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FOREWORD
 
Local Partnerships was delighted to partner with New Local for 
this Innovation Exchange. It was fascinating to hear about the 
work participants have been undertaking on the frontline of 
their organisations and with communities.
 
One of the themes of the day was the perception that, before the 
pandemic, autonomy of council frontline staff was increasing. More 
trust was being shown by senior leaders who were encouraging 
frontline staff to take more risks. Some organisations may have 
reacted to the pandemic by adopting a more “command and control” 
approach, but the more successful councils have been those which 
developed a more permissive and trusting culture. In particular, as 
participants so vividly articulated, teams working with communities 
have found ways to collaborate and achieve better outcomes for the 
people they serve in new and different ways.
 
This is mirrored by the local and combined authorities with whom 
we have worked during the pandemic. We have seen structures 
that previously hampered innovation removed; for example, in the 
early stages of the pandemic, councils and their partners brought 
homeless people off the streets and the Nightingale Hospitals 
were commissioned and completed in a matter of weeks. A more 
progressive approach has cleared blockages in the system. 
Frontline teams from different organisations have discovered each 
other’s strengths and collaborated at pace on the ground to deliver 
outstanding results.
 
We hope that the insights from this session enable a practical 
application of this approach as new working patterns emerge.
 
Sean Hanson
Chief Executive, Local Partnerships
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Our Innovation Insights series are write-ups of the core 
points from Innovation Exchanges. These short papers distil the 
challenges as well as the solutions, approaches and ideas 
that participants shared in the session. 

New Local partnered with Local Partnerships for an Innovation 
Exchange which focussed on ‘freeing up the frontline’. In this peer-
learning session, participants shared their experiences, ideas and 
reflections on embedding a more autonomous and permissive working 
culture; building greater resilience within the workforce; and creating a 
culture of co-production with local partners and communities. Here, we 
share six key practical insights from the session.

Freeing up the frontline is a critical part of embedding a community 
power approach in councils. It means empowering those practitioners 
who are closest to the issues to genuinely lead and build trusting 
relationships with communities. People who are at the heart of service 
delivery often have unique insights into the community they work with, 
so freeing up the frontline is about recognising this and creating space 
for different ways of working as equal partners collaborating with 
communities. In practice, this requires managers to give frontline staff 
greater autonomy and permission to make key decisions. It also places 
an emphasis on a different, more enabling strategic role for senior 
officers and members to create a culture and environment where a 
more distributed approach can take hold.

SECTION 1:   PIVOTING FROM 
SHORT-TERM EMERGENCY 
RESPONSE TO THE COVID-19 
PANDEMIC TO LONG-TERM 
COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT.

https://www.newlocal.org.uk/network/events/innovation-exchange/


4

SIX PRINCIPLES FOR FREEING 
UP THE FRONTLINE 

1.  Create space for frontline staff to innovate 

This means giving frontline practitioners the space to reflect on how 
they can gather intelligence differently, practice active listening 
and increase community participation. As finding new ways of 
working and supporting people often involves a level of risk-taking, 
senior managers and supervisors should support early adopters of 
change to test different approaches and take an iterative approach 
to developing what works. Experimental approaches can be useful 
tools for gathering evidence and at the same time creating a shared 
journey with the community and other partners involved. Having 
the freedom to innovate also gives frontline practitioners a greater 
sense of autonomy and ownership over the decisions, outcomes and 
relationships developed with communities.

People also need to know that they have the full backing of their 
senior managers if things don’t work out or if they make mistakes 
along the way. Managers could embed a positive culture around 
experimentation by ensuring there are always opportunities to reflect 
on and learn from past successes and failures. 

2.  Bring more ‘humanity’ back into frontline 
practice 

This means giving permission for more relational working amongst 
staff who work directly with residents. In practice, frontline 
practitioners could develop a more facilitative approach to their 
role, which may involve connecting people to existing community 
partners and established networks, rather than always resorting to 
direct service delivery. 

Team leaders should take the lead in dispelling the assumption that 
frontline staff do not have the skills to have relational conversations 
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and demonstrate empathy. Frontline practitioners regularly practise 
these skills when they are outside the workplace but are often 
discouraged from doing so in the workplace. Moreover, the often-
transactional relationship between councils and their community 
partners which tends to emphasise efficiencies over the use of 
common sense can prevent frontline workers from building trusting 
relationships with communities.

3.  Go back to first principles and ask, ‘What 
is our purpose?’

Emphasising outcomes over procedures and rigid rules can be 
instrumental in changing the working model of an entire council 
workforce. Asking ‘is this approach compatible with our purpose?’ or 
‘what is the most helpful thing to do in this context?’ can encourage 
frontline staff to consider a more effective approach when working 
with communities.1 

The COVID-19 pandemic has necessitated councils’ working at pace 
and often closely with partners and communities. In some instances, 
frontline workers have had to relay conversations with people on 
the ground so as to rapidly inform the council’s response. Senior 
managers have had to work in a more agile way, being more willing to 
adapt working approaches based on this feedback loop. 

In one example, after learning from rough sleepers that the chaotic 
setting of certain types of temporary accommodation, such as hostels, 
make it challenging to settle in and find stability, frontline workers 
decided to feed this back to their managers and change their working 
practices. This has subsequently triggered a strategic rethink by the 
council about their future provision of suitable temporary housing for 
rough sleepers. 

