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What are new operating models?
New operating models describe a new way of working for local authorities  
that acknowledges the complexity and interconnectedness of social issues  
and the people and organisations that aim to tackle them. The work of the local 
authorities participating in the Upstream Collaborative, and the experiences of 
the communities they serve, has informed the development of a framework that 
characterises what new operating models look like in practice. The framework 
incorporates the often ‘hidden’ qualities which underpin this work, such as  
mindset, values and behaviours, alongside new practical capabilities and  
enabling infrastructure. 

Find out more in ‘Introducing New Operating Models for Local Government’,  
part one of this Handbook. 
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‘Meaningful Measurement’ is part of the New Operating Models Handbook,  
a set of learning products which explore the new operating models emerging 
in local government – how they work, what they look like and the key features 
needed to promote success elsewhere. It draws on the experience of the twenty 
pioneering Local Authorities participating in the Upstream Collaborative,  
which was led by Nesta in partnership with Collaborate from 2019 to 2020.  
The Handbook is made up of six parts: 
 

Introducing New Operating Models for Local Government

From the Margins to the Mainstream: 
How to create the conditions for new operating models to thrive

Reframing Risk: 
How to adopt new mindsets around risk that enable innovation

Asset-Based Community Development for Local Authorities: 
How to rebuild relationships with communities through asset-based approaches

Meaningful Measurement: 
How a new mindset around measurement can support a culture of  
continual learning – notes from the field

A Catalyst for Change:  
What COVID-19 has taught us about the future of local government

About the New Operating  
Models Handbook
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 “ We could end up with a far, far better 
system if this ever gets to be normal.”  

Mark Smith, Gateshead Council



00. 
Introduction

Over the last few years, local authorities across the country have  
been pioneering new ways of addressing the increasingly complex  
challenges communities face. They’ve developed ambitious, high  
potential programmes of work to try to tackle the underlying causes  
of social problems, heading ‘upstream’ to create the conditions for  
citizens and communities to truly flourish. 

Their initiatives are highly varied, but share common features – partnership 
working, connection to a wider transformation programme, high degrees of 
localisation, a focus on more personalised outcomes for individuals, and smart  
use of data. 

To deliver these initiatives, councils have had to adopt new ways of working,  
as detailed in ‘Introducing New Operating Models for Local Government’    1. A key 
part of the transition to new operating models is realigning measurement and 
evaluation practices to better fit the complexity and interconnectedness of social 
challenges and enable learning. 

This paper, based on the insight and practical experiences of members of Nesta’s 
Upstream Collaborative, outlines how local authorities are experimenting with 
measurement practices that help them learn about complex problems, the people 
experiencing them, and how their work can make a difference. These practices 
help them adapt and improve, co-creating the conditions from which better 
outcomes are more likely to emerge.

The Upstream Collaborative supported local government innovators to share, 
assess and accelerate new operating models. During the programme participants 
formed workgroups, collaborating around a challenge or opportunity relevant  
to their work and sharing ideas and stories to amplify and improve practice.  
The Centre for Public Impact facilitated the Meaningful Measurement Workgroup, 
who co-produced this paper. The workgroup included eleven local authorities and 
their partners:

Derbyshire City Council, Gateshead Metropolitan Borough Council, Greater 
Manchester Combined Authority, Huntingdonshire District Council, Kirklees 
Council, Leeds City Council, London Borough of Barking & Dagenham, 
Middlesbrough Council, Oxford City Council, Oxford Hub, Redcar & Cleveland 
Borough Council, City of York Council. 
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What we mean by meaningful measurement

During our discussions with the workgroup, the terms ‘measurement’, 
‘evaluation’, ‘evidence’ and ‘performance management’ were used extensively 
and often interchangeably. Within this report we have taken a deliberately 
inclusive view of evidence, from research and evaluation studies to expert 
knowledge and stakeholder consultations. For us, good – and useful – 
evidence is robust and appropriate for the issue at hand. 

Importantly, evidence is more than just data. Local authorities often collect 
a great deal of monitoring data – the number of people who use a service, 
where they live, what they thought of the service they received, and so on.  
But data like these give no information about what actually works, what 
has an impact, or insights into cost effectiveness. The key is turning such 
monitoring data into evidence.

