to 

change teams over time as they learn more about  

what is required, how committed people are and  

what is working well.  

TEY team members included:

•	 Children’s centre managers, some managing  

more than one centre

•	 Directors of children’s services

•	 Researchers

•	 LA officers working in children’s services

•	 Project managers

•	 Community activists and volunteers

•	 Parents, some on the way to becoming  

community activists and volunteers
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As important as formal roles and responsibilities were skills, 

knowledge and dispositions. Project teams in localities were 

assembled on the basis of interest and invitation at the beginning 

of the programme, and so team composition was the ‘best 

guess’ that could reasonably be made at the outset of the right 

combination of skills, experience and perspectives required.  

By the end of the programme TEY teams were able to articulate 

in interviews what skills mix was needed to successfully deliver 

this kind of service redesign. Their ideal team would be led by a 

chair who listens and can ‘leave their ego at the door’. It would 

include people who:

•	 are emotionally intelligent and understand the pressures that 

taking part in or being affected by an innovation project like 

this would mean for colleagues and the community

•	 can empathise and engage with parents and families

•	 are risk takers – up for a challenge and open to new ideas

•	 are energetic and resilient – able to keep up their 

commitment through turbulent waters

•	 have passion and vision, and are prepared to hang on  

to them when things get tough

•	 are well networked and connected into other services  

and the community

•	 are knowledgeable in particular about volunteering,  

other services and safeguarding.
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New perspectives on the challenge

This phase is about asking afresh, questions about 

what users’ lives are really like, what are the aspirations, 

and the biggest challenges they face? It is about 

the authentic lived experience of communities – not 

about a consultation on existing services. It is about 

reconnecting with users and building a partnership  

with them. It is open-ended and all about gathering 

multiple sources of information that can help inform  

our understanding of a locality. It is hard and unusual 

work for professionals most used to providing 

‘answers’ at top speed.

There are many tools and approaches that can help generate 

these kinds of perspectives, including horizon scanning, data 

mining, interviews and resource audits. You can see the range 

of activities undertaken in the early years programme below.

The most powerful tool used within the early  

years process was a type of ethnography  

– deep, observational research with people that 

aims to understand the rhythm and dynamics 

of their lives. In this case, we trained the teams themselves 

to undertake the work. Other innovation work uses trained 

ethnographers to generate high quality content that can be 
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shared easily with others via written documents or by video.  

The particular power of the early years approach was the 

personal revelations, and energy for change that it generated  

in the professionals undertaking the research.

“Lots of things were coming out, like realisations about who is 

engaging with their services and what their real lives look like.” 

(Locality Leader) 

This initial phase of research and thoughtful reflection was 

motivating and valuable for all the locality teams. Ethnographic 

research was experienced by professionals as a means of 

connecting, or in some cases reconnecting, with their service 

users. It gave participants real time to build relationships and 

listen to the issues without passing judgement.

 “We had the opportunity to talk with and to hear perspectives from 

mothers and fathers who hadn’t been heard before.”  (Locality Leader) 

“After being 10 years as an assistant director, I can’t remember the last 

time I sat in a mum’s front room and had a cup of coffee. I have so 

loved it. It took me back to why I became a social worker. We have to 

look at the problem with a new set of lenses. And have a core belief 

that families can find their own solutions.’ (Locality Leader) 

Analysis of the costs of the existing system is also included in 

this phase. This is still about insights, not answers.  

Cost analysis at this stage is not about coming to a solution 

based around where money can be shaved from the system. 

It is about understanding where money is spent, on what, and 

getting a sense of its impact. It helps to provide insight into 

the user experience and into the resources (money, people 

and buildings) available for possible new solutions. This is 

not straightforward. Discussions of this kind are relatively 

uncommon in many areas of local government. 
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“It was very difficult to get budget data from the council. There 

were worries about protocols for information sharing, and the 

specific task of pulling budget information from different teams 

didn’t give much more of an insight. So we made some of it 

useful and we did costings for individual families then we saw 

the waste of money, and that was very helpful.” (Locality Leader)   

This may be an area where supportive tools are useful. In the 

early years programme, we co-developed a tool with New 

Philanthropy Capital to help participants identify their different 

categories of spend. This should not be an activity that is 

outsourced. It is not for finance departments. It is for leaders  

of innovation and their teams to feed this insight into their 

broader understanding of the work.
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Critically, the cost data can then become another way to 

connect diverse teams – users, staff and others – to the reality 

of the world as it is. It can help stimulate a conversation about 

what is good about that reality, what is not so good and what 

needs to change.

