A NEW
ERA FOR
WIGAN
BOROUGH

PROGRESS WITH UNITY

nnnnnnnnnn



A NEW ERA FOR WIGAN COUNCIL: FROM THE DEAL TO PROGRESS WITH UNITY

CONTENT

3 Section
KEY MESSAGES

8 Section?2
INTRODUCTION

11 Section 3
THE STARTING POINT: THE WIGAN DEAL

16 Section 4
A CHANGING APPROACH IN A CHANGING
WORLD: WHY WIGAN COUNCIL REVIEWED
ITS APPROACH AND HOW WEDID IT

21 Section 5
WHAT WE LEARNED: PRIORITIES FOR
THE ‘NEW ERA’

34 Section 6
WHERE WIGAN IS GOING NEXT:
PROGRESS WITH UNITY

46 Section?
CONCLUSION

Commissioned by Wigan Council
Published in February 2025




KEY
MESSAGES

Section T

A NEW ERA FOR WIGAN COUNCIL: FROM THE DEAL TO PROGRESS WITH UNITY

This report is the story of how Wigan
Council worked with partners to review
the Wigan Deal and explore a ‘new

era’ which resulted in the creation of
Progress with Unity —a new ten-year
strategy for the borough.

The aim of this report is to contribute to
building the wider movement for more
person-centred, collaborative public
services which takes bold approaches
to improving outcomes and tackling
iInequality in local places.

BACKGROUND

The Wigan Deal is one of the most recognised and celebrated approaches

to reform in local government and public service of the past twelve years. In
2012, The Deal was a radical response to austerity which aimed to rethink the
relationship between the Council and local residents. It has helped Wigan Council
transform its culture and ways of working to improve support for local people.

As in other places across the country, new and unprecedented challenges
emerged in Wigan Borough in recent years. It became clear that the Council
needed to refresh its strategy to adapt to changing circumstances.

In 2023 the Council embarked on a process of review and reset, commmissioning
external support to understand what was working and what needed to change.
Collaborate CIC and IPPR North designed and facilitated an inclusive engagement
exercise designed to inform the strategic review and build momentum for
collaborative change across the borough. This process was about holding on to
strengths developed through The Deal, while also identifying where the Council
and partners needed to work differently and go further.

We invited a wide range of stakeholders from the Council, local partners, and
the community to share their views and work to co-design a ‘new era’ together.
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KEY FINDINGS:
Building on strong foundations and identifying
what needs to change in a new era

A focus on culture and behaviours was at the heart of The Deal and it is clear
that significant gains had been achieved. Within the Council there was an
authentic commitment to the Wigan Council behaviours, a focus on asset-
based working, a sense of permission to work differently, and pride in working
for the Council. Relationships with partners were also strong and there was a
sense of pride in place across the Council, partners, and residents.

However, strong cultural foundations were not enough. A number of key
changes were required within the Council as part of the new era. These were

a clearer strategic direction (underpinned by a greater emphasis on tackling
inequality and an improved use of data); a focus on delivering basic services well;
and a more equal, trusting and enabling relationship with residents and the
Voluntary, Community, Faith and, Social Enterprise sector (VCFSE).

The Council’s efforts needed to be part of a shared approach across the
borough. The ‘new era’ had to be about a collaborative, place-based effort

to mobilise and direct all resources possible — from the public sector, VCSFE,
private sector, and community — towards tackling deep-rooted challenges
together. This would need to include a stronger shared focus on the future
of Wigan Borough's post-industrial economy and reviving integrated locality
working which had lost momentum since the COVID-19 pandemic.
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WIGAN BOROUGH'’S NEW REFORM AGENDA:
PROGRESS WITH UNITY

In response to the findings about what was needed in its ‘new era’, the Council
and local partners collaboratively developed Progress with Unity, Wigan
Borough's new ten-year vision (2024-2034). This is a bold, collective, place-
based effort that aims to harness the combined energy of all the people and
organisations that care about Wigan Borough's future to go further together in
the pursuit of two key missions: fair opportunities for all, and flourishing towns
and neighbourhoods.