Quantitative data is something that has been counted or measured –  
it expresses quantity, amount or range. Qualitative data is gathered from 
opinions, views, notes or observations. Often it’s words, expressions, drawings 
or symbols. Neither form of data is better than the other – they have different 
uses – and in their raw form, neither is particularly useful. 

For example, say a local authority is collecting data on how many people use 
their services, how often, who they are, and what they think of it. Data alone 
won’t tell us much. The starting point for interpreting data is to ask questions 
of it, and to code it and analyse it accordingly. This produces information, and 
once we have information we have something useful; information can tell us 
something or shed light on a question. It’s at this point, when information is 
giving insight and answering a question, that we have evidence. 

Good evidence can provide insight into what Nesta has described as the  
‘six Ws’: what works, for whom, when, where, and with whom  2. This paper  
will explore the move to more meaningful measurement being made by  
some local authorities as part of their adoption of new operating models,  
and how this can provide the evidence that helps them make progress as  
they head upstream.
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 “ The focus of performance and impact 
measurement is too often heavily 
weighted towards traditional, often 
regulatory-led and service-specific 
frameworks and measures. We are 
interested in an alternative approach 
that can be focused around what is 
important to a person and supports us 
to experiment and learn continuously.”  

Rhodri Rowlands, London Borough of Barking and Dagenham



01. 
Working upstream calls for a  
new approach to measurement

Measurement can be used to fulfil many different purposes, depending on the 
context in which it’s being used. Measurement can help organisations judge 
the relative success or failure of their activities; provide accountability to a 
range of different stakeholders; increase transparency around performance, 
clarifying and signalling which outcomes are important; and help them learn 
how to adapt, improve, and understand their progress.3 

The Treasury’s Magenta Book   4, the handbook containing central government 
guidance on evaluation, states: “There are two main purposes for carrying out  
an evaluation: learning and accountability.” Accountability is a key instrument  
of democracy, ensuring that public money is well spent, that public services  
are effective and that any regulation strikes the right balance between burden 
and protection.

Unfortunately, in the experience of the members of the Meaningful Measurement 
workgroup, there is an over-emphasis on accountability data collection, in 
particular the focus on ensuring actions are generating best ‘value for money’.  
This frequently overshadows how measurement and evaluation can be useful  
and support learning. 

  Measures are used mostly to keep score. They are generally for the benefit of others 
(inspectors, commissioners, distant leaders) and allow a justification of current 
working and/or the attribution of any observable problems to other causes  
(put another way, ‘we did our bit, the problem is that other service/agency etc’). 
 
Mark Smith, Gateshead Council 
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1.1 Complicated vs complex

In his work on Developmental Evaluation  5, Dr Michael Quinn Patton  
categorises different types of evaluation approaches as either ‘traditional’  
or ‘developmental’  6.

For a complicated problem, where interventions are expected to have 
a predictable, linear, cause-effect relationship, ‘traditional’ approaches, 
which rely on high degrees of central control, are appropriate. For complex 
problems, where it is difficult to know in advance what impact an intervention 
may have, a ‘developmental’ approach based on learning and adaptation 
is more appropriate. Printing passports, for example, where you can set 
targets to evaluate success, is complicated; the education system, trying 
to understand how an individual child learns and develops, is complex.7 

While both evaluation approaches can be useful depending on the context,  
the experiences of the workgroup suggest that traditional approaches are  
far more common and have become deeply embedded within the values, 
mindset, processes and practices of the public sector.

1.2 Using traditional approaches in complex domains  
is problematic 

In a range of complicated scenarios, where causal events can be predicted,  
the traditional approach to measurement can and has helped to drive public 
sector increases in performance and reductions in cost. 

  Chasing performance targets prevents people from doing the right thing.  
When they’re driven by performance targets people can lose sight of better 
understanding those they are working with and what they need. 
 
Becky Lomas, Derbyshire County Council 

However, a lack of understanding about how to measure impact in complex 
systems has led to an overreliance on traditional measurement approaches in local 
government. Particularly where targets are used and incentivised, this can result 
in situations that, often unintentionally, prevent local authorities and their partners 
from being able to learn, adapt and innovate in response to the challenges and 
opportunities their communities face. Additionally, the members of the Upstream 
Collaborative who formed this workgroup highlighted that a target-driven culture 
can skew evaluation approaches to prioritise the measurement of things that are 
simpler to measure, rather than what matters. The desire to reach targets can  
also lead to programmes that avoid engaging with groups of citizens deemed 
'harder to reach’, distorting who benefits from services. 
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This presents a problem for those practitioners trying to address complex 
challenges by heading upstream and understanding the root causes of 
demand. Complex challenges, by their very nature, require experimentation 
and iteration to enable actors across a system to act responsively. In these 
circumstances the approach to evidence needs to be rebalanced in ways that 
allow for, and encourage, a continuous process of innovation and learning.

