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Place-based initiatives in 
England – a literature review 

Overview 

Place-based working has the potential to align local priorities and deliver solutions 

that are tailored to specific contexts. These approaches aim to integrate resources 

and governance across sectors and levels of government. Total Place-style 

initiatives, in particular, have focused on breaking down silos and fostering 

collaboration between public sector organisations to improve outcomes and 

efficiency.  

This literature review examines key academic and think tank contributions, 

evaluations of practical applications, and lessons learned, with an emphasis on 

identifying the conditions necessary for success. 

1. Conceptualising and understanding ‘place 

based’ approaches 

The theoretical underpinning of place-based policy initiatives draws on collaborative 

governance, systems thinking, and place-based approaches. Current UK-based 

efforts play out in the context of significant developments, including a government-

wider ‘Levelling Up’ policy agenda between 2019 and 2024 and, earlier, the 

influential ‘Total Place’ programme.  

Launched in England in 2009, the Total Place initiative aimed to improve public 

service delivery by adopting a "whole area" approach to governance and resource 

allocation. The original Total Place pilots demonstrated the potential of whole-area 

approaches to public services. Mechanisms included mapping funding flows, 

creating multi-agency taskforces, and developing shared performance indicators to 

measure outcomes and efficiency (HM Treasury and CLG, 2010).  
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Total Place sought to break down silos between local authorities, central government 

departments, and public sector agencies, enabling collaboration to address complex 

local challenges. By mapping funding flows and identifying overlaps or inefficiencies, 

Total Place pilots demonstrated significant potential for cost savings and improved 

outcomes. Key principles included shared accountability, joint commissioning, and a 

focus on outcomes over processes. However, the programme faced challenges, 

including short-term funding, inconsistent implementation, an inability to secure 

sufficient commitment from all central government departments, and difficulties 

sustaining cross-sector collaboration without clear governance frameworks and 

aligned incentives. Despite its limitations, Total Place laid the groundwork for 

subsequent place-based initiatives, offering valuable insights into integrated public 

service delivery and localised governance. 

Total Place was followed by a programme of ‘whole place community budgets’. 

Whole Place Community Budgets allowed local areas to pool resources from public 

agencies to redesign services around local needs, aiming to replicate Total Place’s 

focus on integrated governance. Tools like cost-benefit analysis frameworks were 

employed to demonstrate value. However, inconsistent implementation and a lack of 

long-term funding limited scalability (National Audit Office, 2013). 

Individual local authorities also made significant progress in developing systems for 

place-based approaches. The ‘Wigan Deal’ was a self-conscious ‘reset’ of the local 

social contract in a context of tough resource constraints and struggling services. It 

prioritised community collaboration and preventative services through a ‘deal’ 

between the council and residents, supported by deep culture change within the 

council’s institution, specialised training for employees, and efforts at community 

engagement. Mechanisms included co-production of services, asset-based 

community development, and a mutual agreement that encouraged accountability on 

both sides (King’s Fund, 2019). 

Since 2021, a programme of ‘Partnerships for People and Place’ also builds upon 

the legacy of Total Place, playing a role in the Levelling Up agenda. This programme 

pilots hyperlocal solutions to complex social challenges, fostering collaboration 

among local authorities, community organisations, and other partners. Building on 

Total Place, it emphasises pooled resources, local needs, and cross-sector learning 
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to inform scalable models (UK Department for Levelling Up, Housing and 

Communities, 2021).  

In Gateshead the “liberated method” model empowers public servants to take 

initiative and fostering cross-sector collaboration. Practical steps include dismantling 

bureaucratic constraints; enabling a deep culture of experimentation, iteration, and 

learning; introducing flexible working practices; and creating multi-agency leadership 

teams to tackle systemic challenges (Demos, 2023). 

International cases 

Place-based approaches have also been implemented successfully in international 

contexts, offering valuable lessons for adaptation in the UK. 