Four Borough-wide partnerships and strategies have become the key forums
for delivering, overseeing, and coordinating progress towards the missions.
These embed Progress with Unity into core partnership work and provide
strategic oversight and coherence.

Many elements of the Council's approach to culture and behaviours remain but
these are now more intentionally positioned and agreed as ways of working (or
‘Magic Ingredients’) right across the borough among partners.

The Council has developed and published its own Transformation Plan that
sets out its part in achieving the missions. There are five interconnected
transformation programmes: community wealth and health building, high-
quality person-centred services, use of technology and Al, investing in
workforce, and deep community engagement and co-production with
residents and businesses.

The transformation plan is underpinned by the Council's financial plan.
Providing tailored support that responds to people’s lived experience and the
focus on aligning partners’ efforts through collaborative working will help
improve outcomes and make best use of resources. In addition, the Council will
continue to focus on responding to the ongoing financial challenges the sector
faces, including through expanding its use of digital technology, data, and
artificial intelligence (Al); adopting a more commercial approach to managing
assets and services; and investments in green infrastructure.
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BEYOND WIGAN BOROUGH:
KEY TAKEAWAYS

While every place and local authority is unique, there
are some transferable lessons from Wigan's journey.

Celebrate what's strong and address
what's not working head-on

Wigan Council struck a balance between building on strengths and a
willingness to genuinely listen to what wasn't working. By approaching the
process with curiosity and a learning mindset, supported by leadership from
both council officers and politicians, you can enable honesty and meaningful
co-design, rather than blame or defensiveness.

Adopt a ‘movement’ mindset

Wigan Council set out to build a movement for change and deliberately built
ownership and momentum across the borough by making the strategy review
process a collaborative approach from the start, seeking out less heard voices,
and convening partners throughout to share progress and identify next steps
collectively. Seize every opportunity to model the future you want to see by
genuinely being open and making change everybody's business.

Embed equity as an overarching strategic focus

We cannot support everyone to thrive and tackle inequality if we work in
siloes. Make equity a focus across all aspects of your strategy and delivery,
and foster a partnership approach to address it systemically from all angles.
For Wigan Council this includes improving the use of shared data and insight
across partners, a partnership commmitment to work towards being anti-racist
organisations, investing in high-quality social housing, and putting inclusive
growth at the heart of its economic strategy.

Consider your role as enabler, beyond purely
delivering services

Local authorities have a key role in enabling others — residents, communities,
and other partners — to contribute to thriving places. Wigan Council,
demonstrated the potential of this in how it developed the Progress with Unity
movement, which included consciously reflecting on how it uses its power.
Identify when to step in, and when and how to step back to create space for
others to play to their strengths.
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Aligning strategy and culture

Integrate a focus on strategy and culture — combining both head and heart —

to foster a collaborative and purpose-driven way of working. Wigan Borough
has developed two shared missions that summarise collective ambitions for

the place and its communities, bringing together residents, the voluntary and
community sector, health partners, and other local organisations. The missions
provide a focus for what partners are aiming for, and are underpinned by shared
behaviours and ways of working.

Learn and adapt

A learning approach should be embedded in strategies at all levels from

the start. To ensure that it's enabling the best possible outcomes, Progress

with Unity will require continuous reflection, adaptation and iteration based

on what's working, and what's not. Governance approaches should balance
direction with flexibility (giving people the permission to innovate and adapt
while staying aligned with shared objectives) and ensure that the experiences of
staff and local people are at the heart of reflecting on what's working, and what
needs to change.

Connect, learn, and influence together nationally

Many other local authorities and places are exploring similar questions to
Wigan Council. All organisations and partnerships who are on this journey have
something to share and more to learn. There's an opportunity to join together in
a movement for more person-centred, collaborative public services which take
bold approaches to improving outcomes and tackling inequality in local places.

