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Eighty years ago, in laying out the foundations of modern public 
services, Beveridge set out to slay the “Giants”1 of Want, Disease, 
Ignorance, Squalor and Idleness. In 2023, with public services in 
crisis and those giants unslain, or even returning from the dead, 
it can feel like public services have lost their direction and people 
are losing faith. 

Beveridge saw the state’s role as vital, but as needing “co-operation 
between the state and the individual” so as not to “stifle incentive, 
opportunity, responsibility” and to “leave room and encouragement for 
voluntary action by each individual”. Establishing that ideal mix of state 
and individual action has always been seen primarily as a challenge of 
control: how can services and their workers ‘manage demand’, prioritise 
people according to need, set boundaries, and move people on. 

We argue that this is the wrong approach. Empowering people requires 
empowered, local public services and workers. A radically different 
approach is needed and at the heart of this approach are relational 
services that focus on people’s strengths. We are not the only people 
arguing for this, but what makes our approach distinct is that we go 
much further in describing the skills and capabilities that public service 
staff need to work relationally and the kinds of teams, organisations and 
systems that are needed. 

Without radical reform of the organisations and systems that deliver 
public services, relational and strengths-based approaches struggle to 
take hold and tend to remain as small-scale projects, over-reliant on the 
drive and determination of a few charismatic and driven individuals. So 
ours is a vision for radical change at every level, from individual practice 
through to government policy.HE

1  Beveridge, W. (1942). Social Insurance and Allied Services: https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-
heritage/transformingsociety/livinglearning/coll-9-health1/coll-9-health/

https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/transformingsociety/livinglearning/coll-9-health1/coll-9-health/
https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/transformingsociety/livinglearning/coll-9-health1/coll-9-health/
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The challenges facing public services in 2023

The challenges public services face are complex and cumulative. They are a 
product of under-investment over the last decade but also of ill-conceived 
structural reforms over the last 30 years.2 Too often reforms have mimicked 
outdated notions of competition and tighter management taken from the private 
sector with disappointing results.3 The irony is that this has happened while the 
best of the private sector has been reinventing itself based on new concepts 
of innovation,4 environmental and social responsibility and new, empowering 
organisational structures.5 

The challenges we face now have been in the making for decades, but are 
exacerbated by broader social and economic trends including a decade of low 
productivity,6 the high costs of childcare7 and housing relative to wages and, more 
recently, the increase in hybrid working8 and the cost of living crisis.9

Strengths-based services turn away from outdated private sector management 
practices, based on ever greater control. Instead, counter-intuitively, they believe 
that the optimal balance between the activities of services, and the actions of 
individuals (and their families and communities), can be achieved by less control, 
more flexible boundaries, and more trust. 

In particular, strengths-based approaches set out different ways of tackling two of 
the most pressing crises facing public services today:

2  Whittaker, M. (2019). The shape of things to come: Charting the changing size and shape of the UK state. 
Resolution Foundation. Available: https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/app/uploads/2019/11/The-shape-of-
things-to-come.pdf.
3  Lapsley, I. (2009). New Public Management: The Cruellest Invention of the Human Spirit? ABACUS, Vol. 45:1. 
Available: https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1467-6281.2009.00275.x. 
4  Curley, M. and Salmelin, B. (2016). Open Innovation 2.O: A New Paradigm. European Commission. Available: 
https://ec.europa.eu/futurium/en/system/files/ged/24-oispgopeninnovation20anewparadigm-whitepaper.pdf. 
5  Laloux, F. (2014). Reinventing Organizations: A Guide to Creating Organizations Inspired by the Next Stage of 
Human Consciousness. Brussels: Nelson Parker.
6  The Economist. (2022). Britain’s productivity problem is long-standing and getting worse. The Economist. 
Available: https://www.economist.com/britain/2022/06/09/britains-productivity-problem-is-long-standing-
and-getting-worse?. 
7  The Economist (2022). British child care is expensive. The Economist. Available: https://www.economist.com/
britain/2022/06/30/british-child-care-is-expensive. 
8  Office for National Statistics (2022). Is hybrid working here to stay? ONS. Available: https://www.
ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/articles/
ishybridworkingheretostay/2022-05-23. 
9  Francis-Devine, B., Harari, D., Keep, M., Bolton, P., Barton, C. and Wilson, W. (2023). Rising cost of living in the UK. 
UK Parliament. Available: https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9428/. 