1.3 Mindset shift is at the core of new operating models

Innovative local authorities in the Upstream Collaborative are adopting new ways 
of working that move attention and resources upstream of service delivery to 
focus on creating the economic, social and community conditions that enable 
citizens to thrive. To do so, they are adopting new operating models – central to 
which is a mindset that fundamentally changes the way these councils put their 
infrastructure and capabilities to use. 

This mindset is based on core beliefs about the way the world works –  
a worldview that then influences how the work of local government is  
done and how progress is measured.

Figure 1: Exploring core beliefs, Centre for Public Impact

Core beliefs of traditional 
measurement

Core beliefs of measurement  
for learning

The world is complicated, but can 
ultimately be broken up into a  
series of linear, causal events.

The world is complex, and solutions  
to social problems involve many 
actors interacting in a variety of ways.

When facing a problem there is  
a ‘right’ solution that, if controlled  
well, will predictably lead to 
measurable impact.

When facing a social problem, 
there are many potential solutions – 
experimentation and collaboration 
will determine which is the most 
appropriate.

The purpose of measurement is  
to exert control over the system,  
using predefined targets and 
associated rewards or sanctions  
to manage performance.

The purpose of measurement is to 
learn, increasing understanding of 
local and individual context in order  
to adapt and improve.
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The workgroup members are working on initiatives that are collaborative in 
nature, necessitating evaluation processes that are equally collaborative and 
participatory. They recognise that they are working with individuals with complex 
life histories, experiences, relationships and challenges; that the challenges they’re 
setting out to address – anti-social behaviour, mental health issues, long-term 
worklessness – are interconnected and interdependent; that the systems that 
support people are complex – there are many different but interconnected 
agencies, all made up of people with varied skills, governed by different policies 
and processes, with different funding streams; and that places and problems 
differ – what works for one person or in one place might not work in the same 
way elsewhere.

In these circumstances, the emphasis needs to be on developmental 
approaches to evaluation that focus on learning as a way of understanding 
which activities are working and why, set up feedback loops that support 
continuous improvement, and open up new ideas through new relationships. 
In this way, the act of measurement and evaluation can become part of the 
creative process, with reflective, qualitative practices supporting the growth 
of trusting relationships, personalised insight and a rebalancing of power.
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1.4 Supporting a measurement culture that prioritises  
learning and improvement

To embed a measurement for learning approach requires local authorities to 
consciously explore a cultural shift based on a collaborative, systemic, long-term 
mindset that will enable a more fundamental change than simply introducing  
new tools alone.

The workgroup paid particular attention to the underlying beliefs, values,  
and principles 8 of their measurement practice, using them to develop a set of 
shared values and principles which, from their experience, enable measurement 
for learning.

Measurement for learning relies on creating the conditions under which people 
can report results honestly, sharing what hasn’t worked and needs to be improved 
in addition to what is working well. Trust, authenticity, and curiosity can create a 
new virtuous cycle of learning. 

Curiosity means seeking out the views of those who are different than you 
 

  We need a level of open-mindedness to be wrong about our own assumptions.  
Too often people struggle to let go of assumptions. 
 
Sara Fernandez, Oxford Hub

A key outcome of this culture is that members of staff feel comfortable speaking 
truth to power, sharing their authentic experiences, and iteratively adapting and 
improving based on what is learned. When staff feel that what they share will be 
listened to and acted on, they are more likely to be open and constructive about 
their experiences, viewing failure as an opportunity to learn and improve 9.
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Figure 2: Values and principles of measurement for learning,  
Centre for Public Impact

Value Principle

Trust Share power with 
those best placed  
to act

Trust those closest to the problem to 
shape the measurement approach, 
sharing agency and accountability

Build trust by 
listening and 
enabling action

Listen deeply to people and ensure 
action is taken based on what 
you learn, holding those in power 
accountable for enabling action

Authenticity Bring empathy  
into measurement

Collect data that helps cultivate 
a deep understanding of citizens’ 
experiences