Making the most of all these kinds of data requires deep 

immersion in it by the core team. This might involve a day, two 

days or more digging into what has been learnt – and ultimately 

distilling what the big, emerging challenges, opportunities and 

principles are. This is where great representation of the data is 

powerful and important. Making the most of it requires people 

to understand it clearly – and to get a sense of its moral force 

as well as the facts. Good techniques include visual illustrations, 

videos of people’s stories, mapping and personal testimony. 

At the end of this phase, the cumulative impact of the new insights 

from ethnography, horizon scanning, and resource audit should be 

two-fold: firstly, senior political and corporate leaders, along with 

the team (including community members) should have a strong, 

shared understanding of users’ aspirations, the challenges they face, 

and opportunities to build on; secondly, the whole team, including 

senior leaders, should have a powerful new energy and momentum 

that stems from this renewed sense of purpose and belief that they 

can have a real, positive impact on people’s lives.
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New perspectives on the solution

New perspectives on the solution are built directly  

on the priorities and opportunities identified in the 

previous phase. 

They are generated in three main ways:

•	 Firstly, and most importantly, from the design input of users 

themselves. Service users ensure that any new approach to 

tackling local challenges is  feasible and desirable, and will 

really work. 

•	 Secondly, involvement of service users unlocks ‘new 

resources’ that can be used to deliver a solution in new ways. 

They identify community assets, like local meeting points 

that might be part of a new approach. Their own energy and 

desire to be involved is the most important resource of all – 

they become part of the solution, most obviously through 

volunteering. 

•	 Finally, the horizon scanning undertaken in the previous phase 

offers another ‘new perspective on the solution’. It helps to 

test and maintain the radical ambition of local teams as their 

ideas develop, and prevents a slip back to the ‘status quo’.
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There are two key phases to this, both of which can  

be tackled using a variety of tools. 

The first is to find ways of sharing emerging ideas 

with different groups to test their usefulness, eliminate 

non-starters, and enrich the detail with which they are 

described. During the early years work, the Innovation 

Unit design team helped to represent each team’s top six 

ideas as cartoons, which could then be shared broadly 

throughout the community. Some teams took them out 

to the playground, or put them in the staff room. Others 

shared them at community events, or just at the shops.

Having narrowed down the ideas, and refined the  

remaining concepts, the second step is to develop  

a whole picture of the service – a service ‘blueprint’. This 

requires a detailed specification from start to finish, and 

from the perspective of everyone involved, from users, 

to front line staff, and from the back office team to the 

technologies required to make it possible.
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All of this should be continually tested against the 

original research into challenges faced. It should also 

be tested against the evidence base available on 

work in the sector – what does this tell us about the 

likelihood of our work having an impact? In the light 

of this, how might we adjust the idea to maximize 

its impact? This is in itself a kind of prototyping. We 

call this ‘exploratory prototyping’ – testing ideas on 

paper with the people who will affect, and be affected 

by them.
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Prototyping

Prototyping is very simply about testing ideas as quickly 

and as cheaply as possible. It is about minimising the 

risk of doing things differently – doing things at a very 

small scale, or using mock ups, rather than testing ideas 

for real on a whole service. It challenges the traditional 

model of ‘decide, plan, implement’ by introducing a 

review element - nothing is every implemented before  

it has been rigorously tried and tested.

We have already talked about the role of prototyping 

being ongoing throughout the life of an innovation 

programme – testing concepts early on. There are also 

some more specific and in depth ways of testing the 

details of ideas. These become increasingly important as 

they take shape. This is sometimes called ‘development 

prototyping’. Some elements of this might require some 

expert design help – mocking up a new website, or a 

welcoming new space for example. But it might equally 

be as simple as running a tester training session for a new 

role to see what can be improved. Or working with one 

family to see what kind of mentoring package might be 

appropriate for the area.
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Fundamentally, this is about a mindset. It is about seeing 

experimentation as part of the design process and failing early 

to succeed later. It is about learning from these experiments 

and building on them. It is definitely about constantly 

remembering to test ideas and functions with the people who 

will be using them ultimately. 
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Embedding and scaling the work

This work is about understanding the context in which 

you are working – who’s involved, where mandate  comes 

from and how change happens.

The most important early element of this is about setting 

clear expectations for the work. Is the team excited about 

developing an interesting new model with a small, local service? 

Or is it about doing work on behalf of the whole early years 

service in the area, in partnership with the Director of Children’s 

Services from day one. If it is the latter, it should be consciously 

planned for and designed into the programme.

These early decisions and commitments will shape the work 

throughout – particularly its communication. When and how 

are senior staff and politicians involved in the work? When 

will other service professionals engage in the work and begin 

examining its possible implications for them? Who leads  

the work? What is its scope? What is its scale?
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Dynamics of the work

Fluidity and merging

The first thing that should be clear from the diagram on 

page 26 is that this work is not sequential. In the early years 

programme, we began by designing a sequence of activities, 

but this is not the natural dynamic of the work. All of these 

elements inform and support each other.