https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/app/uploads/2019/11/The-shape-of-things-to-come.pdf
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/app/uploads/2019/11/The-shape-of-things-to-come.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1467-6281.2009.00275.x
https://ec.europa.eu/futurium/en/system/files/ged/24-oispgopeninnovation20anewparadigm-whitepaper.pdf
https://www.economist.com/britain/2022/06/09/britains-productivity-problem-is-long-standing-and-getting-worse
https://www.economist.com/britain/2022/06/09/britains-productivity-problem-is-long-standing-and-getting-worse
https://www.economist.com/britain/2022/06/30/british-child-care-is-expensive
https://www.economist.com/britain/2022/06/30/british-child-care-is-expensive
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/articles/ishybridworkingheretostay/2022-05-23
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/articles/ishybridworkingheretostay/2022-05-23
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/articles/ishybridworkingheretostay/2022-05-23
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9428/
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1.  Staff are less well, leaving (particularly the most 
experienced) and hard to replace.

After ten years of austerity many areas of the public sector have seen staff 
numbers fall. For example, in education, the number of qualified teachers in state 
funded schools has not kept pace with increasing pupil numbers for a decade, 
leading to higher pupil to teacher ratios. Postgraduate teacher recruitment is 29% 
below target. 10 Between 2010 and 2018 police numbers fell by over 20,000.11 The 
number of vacancies in social care is now at its highest rate on record with 165,000 
unfilled posts, according to Skills for Care. 

For example, in London, despite a significant drive to recruit new probation staff, 
the Chief Inspector of Probation has warned12 of unsustainable levels of vacancies 
across virtually every role and function in London. The vacancy rate is a staggering 
43% across Hammersmith, Fulham, Kensington, Chelsea and Westminster.

In a number of sectors there are recruitment drives, but sometimes these are 
struggling to keep up with the exodus of staff. The Trades Union Congress found 
32% of key workers in the public sector have already taken steps to leave their 
profession, to get a job in another field or are actively considering it.13 The Institute 
for Fiscal Studies (IFS) notes that rates of sickness in the NHS have increased.14 
Looking at the UK workforce as a whole the Resolution Foundation highlights that 
inactivity rose during the pandemic as people got sick, retired early and/or went 
(back) into education. However, these trends have not all reversed as we have 
come out of the pandemic. Over recent months economic inactivity due to long-
term sickness has continued to rise.15

Even where figures suggest staff numbers are increasing, the underlying picture 
is more complex. For example, IFS research indicates there are 9.2% more NHS 
consultants, 15.3% more junior doctors and 8.2% more nurses and health visitors 

10  Long, R. and Danechi, S. (2022). Teacher recruitment and retention in England. UK Parliament. Available: 
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-7222/. 
11  UK Home Office (2022). National Statistics: Police workforce, England and Wales: 31 March 2022. UK Government. 
Available: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/police-workforce-england-and-wales-31-march-2022/
police-workforce-england-and-wales-31-march-2022. 
12 HM Inspectorate of Probation (2022). 28 October 2022 - London Probation’s staffing crisis – but better news on 
YOTs. HM Inspectorate of Probation. Available: https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmiprobation/2022/10/28
october2022/
13  Trades Union Congress (2022). Around 1 in 3 key workers in the public sector have taken steps to leave their 
profession or are actively considering it. TUC. Available: https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/around-1-3-key-workers-
public-sector-have-taken-steps-leave-their-profession-or-are-actively.
14  Warner, M. and Zaranko, B. (2022). NHS funding, resources and treatment volumes. Institute for Fiscal Studies. 
Available: https://ifs.org.uk/publications/nhs-funding-resources-and-treatment-volumes.
15  Thwaites, G. (2022). Britain’s pay squeeze continues as sickness shrinks the workforce. Resolution Foundation. 
Available: https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/comment/britains-pay-squeeze-continues-as-sickness-
shrinks-the-workforce/	