• Sweden: Regional Development Partnerships: Sweden’s system of Regional 

Development Partnerships (RDPs) is a standout example of sustained, 

collaborative governance. RDPs align local, regional, and national priorities 

through a framework that promotes long-term planning. This model integrates 

funding from local taxes, national grants, and EU structural funds, demonstrating 

the effectiveness of diversified financial sources (Hudson, 2006). Key features 

include: 

o Clear regional boundaries and governance structures. 

o Cross-sectoral partnerships that involve private, public, and civil society 

stakeholders. 

o Strategic planning cycles tied to measurable outcomes. 

o Partnership governance – so that non-state actors have a significant 

influence on development without removing state steering of the overall 

policy strategy (Hudson, 2006). 

• Australia: City Deals: Australia’s City Deals model illustrates how place-based 

approaches can be tailored to urban areas. The model brings together federal, 

state, and local governments alongside private sector partners to co-design and 

co-invest in projects that align with local economic and social goals (Pill et al., 

2020). This is a practical demonstration of how investment, planning, and 

infrastructure strategies can be married to wider goals and a multi-level 

governance approach with implications for public services. Practical mechanisms 

include: 
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o Formal agreements outlining responsibilities and shared outcomes. 

o Integrated infrastructure planning to address housing, transport, and 

environmental goals. 

o Funding arrangements that incentivise local innovation and accountability. 

These case studies highlight the importance of well-defined governance frameworks, 

diversified funding streams, and collaborative planning to the success of place-based 

initiatives. 

All of these examples underline the importance of tailoring approaches to local 

contexts while harnessing the strengths of cross-sector collaboration. From the wider 

literature, some contributions are useful for understanding the underpinning ideas of 

place-based approaches: 

• Ansell and Gash (2008): Their work on collaborative governance outlines 

essential factors for success, including trust-building, shared understanding, and 

iterative dialogue. They emphasise the importance of neutral facilitation, 

structured communication, and achieving ‘early wins’ to create momentum in 

multi-agency collaborations. 

• Lyons (2007): The concept of “place-shaping” highlights the role of local 

government in addressing community needs. Lyons advocates for engaging 

stakeholders early, devolving decision-making powers, and designing 

interventions that align with local cultural and socioeconomic contexts. 

• Bentley and Pugalis (2014): Highlight shifts towards people-centred models and 

the importance of leveraging local assets and capacities. They recommend 

inclusive governance structures and iterative feedback mechanisms to ensure 

interventions remain relevant and sustainable. 

• Lowndes and Sullivan (2008): Investigated barriers to effective neighbourhood 

governance, such as institutional inertia and resource constraints. They propose 

flexible institutional designs that encourage innovation and suggest simplifying 

funding processes and enhancing local accountability. 

• Sandford (2019): Explored the challenges of defining “place” within England’s 

fragmented local government landscape. Sandford argues for harmonised 

boundaries and responsibilities to minimise friction and enable effective 
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collaboration, recommending consistent geographic and functional definitions 

across sectors. 

These frameworks stress the need for adaptable, trust-based, and community-

oriented approaches as the foundation of successful place-based initiatives. 

2. Lessons from what has been tried 

As set out above, place-based approaches have been trialled through initiatives like 

the Total Place programme, Whole Place Community Budgets, and Partnerships for 

People and Place. These pilots offer valuable lessons on the challenges and 

opportunities of implementing such strategies: 

• HM Treasury and CLG (2010), “Total Place: A Whole Area Approach to 

Public Services”: This report highlighted the significant potential for financial 

savings and improved service outcomes through collaborative, whole-area 

approaches. Practical lessons from Total Place pilots included the importance of 

aligning financial incentives across agencies to prevent conflicts and encourage 

joint working. For example, pooling budgets for health and social care services 

was found to reduce duplication and enable more holistic support. The report also 

stressed the need for clear governance structures, such as establishing multi-

agency boards with defined roles and responsibilities, to ensure accountability 

and alignment. Additionally, pilot data was recommended as a tool for scalability: 

successful initiatives like Birmingham’s Total Place pilot demonstrated how data 

on service users and funding flows could be used to design integrated services 

tailored to local needs. 