Capture authentic 
voices of citizens

Design measurement approaches  
to reflect what matters to citizens

Communicate 
authentically and 
transparently

Share not just what is working well  
but what is not working and how it 
can be improved

Curiosity Reflect rather  
than report

Encourage honest, open-ended 
reflection over narrow metrics,  
without threat of punishment  
or offer of incentive

Seek out what  
you don’t know

Grow collective understanding by 
creatively capturing what is unknown 
and seeking insight from those with 
differing viewpoints

Test assumptions 
with an open mind

Be open to the idea that your beliefs 
and assumptions may be wrong
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 “ It is important to articulate how you are 
a learning organisation and what this 
looks like at the frontline and strategic 
leadership level.”  

Hannah Elliott, Kirklees Council



Changing organisational culture to value measurement for learning can  
feel like a huge task. However, taking a developmental approach based  
on innovation practice can be a good first step. 

Trying out new tools and building new practices into the work routine of a single 
team or department first can create a climate of reflective practice and open up 
new possibilities.

New measurement practices can start with questions that sense check the 
activity being undertaken, and whether the approach is merely habitual or  
has really been chosen to maximise the learning opportunity.

This requires a reconsideration – not just of why we are measuring the activity, but 
who determines what we measure, how we measure, and who the measurement is 
truly for. To fully enable the approach it’s important to take all of these things into 
account. The framework below sets out the key considerations for doing this. 

Figure 3: A framework for measurement for learning, Centre for Public Impact

Why do we 
measure?

Who determines 
what we measure?

How do we 
measure?

What do we 
measure?

To learn, 
understanding 
unique contexts

Senior leaders 
and regulatory 
agencies enable 
and support

Collect data to 
test underlying 
assumptions

A combination  
of qualitative and 
quantitative data

To improve 
services based on 
what was learned

Staff closest to 
residents shape 
the approach

Reflect rather  
than report

What matters to 
the person and  
to government

Residents 
authentically share 
their experiences

View failure 
as a learning 
opportunity

The impact an 
intervention had 
on an individual  
or community

This chapter sets out how local authorities can experiment in measurement  
for learning through a series of case studies. 

02.  
Measurement for learning:  
putting it into practice
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2.1. Case studies: experiments in measurement for learning

The following examples of measurement for learning from the workgroup 
members represent just a small sample of the ways this approach is taking 
hold across the UK. The workgroup’s ‘Measurement for Learning’ blog series 10, 
published throughout the process of developing this paper, describes additional 
approaches – Community Builders 11 in Leeds or storytelling as an evaluation 
methodology 12 in Oxford. Other local authorities outside the workgroup, members 
of central government, and civil society organisations are also using approaches 
for measurement for learning in their own contexts. 

By experimenting with and adapting these tools and others shared by expert 
evaluators, practitioners can develop new capabilities and start to build a 
measurement for learning approach that works in their context.

Below are five examples of approaches that members of the workgroup have 
used to practically develop the capabilities and infrastructure that can unlock 
measurement for learning. 

Experiment 1: 
encouraging 
curiosity

Learning Pods A set of open-ended questions 
for staff to share learnings in a 
dynamic, adaptive way

Experiment 2: 
living values

Values and Principles 
Check-In 

Regular team meetings to 
reflect on the values and 
principles underpinning the 
measurement approach

Experiment 2: 
building trust

Life Journey Mapping Meaningful conversations 
with citizens that help flag 
opportunities for early 
intervention

Experiment 3: 
empathy and 
understanding 

From Checklists  
to Conversations

Moving social care assessments 
away from tickboxes and 
towards meaningful dialogue

Experiment 5: 
being authentic

Deep Listening Understanding the real needs, 
experiences and perspectives  
of local communities
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2.1.1 Learning Pods

Internal reflection tool that uses a set of open-ended questions for staff to share learning 
in a dynamic, adaptive way.

Learning pods are one of the internal measurement methods that have proven 
effective at building a learning-oriented culture. The method, inspired by 
Chris Bolton’s viral blog post 13 on deploying learning and innovation teams in 
response to COVID-19, pairs staff who interact directly with citizens but don’t 
normally work together to reflect on what they have experienced and learned 
over the past week. 