If you'd like to pick up this conversation and/or receive ongoing updates
on this work from Collaborate CIC and Wigan Council, please contact
Dawn Plimmer dawn@collaboratecic.com

At Collaborate, one of the key things we're taking away from working with
Wigan Council is what's possible when you take the brave step to ask some big
and difficult questions —and in a curious rather than defensive way.

We hope the honesty Wigan Council has demonstrated in sharing its journey
will encourage others to do the same as we work towards a bold movement for
change across public services.
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I INTRODUCTION

What do you do when you are the stewards of one
of the most well-known and respected public sector
reform initiatives of the past decade, but feel it is no
longer the right fit for the challenges of today?

This is the situation Wigan Council faced in 2023. The Wigan Deal is one of the
most recognised initiatives across local government and the wider public sector.
It has inspired countless visits to other places, research reports, and

policy thinking.

‘The Deal has become shorthand for a whole range of ideas that policymakers,
practitioners, and think tanks have picked up and run with in countless ways:
seeking to create a different relationship with residents, asset-based working,
joining up public services, changing the culture of public sector bureaucracies
and place-based leadership. It has been held up as an example of what places
can do, even in difficult times, a story of hope and inspiration. If you're in or
around the public sector, even if you don't know much about it, you have
probably heard of it.

When we at Collaborate saw the brief to help Wigan Council and its partners
refresh its strategic vision and direction, our first thought was: why?

Why would a Council in this position feel there was a need for a re-set when
its work looks so strong from the outside? How had the idea of The Deal —an
idea that was always so much more profound than a simple ‘we will, you will’
social contract — become something local leaders and other stakeholders felt
conflicted about?

The answer lies partly in the changed context Wigan Borough faced. The
world had significantly altered since The Deal was created in 2012. Poverty was
increasing, early progress on key outcomes reversing, and inequality in the
borough widening. The pandemic, rising cost of living, and climate crisis posed
unprecedented challenges.

The solution for how to respond to these challenges lay in some of the core
tenets of the Wigan Deal itself — the behaviours the Council adopted early on
and which continue to be front and centre: Be positive. Be courageous and
Be accountable, with ‘Be kind' becoming the council’s fourth core behaviour
in 2019.

Rather than holding onto The Deal or making small tweaks around the edges,
Wigan Council applied its core behaviours to its own flagship initiative. It had
to be brave enough to ask the tough questions about what was, and wasn't,
working in the face of new challenges. The Council had to do the right thing by
local people.

In this way, the seeds of adaptation and renewal were there in The Deal
right from the start, guiding the co-creation of a new strategic direction and
movement for change across the whole Borough today: Progress with Unity.
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“Some would question
why we want to move
away from ‘The Deal’
language but this is the
least relevant part of it.
Residents don't benefit
from brand recognition of
The Deal. Behaviours and
the way we work are key."

Senior Council Officer
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This report is the story of how Wigan Council worked with partners to review The
Deal and explore a ‘new era’ for the borough which resulted in the creation of
Progress with Unity. It does not repeat the whole story of the Wigan Deal, which
has been well documented in the King's Fund’s report of 2019 and elsewhere,
although it includes the fundamentals. It updates that story, twelve years after
its creation, in a post-Brexit, post-pandemic, rising cost-of-living world.

The DNA of The Deal runs deep in Wigan Borough, and will continue to do so,

but Progress with Unity also brings some significant changes. At the heart of
Progress with Unity is a new and more collective boldness and determination

to deploy all that has worked about culture change through The Deal in a new
effort to tackle poverty and inequality and improve the lives of people across the
borough.

The emphasis on culture is now matched with a clear Borough-wide strategy and
a laser focus on tackling inequality collectively. The cultural innovations seen in
the Council are now part of a more formal joint effort across partners and place,
in a genuinely shared commitment to collaboration and partnership. Partners
across the borough are aligning themselves behind two core collective missions:
one focused on fair opportunities for all, and the other on creating flourishing
local towns and neighbourhoods.

The Council is renewing and furthering its commitment to working with local
people in an enabling way, and to working with the Voluntary, Community, Faith,
and Social Enterprise sector (VCFSE) through a more equal relationship which
values the contribution each can make. Commmitments to integrated locality
working are being renewed, underpinned by new efforts to use data and insight
more intentionally.