For example, as the work progresses, a leader’s 

understanding of who should be part of  the team  will 

change and develop. This is partly because uncovering 

more about the nature of the challenge you are facing 

tells you more about who is needed to help tackle it. It is also 

because moving from exploring challenges to embedding 

solutions requires different people and different skills.

Similarly, developing new perspectives on  the challenge  

and designing  better solutions  founded on these  

insights, should be an iterative process.  

Working with users on developing new service ideas,  

based on insights about their lives, will inevitably raise  

more questions that need to be answered. Prototyping   

new ideas early on can also help uncover insights about  

the challenges faced by service users.

Finally, it should be clear that creating the conditions  

for  embedding and scaling  radically efficient work  

should be going on right from the very beginning. These  

considerations are inherent in how the team is built from  

day one and influence activity throughout the process. Where  

are the communication points with community members, with 

staff and with politicians for example to get them used to and 

involved with the emerging ideas?
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Distinction and clarity

It is fitting that complex innovation contains some seeming 

paradoxes. Fluid, interlocking phases are key to success. But so 

is seeing their distinct contributions, and keeping them separate 

for a time.

One of the insights most often shared by local authority staff 

throughout the early years process was how counter-cultural it 

is to spend time thinking about the nature of the challenges and 

opportunities they face – rather than leaping straight into action 

and solutions. And how valuable this was. It is the fundamental 

step necessary to doing the best possible work.

“Normally you talk about what you are doing not the 

need for it. But... we were gathering insights and trying 

to understand the problem. Now I feel confident to 

explain what we were doing and why we were doing it.” 

(Locality Leader)

This means that whilst conversations about the implications of 

what we are learning about the challenges we face should inform 

our thinking about possible solutions early on, we should also be 

alive to the fact that this can be a trap. Iteration is key. Unless 

emerging solutions are constantly tested against an evolving, and 

independent understanding of the nature of the challenge being 

tackled, and opportunities being built on, we fall straight back 

into designing solutions that seem smart – but don’t address the 

real issues.
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Communication and Engagement

When undertaking the complex job of service redesign, teams 

can find it hard to explain what they doing and creating with 

others, including those to whom they are accountable. Involving 

politicians on an ongoing basis is key to their sponsorship. 

Effective communications are also central to engaging internal 

stakeholders and service users, who will be critical to the 

success or failure of plans for implementation. So processes 

for transforming public services need to include a strategy for 

communications. 
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Energy flows

This work is difficult, complex, draining and highly rewarding. 

Different elements of the process hold their own challenges – 

and can contribute to, or take away from its momentum. The 

diagram below indicates the common high and low energy 

moments. One of the most important leadership tasks in this 

work is to sustain energy throughout the ups and downs.
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3. Radical Efficiency  
in action in reading

There are three main ways in which savings  

are generated through radical efficiency:

•	 Firstly, services that are shown to have little or no impact  

are stopped.

•	 Secondly, new resources are revealed and liberated 

to contribute to a different, better solution. The most 

important of these is user energy and involvement – 

generated voluntarily through involvement in developing  

a new approach that they really believe will work.

•	 Finally, through prevention. Radical efficiency aims to 

identify the core of challenges, in order to tackle causes not 

symptoms. It should prevent crisis. 

The work in Reading focused on one Children’s Centre in  

the South Reading area of Whitley to develop and test different, 

better and lower costs services.

New perspectives on the challenge

Ethnography showed the Reading team that families felt 

helpless - ‘done to’ by professionals with no confidence in 

managing alone and low aspirations. They also felt excluded, 

through feared judgement by professionals and members of 

their own community. This was coupled with social isolation, 

fear of living in their community, having no one to turn to and 

having no where to go.  
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The team realised than even when done well existing services 

did not address the issues identified in the ‘new perspectives on 

challenges’ phase. There were in-built limits to the number of 

families  a children’s centre can serve, even with professionals 

operating at full capacity. Families most in need were not 

accessing services - ‘repeat consumers’ often crowded them 

out and they were put off coming to children’s centres because 

of fear of judgement. 

Light bulb moments

 “We had a huge shock when we interviewed 32 families 

(92 children) and none of them had ever paid for 

childcare. Many parents are doing part-time jobs but they 

all use sisters and aunts etc. We just hadn’t realised that 

the white working class culture is such that they don’t put 

their children into paid childcare.” (Locality leader)

New perspectives on solutions

The Reading team realised that the way professionals work 

reinforced some families’ belief that they are not able to 

make a positive difference to their own children’s outcomes. 