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/around-1-3-key-workers-public-sector-have-taken-steps-leave-their-profession-or-are-actively
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/around-1-3-key-workers-public-sector-have-taken-steps-leave-their-profession-or-are-actively
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/nhs-funding-resources-and-treatment-volumes
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/comment/britains-pay-squeeze-continues-as-sickness-shrinks-the-workforce/
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/comment/britains-pay-squeeze-continues-as-sickness-shrinks-the-workforce/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-7222/
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/police-workforce-england-and-wales-31-march-2022/police-workforce-england-and-wales-31-march-2022
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/police-workforce-england-and-wales-31-march-2022/police-workforce-england-and-wales-31-march-2022
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmiprobation/2022/10/28october2022/
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmiprobation/2022/10/28october2022/
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/around-1-3-key-workers-public-sector-have-taken-steps-leave-their-profession-or-are-actively
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/around-1-3-key-workers-public-sector-have-taken-steps-leave-their-profession-or-are-actively
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/nhs-funding-resources-and-treatment-volumes
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/comment/britains-pay-squeeze-continues-as-sickness-shrinks-the-workforce/
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/comment/britains-pay-squeeze-continues-as-sickness-shrinks-the-workforce/
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than in 2019.16 But it also shows that higher rates of sickness mean fewer people 
on the ground than those numbers imply and the numbers of highest and lowest 
paid staff are growing faster than those in the middle, raising questions about 
supervision and support for front-line staff.17

These problems suggest we need a fundamental rethink of what it is to work in 
public services. It’s not just wishing those roles were more valued and therefore 
better paid. We need to actually create new roles which are more valued by the 
people they support and the people doing the job.  

2.  Demand is increasing and so is the complexity of that 
demand. 

The Institute for Government performance tracker reviewed the state of the main 
nine public services and found that modest increases in public service budgets 
were getting swallowed up in higher wage bills, with the main public services 
unlikely either to return to pre-pandemic levels of service, nor to match continuing 
rising demand. Local government spending is “no longer sufficient to meet 
demand in adult social care, children’s social care and neighbourhood services.”18 

However, the problem isn’t simply that demand is rising: it's also getting more 
complex. The BMJ reported that following Covid-19, England saw the biggest 
fall in life expectancy since records began.19 Schools are seeing lower levels of 
language and speech development in young children  post-pandemic.20 The 
2020 follow up to the Marmot Review21 (which presented compelling evidence 
of the complex causes of health inequalities in 2010) found that we will spend 
more of our lives in poor health, with sharp differences in life expectancy and 
other key measures for people in the most deprived areas.

Increased pressures, threadbare teams and poorer results are leading 
workers to re-evaluate their role in public services and leaving to work in other 
industries. Others who remain are making different decisions, for instance, not 
to move from front-line practitioner to middle manager.

16  Warner, M. and Zaranko, B. (2022). NHS funding, resources and treatment volumes. Institute for Fiscal Studies. 
Available: https://ifs.org.uk/publications/nhs-funding-resources-and-treatment-volumes. 
17  Ibid.
18  Davies, N. et al. (2022). Performance Tracker 2022: Public services after two years of Covid. Institute for 
Government. Available: https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/performance-
tracker-2022.pdf. 
19  L cobucci, G. (2021). Covid-19: England sees biggest fall in life expectancy since records began in wake of 
pandemic. The BMJ. Available: https://www.bmj.com/content/374/bmj.n2291. 
20  Ofsted (2002). Education recovery in Early Years Providers: Spring 2022. Available: https://www.gov.uk/
government/publications/education-recovery-in-early-years-providers-spring-2022/education-recovery-in-
early-years-providers-spring-2022.
21  Marmot, M et al. (2020). Health equity in England: The Marmot Review 10 years on. London: Institute of Health 
Equity. Available : https://www.health.org.uk/publications/reports/the-marmot-review-10-years-on.

https://ifs.org.uk/publications/nhs-funding-resources-and-treatment-volumes
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/performance-tracker-2022.pdf
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/performance-tracker-2022.pdf
https://www.bmj.com/content/374/bmj.n2291
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/education-recovery-in-early-years-providers-spring-2022/education-recovery-in-early-years-providers-spring-2022
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/education-recovery-in-early-years-providers-spring-2022/education-recovery-in-early-years-providers-spring-2022
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/education-recovery-in-early-years-providers-spring-2022/education-recovery-in-early-years-providers-spring-2022
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These issues will not be resolved simply by weathering the Covid storm. Pre-
pandemic, a large survey by charity, Mind, found a higher prevalence of mental 
health problems in the public sector, and a “shocking” lack of support for those 
workers.22 The UK has witnessed a rolling wave of sector strikes since 2022 with 
staff voicing their frustrations. 

It will be tempting for public service leaders to seek ever greater control in 
response: making it more exacting for people accessing services to prove 
themselves eligible, setting ever-tighter boundaries around the support 
organisations can offer, and closing cases more quickly. But such approaches 
simply shift need from one service to another (cuts in social care resulting in 
more hospital admissions)23 or create different kinds of crises (cuts in mental 
health services resulting in more police call-outs).24 Radical change is needed, 
but what form should it take?