Oxford Together, a collaboration between Oxford City Council and Oxford Hub, 
which was focused on helping those in need during COVID-19, incorporated 
learning pods as a regular reflection mechanism into their work. Led by Becky 
Willis, a project manager for the City Council, Sara Fernandez, who leads Oxford 
Hub, and the team at Centre for Public Impact, a group of around thirty staff 
identified important challenges and opportunities they could act upon. 
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Learning pods use a set of open-ended questions so staff participating can share 
what has emerged in a dynamic, adaptive way. 

Questions include: 

• What have you done differently this week? 

• What did you learn? 

• What enabled that learning? 

• What has gone wrong?

Knowing they are free to candidly share their feelings, staff feel safe opening 
up about what they think could have gone better, insights that are then used 
to inform decision-making about how to adapt and improve moving forward. 
After reflecting on the questions with a learning partner, staff come together for 
a group discussion to understand perspectives across different pods. In addition 
to enabling learning, the exercise builds empathy as staff are exposed to a wide 
range of perspectives.

Some examples of ideas generated in a learning pod session were:

• The need to create spaces for relationships and trust to be cultivated  
across teams and organisations

• To better enable information flow

• To make the council more accessible, especially for minority groups

• To increase flexibility and resilience all emerged as key priorities from  
the first sessions. 

Participants described learning pods as an opportunity to understand and learn 
from different perspectives, to reflect on their experiences, and to be open and 
honest. As one participant described: “Being in a non hierarchical space without 
our 'usual' teams or line managers is helpful. It feels like you can be completely 
open and honest. You don't feel like you need to censor your answers. It is so 
helpful to hear from others.”
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2.1.2 Values and Principles Check-In 

Regular meetings where staff can reflect on the values and principles underpinning  
their approach to measurement.

Another way to enable learning and improvement within your team is to 
explicitly check in on the values and principles underpinning your approach 
to measurement. The workgroup has recommended a set of values 14 – trust, 
authenticity, and curiosity – and principles that flow out of these, but you can 
develop your own to embody and hold yourself accountable for. The method 
draws inspiration from Confirmation Practices 15, simple routines for systematic 
reflective practice developed by Andy Brogan at Easier Inc 16. 

Our adapted version  17 simply involves bringing team members together on a 
monthly basis to reflect on the following questions for each principle that has 
been defined:

• How well are we adhering to this principle from 1 (not very well) to 4 (very well)? 
Don’t overthink your response, just go with your gut reaction.

• Why do we deserve that rating?

• What action can we take (if any)?

Like the learning pods, the purpose is to genuinely understand how everyone  
feels the team is doing to enable collective adaptation and improvement.  
This approach enables you to reflect on how well you are living out your  
values as a learning organisation.

For a downloadable version of the values and principles check-in, see here 18.
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2.1.3 Life journey mapping

Life journey mapping: Proactively reaching out to citizens for meaningful conversations 
that identify opportunities for early intervention.

In Huntingdonshire City Council, Oliver Morley, Corporate Director (People),  
has been working with Claudia Deeth, Community Protection and Enforcement 
Officer, and a range of partners from across the system to create life journey maps. 

By combining quantitative data points with qualitative insights they are designing 
a powerful way for local authorities to understand when proactive action should 
be taken (i.e. high risk score) and how to give individuals the agency to achieve 
their goals (i.e., build on an individual’s unique strengths). Life journey mapping  
is an experimental tool designed to enable:

• Preventative intervention: by meaningfully engaging with citizens and 
understanding stressful experiences that may trigger crises, tailored and early 
support can be provided to prevent future harm. As Oliver Morley describes: 
“Bad things do happen, but most of the time the signs are there. Quantifying, 
preventing, and addressing risks reduces poor outcomes.”

• Learning from failure: the life journey map strengthens understanding of  
the complex series of life events that contributed to a crisis in someone’s life.  
By examining how these interrelated actions compounded, we can see where 
we could have intervened earlier and adapt how we handle future situations 
based on what we learn.

• Systems change: a life journey map illuminates different life events that siloed 
actors may not have seen otherwise. For example, if an individual applied for 
social care, but did not meet the criteria to receive support, the map enables 
consideration of other forms of support that individuals may need. Instead of 
treating it as a transaction where the person is turned away, a more holistic 
view of a person’s needs allows us to treat it as a relationship and refer them  
to other services within the system, besides formal care, that may be of use.