• Leadership Centre for Local Government (2010), “Total Place: A 

Practitioner’s Guide”: This practical guide provided detailed operational 

strategies for implementing Total Place approaches. Key recommendations 

included setting shared priorities early in the process, such as agreeing on 

outcome metrics that resonate with all partners (e.g., reducing emergency 

hospital admissions). The guide advocated for formalising partnerships through 

written agreements that clearly delineate roles, decision-making processes, and 

financial contributions. To enhance decision-making, it recommended leveraging 

data-driven insights – for instance, using local data to identify high-cost service 
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users and developing integrated interventions. Case studies like the Leicester 

pilot highlighted how a shared data platform across agencies improved 

information-sharing and streamlined service delivery. 

• LGA/Shared Intelligence (2023): Reflecting on 20 years of place-based 

initiatives, this report emphasised the critical importance of stable funding to 

enable long-term planning and prevent disruptions caused by short-term budget 

cycles. Practical recommendations included securing multi-year funding 

agreements to give local partnerships the confidence to invest in innovative 

projects. The report also underscored the role of local leadership development, 

advocating for targeted training programmes that equip leaders with the skills to 

navigate complex partnerships and foster collaboration. To ensure continuous 

improvement, it recommended embedding robust evaluation frameworks, such as 

routinely collecting data on outcomes and process learnings to adjust strategies 

dynamically.  

These findings highlight the importance of robust frameworks, sustained investment, 

and iterative learning processes to ensure the success and scalability of place-based 

initiatives. 

3. Resourcing and accountability for place-based 

approaches 

Effective place-based working depends on sufficient resourcing and robust 

accountability mechanisms to ensure success and sustainability. 

The literature suggests that innovative governance frameworks are key to fostering 

accountability while encouraging collaboration across sectors. Historical 

programmes like Total Place faced challenges due to short-term funding cycles and 

siloed approaches, underscoring the importance of integrated governance (Lowndes 

and Pratchett, 2012). Other persistent challenges include complex reporting 

requirements and cultural clashes between agencies. Hood (2011) critiques the 

burdens of audit and accountability mechanisms in public management, suggesting 

they often prioritise compliance at the cost of innovation – a dangerous mixture for 

place-based approaches. 
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More effective governance and resourcing frameworks might be designed to 

dismantle hierarchical barriers, as highlighted by Ansell and Gash (2008), who argue 

for collaborative governance models that integrate diverse stakeholders. 

Collaborative governance has since emerged as a hallmark of strategic-scale 

governance in England with the creation of board-led Combined Authorities which 

mostly leverage ‘soft’ and convening powers. 

The principle of more highly localised decision-making and more sources of 

horizontal accountability is an alternative path to accountability and improved citizen 

‘ownership’ within places, potentially establishing desirable incentives and fostering 

coproduction (Ostrom, 1990). For instance, Ostrom’s work on polycentric 

governance underscores the efficacy of decentralised systems where local 

stakeholders share decision-making responsibilities. A ‘culture-first’ approach – 

explored in contexts such as Wigan and Doncaster – may be a direct response to 

these alternative sources of accountability, showing the potential of such models to 

adapt governance structures to local contexts and more radically shift the 

relationship between citizen and (local) state. 

The literature highlights several other key themes: 

• Sustainable funding models: Place-based initiatives often struggle with 

inconsistent funding. Reports like LGA/Shared Intelligence (2023) emphasise the 

importance of predictable, long-term funding commitments to enable strategic 

planning and resource alignment. Finland’s EU-backed funding models provide a 

useful contrast, showcasing how multi-year financial support can underpin 

transformative change. 

• Innovative resource pooling: Collaborative budgeting, as demonstrated in New 

Local & Future Governance Forum (2024), highlights the potential for pooled 

funding across agencies to deliver tailored local solutions. This approach enables 

more efficient use of resources while fostering greater collaboration. 

• Accountability mechanisms: Robust accountability frameworks ensure that 

resources are used effectively and outcomes are tracked. Nesta (2021) suggests 

using data-driven systems to enhance transparency and measure impact, while 

Centre for Cities (2022) advocates for co-designed accountability structures that 

balance national oversight with local discretion. 
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• Empowering local leadership: Strong leadership plays a critical role in ensuring 

resources are deployed strategically and responsibly. Training programmes and 

peer learning networks, as recommended by Demos (2023), can help local 

leaders navigate the complexities of resource management and accountability. 