Among the options for public service reform, one 
stands out 

The Social Market Foundation (SMF) identifies three popular strategies for public 
service reform,25 all proposed and supported by numerous change agencies. 
The first is making service delivery more evidence-based, including training 
practitioners to make better use of evidence and tasking regulators with 
more explicitly promoting evidence-based practice. The second is increasing 
the development and use of technology ranging from digitising services to 
robotics. The third is making services more personalised and relational. All have 
something to offer, but we believe it is only the third which has the potential to be 
transformational.

Service delivery has become more evidence-based, but 
there remain limits to the connections between formal 
evaluation and real world practice. 

22  Mind (2017). Mind reveals shocking differences in mental health support for public & private sector workers. 
Available: https://www.mind.org.uk/news-campaigns/news/mind-reveals-shocking-differences-in-mental-
health-support-for-public-private-sector-workers/. 
23  Stoye, G. (2018). What do we know about the effects of cutting funding for social care? The Health Foundation. 
Available: https://www.health.org.uk/blogs/what-do-we-know-about-the-effects-of-cutting-public-funding-
for-social-care?
24  Langton, S. et al. (2021). Policing and Mental Ill-health: Using Big Data to Assess the Scale and Severity Of, and 
the Frontline Resources Committed To, Mental Ill-health Related Calls-for-service. SocArXiv. Available: https://osf.
io/preprints/socarxiv/r9h2a/.
25  Bhattacharya, A. (2022). Public service reform in the 2020s. Social Market Foundation. Available: https://www.
smf.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Public-Service-Reform.pdf. 

https://www.mind.org.uk/news-campaigns/news/mind-reveals-shocking-differences-in-mental-health-support-for-public-private-sector-workers/
https://www.mind.org.uk/news-campaigns/news/mind-reveals-shocking-differences-in-mental-health-support-for-public-private-sector-workers/
https://www.smf.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Public-Service-Reform.pdf
https://www.smf.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Public-Service-Reform.pdf
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Creating an evidence-infrastructure in the form of the What Works Centres and 
investing in more robust impact evaluations and systematic reviews, is one of 
the UK’s success stories of the last twenty years. What Works Centres cover over 
£250 billion of public expenditure and the largest centres, the National Institute 
of Clinical Excellence and the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF), have had 
a significant impact on the relationship between practice and evidence in their 
respective sectors.26 

But even in sectors where What Works Centres are large and well-established, 
the transformation of the sector is progressing slowly. In some sectors, there is 
a loose relationship between evidence, practice and regulation. For example, 
school’s regulator Ofsted does not use EEF guidance in a formal and systematic 
way to inform its inspection of schools, according to the SMF report. There 
is also a tendency for evidence about ‘what works’ to focus on comparing 
different interventions, and pay less attention to professional practice. This 
results in doing more to shift funding from one intervention to another, than to 
shift workforce culture and behaviour.27

Technology can boost efficient service transactions and 
provide greater insight, but is no substitute for the human 
interaction of people-focused services. 

Smartphone and wearable technology can help in monitoring health 
conditions and behaviours, helping people to take more control of long-term 
health conditions. Schools are increasingly making more use of technology 
in the classroom. But there are also challenges.28 As Toby Nangle notes,29 as 
part of a Joseph Rowntree project,30 high-contact sectors such as social care, 
childcare, healthcare and education are the sectors where productivity gains 
have been most elusive, and where reaching more people can be a quality 
reduction “masquerading” as a productivity gain. 

It is unrealistic to expect technological solutions to fundamentally change 
this unless we accept a dystopian future in which our children and elders 
are cared for by robots, communicate primarily on-line and are entertained 