We believe the story of ‘Progress with Unity' should remain a beacon for other
places and councils to learn from and be inspired by. Throughout this report we
therefore also highlight the conditions that have helped Wigan Council and the
borough both sustain and renew their reform agenda over such a long period.

However, this report is also offered in a spirit of humility in the hope it helps
other places, as there are many others on similar journeys, from which Wigan
Council has also taken inspiration. Some of those places contributed to the
development of Progress with Unity along the way, sharing their time, ideas
and own experiences. This report aims to contribute to building the wider
movement for more person-centred, collaborative public service reform which
takes bold approaches to improving outcomes and tackling inequality in local
places. Wigan Borough is one of these places and wants to connect with, learn
and influence alongside others who have similar ambitions.

Finally, a word about Collaborate's role in this work. We are not neutral researchers;
we worked alongside Wigan Council and a wide range of people and stakeholders
to design and facilitate this work of review, renewal, and re-set. However, as
people who work in a wide range of places across the country, many of them
hugely creative and innovative in their own right, we found something special in
Wigan Borough, something more deeply embedded in how people behave and
how they work together than we've found elsewhere. We wanted to write this
report because we believe this is a story worth telling, with much that can be
learned about responding to difficult times with bravery, creativity, and humility.

"'Naylor, C. and Wellings, D. (2019) A citizen-led approach to health and care: Lessons from the Wigan
Deal. The King's Fund. Available at: https:/assets.kingsfund.org.uk/f/256914/x/7f008d393b/wigan_
deal_2019.pdf (Accessed 24 January 2025).
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SECTION 3
THE STARTING POINT:
THE WIGAN DEAL

ABOUT WIGAN BOROUGH

The Metropolitan Borough of Wigan, part of
GCreater Manchester, is home to approximately
329,300 residents (2021 Census) across 14 towns
and neighbourhoods, including Leigh, Standish,
Wigan town? and Ashton-in-Makerfield, as well
as many villages.

Spanning over 77 square miles, the borough is the ninth largest metropolitan
Borough in England. While largely urban, the borough also has some considerable
rural areas, with two-thirds of its land consisting of green countryside.

The prosperity the borough experienced in the industrial-era, driven by cotton
mills and coal mines, gave way to significant economic and social challenges in
the 20th century following the decline of heavy industry, leaving a lasting legacy
in the borough. One such legacy is the Flashes of Wigan town and Leigh, a unique
chain of wetland habitats formed by the flooding of former coal mining sites.
Declared a National Nature Reserve in 2023, it is now the largest urban nature
reserve in the country and home to nationally significant wildlife populations.

Today, Wigan Borough faces some significant socio-economic challenges. Child
poverty has risen from 16% to 23% in the past eight years, and 17.5% of residents
live in the 10% most deprived areas of England. Life expectancy has declined

over the past five years, with a 10 year gap between the borough’'s most and

least affluent areas. Employment rates have also fallen significantly, with 70% of
working-age people in employment, a level below regional and national averages.

The borough's population has a median age of 41 (2021 census), slightly higher
than the North West average. The population is also ageing, with the number
of people aged 85 and older projected to increase by 90% by 2040. Wigan
Borough remains relatively ethnically homogenous with 95% of the population
identifying as White in the 2021 census.

Politically, Wigan Borough has had a stable Labour majority since the Council’s
creation in 1974, alongside a smaller number of Conservative and Independent
councillors.

2 Wigan is both the name of the borough and a town within the borough. Throughout this report we
use ‘Wigan Borough' or ‘the Borough' to refer to the entire area. When we refer to the local authority
we use 'the Council’ or ‘Wigan Council'
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The Wigan Deal was a radical response to austerity which aimed to rethink the
relationship between the Council and local residents. Launched in 2012, at the
centre of The Deal was a simple social contract, setting out on one page the
commitments the Council would make to residents, including to keep council
tax low and build services around individuals and families, and the expectations
the Council asked of residents in return, including to recycle, get involved in
their community, and be healthy and active.