See also section 4, below. 

4. Conditions for success 

The literature suggests that successful place-based policies hinge on fostering 

relational dynamics, effective leadership, and co-production with communities.  

Such relational approaches prioritise human connections, which are fundamental for 

reducing service dependency and empowering communities. Muir and Parker (2014) 

emphasise that place-based interventions are more effective when they embed 

relational networks rather than focusing solely on physical infrastructure. This 

enables systems leadership that embraces long-term vision and supports 

experimental approaches. Such leadership is characterised by resilience, 

adaptability, and trust-building within local partnerships (Hartley et al., 2013). For 

instance, hyperlocal initiatives, as described by Hambleton (2015), demonstrate the 

transformative power of leadership that cultivates partnerships and addresses local 

challenges. 

Relational working of this sort will often hinge upon a parallel programme of culture 

change to help foster collaborative approaches. The literature suggests several 

conditions for the success of these efforts. Practical levers include aligning 

incentives, creating safe spaces for innovation, and embedding iterative approaches 

in policymaking: 

• Demos (2023), “Liberated Public Services”: Advocates empowering frontline 

workers and fostering trust as catalysts for cultural change. Recommendations 

include reducing hierarchies, enabling staff autonomy, and incentivising cross-

department collaboration. 

• Nesta (2021), “Smart Places”: Argues for using technology to support 

experimental policymaking. Suggestions include sandbox models to test new 

approaches and scaling-up successful pilots effectively. 
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• LGA/Shared Intelligence (2023): Highlights the role of leadership training and 

change management in embedding collaborative practices, proposing peer-to-

peer learning networks and cross-sector leadership programmes. 

Further to this, the literature identifies six wider conditions for successful place-based 

initiatives: 

1. Practical definition of place: Clear and stable boundaries are essential. 

Examples from Sweden and Germany demonstrate how agreed-upon local 

structures can foster collaboration (Sandford, 2019). 

2. Shared goals: Alignment between local and national priorities is key. The Total 

Place pilots underscored the importance of reconciling local needs with central 

government objectives (HM Treasury, 2010). 

3. Empowered local leadership: Strong local leadership – operating in the 

relational way outlined above – enables rapid decision-making and effective 

responses to emerging challenges (O’Brien & Pike, 2015). 

4. Sustained resourcing: Long-term and predictable funding supports lasting 

impact. Finland’s EU-funded programmes offer a contrast to England’s piecemeal 

investments (OECD, 2020). 

5. Data and evaluation maturity: Real-time data sharing and advanced analytics 

enhance accountability and adaptability, as seen in the Netherlands’ City Deals 

and Liverpool’s OPSI (Storper & Venables, 2004). Data-driven frameworks also 

play a critical role by justifying resource allocation and measuring value for 

money. Research by Pollitt (2016) highlights how robust evidence-based policy 

improves decision-making in public administration. Further, place-based 

approaches increasingly leverage digital tools for citizen engagement and data-

driven governance (Nesta, 2021) 

6. Convening power: City-region governance models, like Greater Manchester 

Combined Authority, demonstrate the benefits of aligning strategic priorities 

across sectors (OECD, 2019). This principle aligns with Bovaird and Loeffler’s 

(2012) findings that co-creation also enhances public service outcomes by 

leveraging the lived experiences of local participants. 
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5. Missions and place-based approaches 

Mission-oriented policies, as championed by Mazzucato (2018), can complement 

place-based working by galvanising systems around clear societal challenges. While 

missions offer a cohesive framework, their success in fact hinges on allowing for 

local adaptation and avoiding overly centralised control, as well as sufficient overall 

clarity of approach and organisation to allow ‘whole systems’ to align behind shared 

goals (King & Eke, 2024).  

Mission-led government frameworks provide a platform for transformative change by 

focusing on bold, outcomes-oriented strategies. Mulgan (2010) discusses the 

potential of mission-led governance to address systemic challenges, particularly 

through its emphasis on innovation and cross-sector alignment. Place-based 

governance can enrich national missions by ensuring they are informed by local 

insights, as highlighted by Pike et al. (2017) in their work on regional development 

policy. 