1   For further reading, visit the blog The Tangled and the Trapped: Reforming public services a citi-
zen at a time. Available online: https://tangledandtrapped.wordpress.com/2018/08/17/the-journey-
begins/

https://tangledandtrapped.wordpress.com/2018/08/17/the-journey-begins/
https://tangledandtrapped.wordpress.com/2018/08/17/the-journey-begins/
https://tangledandtrapped.wordpress.com/2018/08/17/the-journey-begins/
https://tangledandtrapped.wordpress.com/2018/08/17/the-journey-begins/
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4.  Promote a culture of ‘test, learn and 
iterate’, over piloting

A more iterative testing process provides the opportunity for more 
learning compared to a traditional pilot. Pilots are also usually led by 
the council, meaning there can be fewer opportunities for community 
engagement and ownership over the process. Short-term pilots can 
also create more work for frontline staff, particularly if a project is not 
continued beyond a pilot and little time is built in for learning.

Unlike piloting, an iterative test and learn approach requires minimal 
resources and aims to gather feedback so that an idea can be 
improved developmentally, before more time and financial investments 
are made. It also has the potential to bring more people along on the 
journey because it increases community participation which then 
allows the community to develop a greater sense of ownership. Overall, 
this approach enables a closer working relationship between the 
council and citizens on a much more equal footing.

5. Emphasise values and relationships over 
performance targets 

A major barrier to public service reform is how success continues to 
be defined largely by quantifiable measures. This means frontline 
practitioners are forced to focus on meeting specific performance 
targets and service outputs, often at the expense of a genuine 
understanding of what really matters to people. 

To embed a more permissive working culture, managers can 
encourage frontline practitioners to focus on key values and 
objectives and the impact of their work on wider outcomes. Success 
would be measured based on how a certain approach has improved 
the overall wellbeing of people accessing services. An emphasis on 
the bigger picture, rather than micro-targets, creates more permission 
for frontline staff to reorientate their role and prioritise their objectives 
around the things that would lead to better overall outcomes for 
individuals and communities.  
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6.  Meet people where they are

This means recognising that it can take a long time for a new 
working model to be implemented across the workforce and that 
some people may need more time than others to adjust to a 
more autonomous working culture. To help facilitate this process 
of transition, senior managers and leaders may use examples to 
illustrate the ideal values and behaviours within a new working 
culture. For example, when launching the Wigan Deal 2030, the 
council also introduced the BeWigan experience, which helped 
create a shared culture by illustrating the council’s fresh and unique 
approach to public service, three core behaviours, and how they 
planned to achieve their priorities.  
 
Where there is resistance to change, team leaders can respond 
constructively by trying to understand what really matters to frontline 
staff; for example, by identifying their values, needs and potential 
concerns. In many instances, the conversations that emerge 
from such a response could reveal a lack of communication or a 
misunderstanding that can be easily addressed. Supporting people in 
this way shows them that they are valued and respected, and can help 
bring more people along on the journey of change.
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CONCLUSION

For many councils, this principle of freeing up 
the frontline is part of a bigger process of change 
focused around working in new and collaborative 
ways with communities. This change requires a sustained 
focus and commitment throughout the council that 
can take years to achieve. The six principles outlined 
in this briefing provide some of the key reflections 
by participants as they identified the 
fundamental steps towards building a 
more autonomous and relational 
approach to frontline work.

Further resources

Participants of the innovation exchange have recommended 
the following publications and websites for further reading.

 = David Graeber’s book Bullshit Jobs: A theory (2018) 
shows how work in the current broken system of 
finance capital has become an end in itself, and how 
we can get out of it: https://www.goodreads.com/
book/show/34466958-bullshit-jobs 

 = Hilary Cottam’s book Radical Help: How we 
can remake the relationships between us and 
revolutionise the welfare state (2018) argues for new 
ways of designing public services with the community: 
http://www.hilarycottam.com/radical-help/ 

 = Nesta’s People Powered Results enterprise has 
been pioneering new approaches to achieving 
change and innovation in systems since 2014. 
For more information, visit their website: https://
peoplepoweredresults.org.uk/ 

https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/34466958-bullshit-jobs
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/34466958-bullshit-jobs
http://www.hilarycottam.com/radical-help/
https://peoplepoweredresults.org.uk/
https://peoplepoweredresults.org.uk/
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Our Innovation In–Depth series are case study-rich 
briefings which share practical learnings from council-led 
innovation. These briefings feature original examples of 
how councils have pioneered new approaches, with lessons 
learned distilled from interviews with individuals involved. The 
aim of the series, closely linked to our Innovation Exchanges, 
is to share insights about how to drive through change within 
the financial and organisational context of local government.

Innovation
In-depth

Innovation
Insights

Our Innovation Insights series are write-ups of the core 
points from Innovation Exchanges. These short papers distil 
the challenges as well as the solutions, approaches and ideas 
that participants shared in the session.

Innovation
Exchange

Innovation Exchanges give participants from our 
member councils a space to step away from day-to-day 
activities and engage with peers from across the country. 
Each session addresses a big challenge or opportunity facing 
councils and their communities. Sessions are peer-led and 
practically-focused, so participants come away with insights, 
ideas and learning to share with their teams.

THE INNOVATION SERIES
This publication is part of a series of publications that come out of our peer 
led Innovation Exchange event programme.