However, behind that simple idea lay a deeper reform agenda which the term
‘The Deal came to represent. The King's Fund's report referred to the way The
Deal became “an umbrella term that encapsulates the broad transformation the
Council has been trying to achieve... a construct with several dimensions to it™.
Those dimensions included:

« A golden thread that ran through everything the Council did, bringing
coherence and clarity, as well as a sense of positivity and pride for staff in the
Council's work in the face of austerity.

« Culture and behaviour change in the Council, guided by the four Wigan
Council behaviours: ‘Be Positive, Be Accountable, Be Courageous, Be Kind',
and facilitated by the ‘Wigan experience’, a staff and partner training initiative,
which located the reforms of The Deal in the context of the Council’s journey
through different cultural evolutions and the impact of austerity.

* Naylor, C. and Wellings, D. (2019) A citizen-led approach to health and care: Lessons from the Wigan
Deal. The King's Fund. Available at: https:/assets.kingsfund.org.uk/f/256914/x/7f008d393b/wigan_
deal_2019.pdf (Accessed 24 January 2025).
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“We have never shied
away from being

radical. We've invested
in transformation —we
didn't salami slice. If
things had to close
something else stood
up that was better. We
haven't changed in

our attitude to risk and
transformation. We have
an investment mindset
and give staff permission
to innovate.”

Senior Council Officer

“Things have changed
but core principles
about partnership
between council and
residents have stayed
true. It's a ‘Wigan way’
—the principles will
always stay the same.”
Cabinet Member
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Wigan®
Council

#TeamWigan

behaviours

Be Positive Be Accountable Be Courageous Be Kind

Take pride in all that you do Be responsible for making Be open to doing things Be helpful, generous
and support and develop things better, enabling change differently and working and thoughtful towards
yourself and others. and supporting improvement collaboratively with others, yourselfand others.

» A decisive shift to asset-based working: the origins of The Deal lay in
experiments with embedding ethnographic approaches in public services with
the aim of understanding the whole person rather than a presenting demand
to a service* This includes people's wider story, needs, strengths, aspirations,
and interests, and requires staff to practise different conversation skills
including observing, listening, asking questions, and not making assumptions.

« Investing in the community and voluntary sector, to facilitate the connection of
people into local activities that reflected their interests and capabilities (asset-
based working), rather than defaulting only to formal services. The Community
Investment Fund invested upwards of £10 million in local organisations and
activities between 2013 and 2018°

- An explicit permission for staff to work differently, be creative, try new
things, and be less risk-averse in order to improve outcomes when working
with people.

- A more collaborative way of working with local partners at all levels,
including much closer working between the Council and health partners.

- Integrated locality teams of staff from across services, which brought
together a range of people including social workers, district nurses, police
officers, and housing officers, aided by data about the local community.

“Wigan Coucil acknowledges the contributions of Robin Pharoah and Hilary Cottam in this early work.
See for example:

Smith, P. (2019) ‘The Wigan Deal story’, LGiU, 27 November. Available at: https:/Igiu.org/the-wigan-deal-
story/ (Accessed: January 24 2025).

Gurumurthy, R. (2020) ‘Creating a new social settlement with Hilary Cottam’, The Mission podcast.
[Podcast Transcript]. Available at: https:/Awww.nesta.org.uk/feature/the-mission-podcast/transcript-
episode-3-hilary-cottam/ (Accessed 24 January 2025).

McKenzie Folan, A. (2019) ‘Council of the Year: The Wigan Deal is our social movement’, LGC Idea
Exchange, 10 April. Available at: https:/Mmwww.lgcplus.com/idea-exchange/council-of-the-year-the-wigan-
deal-is-our-social-movement-10-04-2019/ (Accessed 24 January 2025).

°Naylor, C. and Wellings, D. (2019) A citizen-led approach to health and care: Lessons from the Wigan
Deal. The King's Fund. Available at: https:/assets.kingsfund.org.uk/f/256914/x/7f008d393b/wigan_
deal_2019.pdf (Accessed 24 January 2025).