The council and partners start by providing staff with “meaningful conversations” 
training, based on the Making Every Contact Count training 19 commonly used 
in health, to help them have conversations with citizens that move beyond 
presenting issues and get to the root cause. Trained staff then proactively  
reach out to citizens (e.g. those who have missed a council tax payment) to  
have a meaningful conversation and identify key moments in citizens’ lives,  
their perception of these events, and any impact it had on them.
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From these conversations, staff create a visual life journey map that plots out life 
events and quantifies the level of risk associated with each event using tools such 
as the Holmes-Rahe Stress score 20, which weights the stress level of a life event. 
A total “risk score” of an individual is then calculated by adding together the risk 
levels of each event. The more traumatic events an individual has experienced,  
the more likely they are to be susceptible to a crisis (e.g. homelessness, mental 
illness or arrest) 21. 

Each event is also associated with the cost to various systems within local 
government (e.g. police, social care, education), using the cost benefit analysis 
tool  22 developed by fellow workgroup member Dave Kelly and colleagues at 
Greater Manchester Combined Authority. 

The risk score and costs can be combined with qualitative data on strengths 
each person has (e.g., gifts, passions, skills), drawing inspiration from Asset Based 
Community Development (ABCD) 23. 

See a detailed version of the map here.24

23Meaningful Measurement

https://www.stress.org/holmes-rahe-stress-inventory
https://www.greatermanchester-ca.gov.uk/what-we-do/research/research-cost-benefit-analysis/
https://www.greatermanchester-ca.gov.uk/what-we-do/research/research-cost-benefit-analysis/
http://www.nesta.org.uk/upstream/life-journey-map


2.1.4 From Checklists to Conversations 

From checklists to conversations: moving social care assessments away from tickboxes 
and towards meaningful dialogue. 

Mike Richardson, Transformation Programme Manager at York, led an adult social 
care transformation programme that took a strengths-based  25 approach to the 
social care needs assessment process, designed to influence the level of demand 
for the service and the length of time the assessment process takes. Central to 
the approach was enabling staff to have open-ended conversations with citizens 
rather than completing transactional checklists that have set thresholds for 
standardised service provision.

As Mike describes: “professionals are free to have meaningful, collaborative 
conversations promoting the use of strengths, resources, and potential to achieve 
desired outcomes and solutions to maximise a person’s quality of life.”

While this programme embodies all of the values and principles of measurement 
for learning, the emphasis on empathetic conversations enables social workers 
to put authenticity at the heart – capturing the authentic voices of citizens and 
understanding what matters to them.
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Figure 4: From checklists to conversations at City of York Council,  
Centre for Public Impact

CHECKLISTS

Purpose 
To control who receives care and how  
that care is delivered.

How to measure 
Predefined assessments to determine 
whether people are eligible to receive 
or increase their formal social care 
packages. 

Timing 
Often lengthy waiting lists for 
assessments, in excess of eight weeks.

Types of questions 
· Binary yes/no 
·   Quantitative questions to determine if 

people meet a threshold

RESULTS

Gaming 
Potential for the data to be reworked 
to achieve the desired solution, 
affecting the quality of data insight.

Over provision  
65% of people who are assessed receive 
a formal care package.

Dependence & high costs 
Overprovision of formal care is expensive 
and often leads to dependence on care 
(people rarely leave care once enrolled).

CONVERSATIONS

Purpose  
To learn about people seeking care  
and improve their wellbeing.

How to measure 
Genuine, non-judgemental conversations 
aimed at getting at the root of the 
problem and understanding the most 
appropriate informal and formal care 
options.

Timing  
Conversations occur within a week of 
when people first make contact.

Types of questions 
·  How can we make it possible for you to 

live a good life?
· What are your worries and concerns?

RESULTS 

Autonomy 
Social workers feel they are helping 
regardless of whether or not people meet 
eligibility requirements.

Fewer formal care packages 
33% of people who are assessed 
conversationally receive formal care 
packages within the first six months.

Relationships 
People build relationships with social 
workers and co-develop bespoke care 
plans that revolve more around informal 
care than formal care.

FROM CHECKLISTS TO CONVERSATIONS IN ADULT SOCIAL CARE
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2.1.5 Deep Listening 

Deep listening: an approach to better understand the real needs, experiences  
and perspectives of local communities. 