They needed to shift the balance of power from professionals 

to families. The team is determined that services must be 

designed and delivered by using volunteers to support a more 

family-centric service. To realise this, the team developed 

‘Parents Supporting Parents’, where thriving parents from local 

communities are trained to support families most in need of 

help. This increases families’ social capital and self-esteem, 

awareness of and take-up of services and enables parents to 

offer high quality support to their peers. 
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Piloting

Whitely Children’s Centre in south Reading ha s been piloting 

the new peer support roles on behalf of all 13 children’s centres 

in Reading. Volunteers contributed 380 hours in total in the 

first 6 months of implementation. During this time the number 

of children reached by Whitely Children’s Centre increased 

from 31% to 55%. At the same time there has been a £34,000 

reduction in spend – a saving of 34%.  This has been achieved 

through a change in role for professional staff - supporting and 

training bthe volunteers rather than doing all the direct delivery. 

Fewer professional staff are now needed.

Embedding and scaling

Reading are replicating this process and adapting the approach 

across all of their children’s centres - introducing new ways of 

working over the next 2 years. This will increase the potential 

for greater savings, higher performance and closer relationships 

with families and communities. To achieve this, some wider 

system changes are underway to make it more likely that 

Reading will be successful in introducing the new service at 

scale. This includes restructuring the council to reduce the 

disconnect between adult and children’s services and working 

with registrars to register births in children’s centres. In addition 

they are joining up health and midwifery as well as joining up 

with probation and the police to better screen and identify 

vulnerable families. 
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4.	Conditions for success 
From our work on radical efficiency in action, we know that 

there are things that need to be in place within the council for 

the project to be successful and sustainable.

In order to lay the right internal foundations for the work, there 

are some key questions to be answered, including ‘have we got 

the right team?’, and ‘do we have sufficient buy-in from key 

players like council leaders and local community?’.

The grid below is a high-level, internal audit tool to help you assess 

whether the conditions are in place to undertake radical efficiency 

work in your council.

Belief in the need to do things radically differently to help 
improve people’s lives – that the status quo is not sufficient

Senior, executive support for and championing of the work

Political cover for radical change

Beginnings of partnership with local communities

Local leader with:

Time

Energy

Belief

Determination

Mixed team of:

Different services

Different skills

Empathy

Mobilising

Belief

Different, strong networks

Willingness to let go and to embrace new possibilities
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Some of the skills required to undertake radical efficiency  

in action vary hugely depending on context and ambition. 

These might come from within or from outside your 

organisation. They include:

Critical friendship – holding innovators to their ambition	

Challenge and support	

Facilitation for key events	

Encouragement

Synthesis	

Analysis	

Trust with internal team	

Connection to others with similar ambitions	

Insight	

Tools

User insight and ethnography,

Community engagement

Horizon scanning,

Resource auditing

How you move forward from here will depend on your ambition, 

your internal capacity and the resource you have to dedicate to 

developing different, better, lower cost services. 

5.	WHAT NEXT?



355. WHAT NEXT?

•	 Identify the tools and people 

internally who are well suited  

to the task

•	 Identify a leader who understands  

and can drive the work

C. Undertake the work internally, build on existing capacity

•	 to help to design a programme of 

work and identify activities that will 

work for you

•	 to help to broker the right 

conversations internally

•	 to help to facilitate the work

•	 to act as a critical friend – offering 

challenge and support

•	 Innovation intermediary helps 

strategy team to design a suitable 

work programme – and to build 

their capacity to repeat the 

activity in future

•	 Coach the strategy team through 

their first application of the work

A. Work with an innovation intermediary directly

B. Train your internal strategy team to support the work

The three models below describe different, possible next steps 

for different contexts. 
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More resources: 

Visit the NESTA website: www.nesta.org.uk/areas_of_work/ 

public_services_lab/transforming_early_years 

Access background research and previous publications  

on radical efficiency from: http://www.nesta.org.uk/publications/

reports/assets/features/radical_efficiency

Visit the Innovation Unit website and access our range  

of resources, including detailed case studies: 

www.innovationunit.org/transformingearlyyears

Prototyping Public Services: An introduction to using prototyping 

in the development of public services  - http://www.nesta.org.uk/

library/documents/PrototypingLearning.pdf

Transforming early years learning report  -  http://www.

innovationunit.org/sites/default/files/Transforming%20Early%20

Years%20-%20Learning%20Partner%20Final%20Report.pdf

Read blog posts written throughout the journey: 

www.innovationunit.org/blog/201101/champion_early_intervention

Contact Sarah Gillinson, Partner, Innovation Unit: 

sarah.gillinson@innovationunit.org 

020 7250 8089

CAN Mezzanine
49-51 East Road

London - N1 6AH
www.innovationunit.org

1 Plough Place,  
London, EC4A 1DE
www.nesta.org.uk