“I think there is more the
Council can be doing

to support innovative
community action but
there has definitely been
a change for the better
in how the Council works
with the community.”

Resident

“The Deal is a set of
attitudes, values and
principles - it affects
everything and it filters
through — we are willing to
talk and willing to listen.”

Cabinet member

“The Deal is the golden
thread, it's always there,
it's our contract with
communities. It's the
platform we stand on.”

Senior Police Officer,
Wigan

“It felt like magic watching
it happen. It's really broken

down barriers and changed

our culture.”
Local MP

“The Deal has allowed
local commmunities to be
innovative and creative in
their ideas and a platform
to be able to show
everyone there are more
ways to be successful than
relying on the Council.”

Resident
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An example of The Deal in practice:
Integrated teams in Service Delivery Footprints

Prior to the pandemic, the work to develop integrated teams of frontline staff
from across different organisations and services was one of the key public
service reform innovations in Wigan Borough. The borough was divided into
seven areas known as ‘Service Delivery Footprints', designed to reflect natural
communities as far as possible.

Building on piloting in one area, teams of staff from the Council and beyond
were brought together within each of these footprints, including adult social
care, children’s social care, district nurses, health visitors, employment and
welfare services, police, and the voluntary sector. In addition, other organisations
aligned staff around these footprints; for example, two named hospital
consultants per footprint helped create a link with acute care®.

These teams were partly co-located, and collaboration was enabled through
‘huddles’ where staff came together physically to discuss people in the local
area they were concerned about, and agree who would lead the engagement
with each person or family, and how they would ‘pull in’ the support of other
agencies when needed. The work of each team was supported by data packs for
each footprint, ensuring staff had a collective view of their patch and were using
data to inform their work.

The Service Delivery Footprints were designed to enable partners to intervene
early when people showed signs of needing support and ensure that support
was as holistic and joined-up as possible across services.

The Deal started out small — initiated by a few people at the Council —and
spread organically, with far-reaching impacts beyond what could ever have
been envisaged. What was a fairly traditional council became innovative

and ambitious and underwent a massive cultural shift. The impact in adult
social care (where asset-based working was developed and embedded) was
particularly pronounced, as was the impact on partnership working locally — as
exemplified by the Council’s role in enabling joined-up, community-focused
responses to the pandemic and events such as the Afghan resettlement
scheme. This was during a decade in which Wigan Council made over £180m of
efficiencies and achieved a balanced adult social care budget.

While the organic development of the Council's approach brought many
opportunities, it also created some challenges. The way The Deal was developed
meant that it didn't have ownership in all parts of the Council, and particularly
over time and as priorities shifted, a lack of strategic clarity emerged.

A decade on from the start of The Deal, Wigan Council was ready to reset and
develop a new strategic vision. There were strong foundations in place — the
guestion was how to build on these, address new challenges, and develop a
refreshed movement with clear purpose and intent.

® Naylor, C. and Wellings, D. (2019) A citizen-led approach to health and care: Lessons from the Wigan
Deal. The King's Fund. Available at: https://assets kingsfund.org.uk/f/256914/x/7f008d393b/wigan_
deal_2019.pdf (Accessed: 24 January 2025).
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Section 4

A CHANGING
APPROACH IN A
CHANGING WORLD

Why Wigan Council reviewed
Its approach and how we did it
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“We're in a very good
position to take

that next step. We
understand the world’s
changed and we need
to do it differently.”

Cabinet Member

“[The Deal] has done
what it's needed to but
it's time to look at it in

a different way now.

It needs everyone in

the organisation to be
behind it if it is to be
effective, but I'm not
sure that everyone is
currently. [..] We need
clarity, and a new energy
and focus to overcome
some of the challenges.”