Mark Adams, Joint Director of Public Health for Middlesbrough Council, has been 
working with Catherine Parker, a consultant on public health for Public Health 
South Tees, to develop an approach to deeply listen to citizens in Middlesbrough. 
The programme is aimed at better understanding the perspectives of those 
disproportionately affected by COVID-19, such as people experiencing 
homelessness, domestic abuse, or mental health issues. 

Middlesbrough Council has also partnered with Teesside University and a set of 
voluntary and community sector (VCS) organisations to put these citizens at the 
heart of their approach to understanding what and how they should measure.

The approach draws inspiration from the Mayday Trust’s Wisdom From the 
Street 26, in which a qualitative review of over 100 people delivered powerful 
insights into what people thought of the services designed to support their move 
out of homelessness and toward independence. The results were so powerful they 
prompted changes not only in how support was delivered but in how the entire 
organisation thought, acted and responded.

The work will involve:

01. Trained VCS representatives having a series of listening conversations  
with citizens to better understand the impact COVID-19 has had on their  
lives, what matters to them, and what recovery would mean to them and  
their community.

02. A thematic analysis to understand what is most important to individuals, 
how the partnership can create a baseline from which to measure progress 
towards identified outcomes, and what changes they need to make based  
on what they learn.

03. Ongoing conversations with citizens to understand what progress is being 
made and what must adapt and change over time.

Catherine expands on a critical component of the programme – the nature  
of the conversations. “The conversations are intended to be open and driven by 
the citizens – not transactional, where we simply extract information. We aim 
to arm people who have positive relationships with groups we want to hear 
from with the tools and training to have a conversation that will provide us rich 
feedback and learning.”
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Mark reflects on the potential of this programme to offer citizens an authentic 
chance to determine what the council should be accountable for: “Our aim is 
to have open-ended conversations that allow citizens to tell us what matters to 
them. It is a way for people to tell us what they care about and what the council 
should be accountable for delivering.” 

They are still in the early planning stages of this programme, but Mark and 
Catherine are optimistic that it will surface powerful insights, strengthen 
relationships with citizens, and, importantly, support cultural change within the 
council. Moving away from a service-led culture with predefined processes, this 
programme requires a more open learning culture that is able to use authentic 
listening to plan activity, check progress and to adapt based on what is learned.
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A developmental approach to measurement and evaluation based on 
experimentation, learning, and adaptation is a key enabler of new operating 
models in local government.

While this has always been a part of good evaluation practice, in the experience 
of the workgroup measurement based on traditional frameworks and metrics 
is deeply embedded in the culture and practice of local government. They are 
working to develop alternative approaches through a culture shift that better 
equips them to understand their progress on complex challenges, centre what is 
important to the individuals and communities they’re working with, and support 
teams to experiment and learn continuously. 

Despite the promise these innovative practices show, they are not yet 
systematically applied and embedded in business as usual. For them to be 
sustained and grow requires local authorities to invest in developing both a 
learning culture and a set of knowledge and skills, including listening deeply, 
building empathy, cultivating authentic relationships, and designing rigorous 
experimentation methodologies. These are capabilities that are necessary to 
create truly open learning environments within and across local authorities, 
partners and communities. 

These skills must not live only in siloed performance and improvement 
departments, but rather embedded across the entire local authority so that 
those doing the work are able to assess their progress towards desired outcomes 
– listening, learning, and adapting to the complex challenges they face.

03. 
Conclusion: learning how to learn
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The workgroup acknowledges that they are still very much learning how to learn 
but are keen to be open and collaborative as they do so. To join this learning 
journey, please get in touch:

Experiment Contact

Learning Pods Becky Willis 
bwillis@oxford.gov.uk 

Sara Fernandez 
sara@oxfordhub.org

Values and  
Principles Check-In

John Burgoyne 
john@centreforpublicimpact.org 

Life Journey Map Oliver Morley 
oliver.morley@huntingdonshire.gov.uk 

Checklists to 
Conversations

Mike Richardson 
mike.richardson@york.gov.uk 

Deep Listening Mark Adams 
mark_adams@middlesbrough.gov.uk

Other workgroup 
members

Becky Lomas 
becky.lomas@derbyshire.gov.uk 

Dave Kelly 
dave.kelly@greatermanchester-ca.gov.uk 

Hannah Elliott 
hannah.elliott@kirklees.gov.uk 

Mark Smith 
markasmith@gateshead.gov.uk 

Rhodri Rowlands  
rhodri.rowlands@lbbd.gov.uk
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