26  UK Government Evaluation Task Force (2013). Guidance: What Works Network. UK Government. Available: 
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/what-works-network. 
27  Fox, C. (2022). Evidence-based practice: seeing the wood for the trees. Available: https://www.linkedin.com/
pulse/evidence-based-practice-seeing-wood-trees-chris-fox/. 
28  The Economist (2022). Wearable technology promises to revolutionise health care. The Economist. Available: https://www.
economist.com/leaders/2022/05/05/wearable-technology-promises-to-revolutionise-health-care. 
29  Nangle, T. (2022). Public services in a digital future. Principles and Interest. Available: https://
principlesandinterest.wordpress.com/. 
30  Cooke, G. (2022). Social justice in a digital age - new ideas for a more ‘digital’ capitalism. Joseph Rowntree Foundation. 
Available: https://www.jrf.org.uk/blog/social-justice-digital-age-new-ideas-more-digital-capitalism. 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/what-works-network
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/evidence-based-practice-seeing-wood-trees-chris-fox/
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/evidence-based-practice-seeing-wood-trees-chris-fox/
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2022/05/05/wearable-technology-promises-to-revolutionise-health-care
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2022/05/05/wearable-technology-promises-to-revolutionise-health-care
https://principlesandinterest.wordpress.com/
https://principlesandinterest.wordpress.com/
https://www.jrf.org.uk/blog/social-justice-digital-age-new-ideas-more-digital-capitalism
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primarily in virtual realities. Few of us would choose these approaches for 
ourselves or our loved ones, if effective and compassionate human care was 
the alternative. The problems they purport to solve are those of service funders 
and organisation owners, not those of either low paid and over-worked support 
workers nor of people who make the most use of services, and who can 
become unhealthily isolated in the process. 

Making services more strengths-based and person-led has 
the potential for deeper system change. This could make 
public service roles more valued, and meet the complexity 
of demand.

 
Strengths-based working implies that people who are usually seen as the 
passive recipients of services have knowledge that has value for shaping their 
own lives, the service offered to them, and service systems more generally.  
Strengths-based approaches do not ignore needs, but they do look beyond 
them. They do not impose a single, uniform service on people according to 
what the service regards as their needs. Practice must be person-led: with the 
individual identifying their own strengths and goals and working towards them 
at their own pace, rather than the service deciding what matters. 

There is a risk these approaches are over-simplified. At worst they can simply 
result in ignoring people’s needs and looking vaguely to ‘the community’ to 
provide more support than services. But genuine strengths-based working 
seeks to empower people to build their capabilities and increase their self-
efficacy. In this way, strengths-based approaches do not ignore needs, but 
they look beyond them and support citizens’ development of their capacity and 
their opportunities to exercise agency. 

This means that the people who deliver strengths-based services must be able 
to listen and empathise deeply, and to be able to recognise the wider context 
of a person’s life, such as the inequalities they may be experiencing. These 
include the well-evidenced inequalities created or perpetuated by our current 
public services themselves.31 

A strong commitment to reflective practice (workers reflecting on their practice 
with peers, and learning from what worked and didn’t) will imbue individual 
practice. Work will tend to be psychologically informed, including a high 

31  Kretchmer, H. (2020). A brief history of racism in healthcare. World Economic Forum. Available: https://www.
weforum.org/agenda/2020/07/medical-racism-history-covid-19/. 

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/07/medical-racism-history-covid-19/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/07/medical-racism-history-covid-19/
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awareness of the impact of trauma on people’s behaviour and capacity. 
Fundamentally, the relationship between people who seek and people who 
offer help will change dramatically from the highly managed, narrowly defined 
transactions characterising current services.

 So, a strengths-based approach addresses power imbalances in services 
which lead to people becoming stuck in a dependent role. This could explain 
why co-production emerged in parallel to strengths-based working as a 
practical response to the same perceived limitations in traditional public 
services. It developed as part of rights-based movements led by disabled 
people and others who found themselves relying on services which were 
involved with, and therefore exerted power over, the most intimate aspects of 
their lives. 

Co-production at its most genuine involves people who use services, and 
people who provide and organise them, codesigning services together. It can 
extend to co-delivering and co-owning those services. Strengths-based and 
co-produced ways of working are two sides of the same coin: it is hard to 
imagine one being credible without the other. Recognising people’s strengths 
as well as their needs challenges the established power dynamics in public 
service organisations and systems. 

Strengths-based services attempt to unlock the potential of people to help 
themselves. And through changing the practice expected of workers, they also 
require and enable practitioners to support people in ways which are more 
personally-tailored, empowering and ultimately more impactful. That double 
increase in value – with both participant and worker contributing more – is 
what creates the potential to be transformational in their impact for people 
using services.  
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Case study: Personal Transition Services (PTS)

Jhoana, a Mayday PTS coach worked with a man who was facing eviction 
and exclusion from multiple services. Jhoana says, “Services saw all the 
dysfunction as being his, but it was as much about the dysfunctional 
relationships between him and the agencies both as an adult, and 
previously as a child who experienced many services with poor outcomes. 