Senior Council Officer
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SECTION 4
A CHANGING APPROACH IN A CHANGING WORLD:
WHY WIGAN COUNCIL REVIEWED ITS APPROACH AND HOW WE DID IT

BOLDLY BUILDING A NEW ERA OF REFORM

In 2023, there was so much about Wigan Council’s
approach that still felt radical and right. And yet
the context had changed and new challenges had
arisen. How could the Council retain what was
strong while also acknowledging things that were
no longer working to refresh its approach?

In many ways, the events which culminated in this critical moment for pause,
reflection and re-set were equivalent to that which led to the original creation
of The Deal back in 2012. The new challenges the borough now faced had laid
bare the need to refocus and tune in to what people in Wigan Borough needed
to thrive, and what a ‘new era’ should look like.

As with all places across the UK, Wigan Borough had been hit by successive
unprecedented challenges between 2016 and 2023. Austerity, one of the
original driving forces for The Deal, had endured, resulting in ever tighter
financial pressures across the Council and its partners. Brexit, the cost of living
crisis, and the Afghan resettlement and Homes for Ukraine schemes had
created new pressures within communities, and climate change had risen up
the agenda.

The pandemic highlighted the huge value of the relationships and ways of
working built through the Wigan Deal, enabling the Council and partners

to respond quickly and effectively. However, it also diverted attention and
resources, disrupting other core aspects of Wigan Council's agenda, including
the continued development of locality working. In addition, it put huge
pressure on staff across the Council and partner organisations, necessitating a
period of recovery then reset across the system once the pandemic receded.



“In Wigan you have a
dramatically more difficult

time accessing opportunities
to work, to go to education, to
pursue any sort of academic

goal just because we live
in Wigan over, say, young

people who may live in other

parts of the Country who

get these opportunities just
simply handed to them or are

so much easier to grasp.”
Youth Cabinet Member

“Things have got worse —
Cost of Living, Ukraine,
the price of fuel —so

the approach is more
relevant than ever but
we need to modernise
the original conceptin a
way that's very relevant
to the needs of today. [...]
People’s circumstances
have changed so we need
to understand this better.
What's changed and
how can we help? [..]We
need to look deeper into
how we reform The Deal
and reshape so it's more
relevant to what's going
on today.”

Cabinet Member

“There have been
successes, but there are
still problems with ways of
working, still more to do
on co-production, more to
do on the economy and
inequalities.”

Senior Council Officer
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At the same time, having seen real progress and bucked the trend on key
outcome measures such as healthy life expectancy and school readiness in

the first five years of The Deal, poverty and deep-rooted inequalities in Wigan
Borough's communities had now been laid bare. These early gains’ had not
been sustained, and many local people were facing challenges including
poverty, lack of access to opportunity and a lack of security. We heard repeatedly
from local people about the enormous pride they have in the Wigan Borough
community, but we also heard that many people were struggling and felt
worried about the future of the borough as a place. Some of these issues are
reflected in the following statistics:

* 17.5% of people in Wigan Borough live in the 10% most deprived areas of
England

* 33% of people in Wigan Borough live in the 20% most deprived areas of
England

e Child poverty has increased from 16% to 23% in the past eight years

e There is a 10-year gap in average life expectancy between different parts of the
borough and life expectancy for both men and women has declined over the
past five years®

e The percentage of working-age people in employment has dropped
significantly over the past five years and, at 70%, is now below regional and
national averages.

In this context, the Council decided to embark on a discovery and co-design
process to develop a bold and innovative response to the challenges and
opportunities facing the borough. To ensure a broader, more inclusive, and
transparent process than the development of The Deal, Wigan Council
appointed Collaborate and IPPR North to design and lead an engagement
process with a wide range of local stakeholders that would ask: what are the
strengths to build on, what are priorities for the future, and what will it take to
build a refreshed movement for change?

7 Naylor, C. and Wellings, D. (2019) A citizen-led approach to health and care: Lessons from the Wigan
Deal. The King's Fund. Available at: https:/assets.kingsfund.org.uk/f/256914/x/7f008d393b/wigan_
deal_2019.pdf (Accessed: 24 January 2025).