The narrative potential of mission-led policies is significant, as it fosters alignment 

through shared stories of impact. Thaler and Sunstein (2008) argue that narratives 

play a critical role in influencing stakeholder behaviour and encouraging collaborative 

governance. However, the top-down nature of some mission-led frameworks risks 

alienating local actors. As Healey (1997) notes, participatory approaches are 

essential to avoid the imposition of uniform solutions that disregard local 

complexities. 

To address these challenges, a ‘sandbox’ or adaptive model that prioritises local 

experimentation could create a robust evidence base for broader adoption. The 

concept of adaptive governance, as explored by Folke et al. (2005), suggests that 

flexible, iterative approaches are better suited to managing complex systems. A 

multi-level governance framework ensures macro-level strategies are informed by 

micro-level realities, a principle supported by Marks and Hooghe (2004) in their 

analysis of European governance systems. 

Some recent policy literature offers further insight: 

• Mazzucato (2018), “Mission-Oriented Innovation Policy: Challenges and 

Opportunities”: Highlights the importance of iterative learning, fostering cross-
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sector partnerships, and embedding flexibility to tailor implementation to local 

contexts. 

• Centre for Cities (2022): Emphasises the need for central leadership to be 

balanced with devolved discretion (in the context of the missions associated with 

the 2019-24 Levelling Up agenda), suggesting co-designed policy frameworks 

and accountability mechanisms that reflect local priorities.  

Conclusion 

The available literature indicates the potential of place-based approaches to have a 

transformative impact upon public service delivery. Such approaches, however, cut 

against the grain of the UK’s policy and legislative context. They depend upon stable 

institutions, shared goals, empowered leadership, sustained resources, mature data 

systems, and effective convening power. By fostering cultural change, these 

initiatives can remain adaptive and impactful in a rapidly evolving policy environment 

and take distinctive approaches to mission-style delivery as central priorities shift. 

What has been tried? 

Place-based approaches in England have evolved from programmes like Total Place 

to more recent efforts such as Whole Place Community Budgets. These initiatives 

have tested integrated governance, collaborative resource allocation, and citizen co-

production. International models, such as Sweden’s Regional Development 

Partnerships and Australia’s City Deals, provide further insights into the practicalities 

of aligning local, regional, and national goals. Emerging practices, including digital 

participatory budgeting and data-sharing platforms, show promise in enhancing 

transparency and responsiveness to facilitate the relational approach which appears 

to be key to these initiatives’ success. 

What has worked? 

Several approaches have proven effective, particularly those that prioritise relational 

dynamics and local empowerment. The Wigan Deal demonstrates how co-

production and preventative services can align local governance with community 

priorities, fostering trust and accountability. Internationally, Sweden’s diversified 
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funding and long-term planning cycles offer a model for sustainable place-based 

governance.  

What has not worked? 

Despite successes, place-based initiatives have often struggled with short-term 

funding cycles, siloed approaches, and overly centralised accountability frameworks. 

The Total Place pilots revealed challenges in sustaining cross-sector collaboration 

without aligned financial incentives or robust local leadership. Additionally, cultural 

clashes between agencies and fragmented governance boundaries have frequently 

hindered progress. Lack of consistent central government buy-in has created 

limitations for the reach and impact of the approach. Regulatory and inspection 

regimes, which prioritise compliance over capacity-building, further exacerbate these 

challenges, highlighting the need for systemic change. 

What next? 

The next generation of place-based approaches must embed lessons from past 

successes and failures. Long-term, predictable funding models are essential to 

enable strategic planning and resilience. Enhanced accountability mechanisms, 

supported by horizontal relationships and citizen co-production, can foster trust and 

transparency. Policymakers should prioritise flexible, iterative approaches that 

accommodate local needs and allow for experimentation. Integrating digital 

infrastructure and fostering cross-sector collaboration will be critical in building 

adaptive systems capable of addressing complex societal challenges. 
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