“I was able to build a relationship with him on his terms, with no 
obligation to focus on problems and no fixed time limits. This created 
space for him to test out what a healthy relationship looked like and to 
rediscover his passion, which was Crossfit. Building his confidence and 
participation meant him deciding to reduce his drug and alcohol use for 
the first time in years. He became self-motivated to seek out a better 
life. Over 18 months of coaching, he took the lessons learned during our 
relationship into positive relationships with friends, neighbours and a 
new landlord.  This propelled him to pursue work, live independently and 
seek a life not defined by services.”   

   

How would relational and strengths-based practice 
lead to wider organisational and system change?

Strengths-based working requires deep changes to the structure and culture 
of organisations and local systems at every level. There are some common 
characteristics of strengths-based organisations:32

	= Values-led recruitment which attracts people who have strong 
communication skills, self-awareness and empathy.

	= Teams delivering strengths-based and co-produced services which tend 
towards self-management. 

	= Authentic Leaders who also embody the qualities of strengths-based front-
line workers, such as self-awareness, strong values and self-reflection.33 

32  Fox, C. et al. (2021). Can a focus on co-created, strengths-based services facilitate early-stage innovation 
within social impact bonds? International Public Management Journal. Available: https://www.tandfonline.com/
doi/full/10.1080/10967494.2022.2078914. 
33  Avolio, B. and Gardner, W. (2005). Authentic leadership development: Getting to the root of positive forms of 
leadership. The Leadership Quarterly, 16: 315 – 338. Available: http://www.ipcrc.net/LDI/pdfs/sdarticle-authentic-
leadership.pdf. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10967494.2022.2078914
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10967494.2022.2078914
http://www.ipcrc.net/LDI/pdfs/sdarticle-authentic-leadership.pdf
http://www.ipcrc.net/LDI/pdfs/sdarticle-authentic-leadership.pdf


10 11

	= Co-creation – the idea that people with lived experience are integral to the 
design and running of services – features in organisational governance 
structures.34 

	= Evidence is collected for learning rather than control, striving to be learning 
organisations which are constantly innovating.35

	= Strengths-based organisations recognise that solutions to the challenges 
people face normally need system-wide responses and that the system can 
often be a cause of some of the challenges that people face.36 They therefore 
tend to create flatter organisational structures with porous organisational 
boundaries, based on networks rather than hierarchies, where knowledge 
can flow across organisational boundaries and new innovative solutions can 
be developed both within and across organisations. 

34  Fox, C. et al. (2020). Where Next for Co-Creating Public Services? Emerging Lessons and New Questions from 
CoSIE. Availlable: https://e-space.mmu.ac.uk/626597/. 
35  Human Learning Systems (2020). Overview. Available: https://www.humanlearning.systems/overview/. 
36  Mayday Trust (2023). Wisdoms. Available: https://maydaytrust.org.uk/wisdoms/. 
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It is only possible to create, sustain and scale strengths-based organisations within 
funding, commissioning and regulatory environments which recognise and reward 
the new kind of value they create. The NHS’s new Integrated Care Boards, for instance, 
which aim to set place-based goals for healthy populations across traditional service 
boundaries, give a tantalising glimpse in some of their visions, if not always in their 
cultures and practices, of what a strengths-based place could look like. 

In What next for strengths-based areas? Mayday Trust, the Social Care Institute for 
Excellence and Think Local Act Personal looked at what could be learned from those 
areas which aimed to coproduce a strengths-based vision for public services.37 
We discussed how that might be built into more simple and human systems, 
commissioned through more tailored and responsive services, and measured 
through a more holistic set of outcome measures shared across service boundaries. 

Whole-system, strengths-based reform shows that sustainable systems change 
is possible. It posits an approach to public service productivity which does not 
aim simply to drive more activity, more throughput and more ‘caring’ from an 
exhausted and demoralised workforce. Instead, it creates individual, family and 
even societal change from a transformed core set of relationships at the heart of 
our public services.

Moreover, it presents an opportunity to focus in on the strengths and assets that 
public services have already, building on the impact of existing local practice. It is 
not just about funding, but about how capacity is allocated. It also doesn’t require 
top-down structural reform to be achieved. As the Labour party turns its attention 
once more to public service reform, strengths-based approaches could provide 
some of the solutions we are seeking.38

37  Fox, A. (2022). What next for strengths-based areas?. Social Care Institute for Excellence, Mayday Trust and 
Think Local Act Personal. Available: https://www.scie.org.uk/strengths-based-approaches/what-next-for-
strengths-based-areas. 
38  Starmer, K. (2023). Keir Starmer New Year’s speech. Labour. Available: https://labour.org.uk/press/keir-
starmer-new-years-speech/. 
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