®Men's average life expectancy has declined from 77.7 years in 2016 to 77 years in 2022, which is two
years below the England average. Women's average life expectancy has declined from 81.2 years in
2016, to 80.7 years in 2022, which is more than two years below the England average.
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HOW WE DID THIS TOGETHER

As Collaborate, our starting point for this strategic
refresh was “In Wigan Borough, by Wigan Borough”,
recognising that the answers to Wigan Council's
guestions lay among the people of the borough
themselves. We wanted to design and facilitate a
collaborative, engaging and participatory process
which reflected the spirit and guiding principles of
Wigan Council’s original reform agenda, and which
would itself help reignite a new collective movement
for change across the borough.

This was about engaging, listening, and co-producing across organisations

and sectors to help Wigan Borough co-design a hopeful and forward-looking
strategy that everyone could play their part in. The engagement was therefore
designed not as an endpoint, but the start of a conversation that would need to
be continued as part of delivering the vision for the ‘new era'.

Working in partnership with IPPR North, we engaged a range of different
stakeholders in a three-month period during spring and summer 2023 using a
range of approaches tailored to different audiences. These included interviews
and focus groups with members, council staff, a wide range of local partners,
conversations with residents on the street and in commmunity locations, and
resident and staff surveys. We also undertook a literature and data review,

and invited external perspectives from a range of leading councils, including
Rochdale, Camden, Gateshead and the North of Tyne Combined Authority,

to understand how they regarded Wigan Council's work and how reform
approaches elsewhere could inform Wigan Council's future direction.

As part of our engagement approach, we focused on testing and modelling new
ways of working that would be important for the future. One example was the
creation of a ‘Community Connection Group’ of 14 community leaders. The role
of this group was to help us reach more deeply into the community so we could
hear from local people the Council wouldn't ordinarily reach. The group played
an active role in guiding the overall engagement approach, engaging directly
with local residents, bringing their local knowledge to make sense of what we
heard, and collectively shaping the ‘new era’ vision — including ideas on the
Council and VCFSE's future role.
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This group helped place VCFSE leaders at the heart of work, fostering ownership
of the 'new era’ findings and the resulting vision outside of the Council as well
as within. At the group’s request, council officers were also invited to participate
in sessions, helping to foster shared understanding and mutual trust. The way
council officers engaged alongside the VCFSE signalled a willingness to develop
a more equal relationship. Everyone was encouraged to reflect on their own

role in creating change from their position in the system, laying important
foundations for what would come next.”

Throughout, we engaged stakeholders in collective sense-making — interpreting
what we were learning and what the next steps should be — and tested

and refined insights together, helping to build local ownership and lay the
groundwork for bringing about the ‘new era’. This included regular workshops
with the Commmunity Connection Group, sessions with the Council's Senior
Management Team, and a large-scale collaborative stakeholder workshop in
late 2023 to test and refine insights and ideas together. This stakeholder event
modelled a way for partners to come together to build relationships, review
findings and commit to shared action which has since been adopted as an
ongoing practice to enable partners to work collectively on implementing the
Progress with Unity approach.

?You can read more about learning from the Community Connection Group approach here:

Brown, L. and Plimmer, D. (2024) ‘Fostering meaningful collaboration between the VCSE and public
sector: lessons from creating a ‘new era’ in Wigan’, Collaborate CIC, August 14. Available at: https:/
collaboratecic.com/insights-and-resources/fostering-meaningful-collaboration-between-the-vcse-and-
public-sector-lessons-from-creating-a-new-era-in-wigan/ (Accessed 24 January 2025).



Section 5

WHAT WE
LEARNED:
PRIORITIES FOR
THE ‘NEW ERA’



22

“Permission to innovate is
So very important in the
current climate where
there are huge difficulties
in recruiting to social work
posts; being able to do
things differently (being
encouraged to do things
differently!) has been of
huge benefit. | think the
commitment to a set of
behaviours is what sets
Wigan apart from other
local authorities, and it

is a real thing — not just
something we claim

to do!!”

Staff Member

“[We are] encouraged

to try new ideas and
share our thoughts and
feedback. Seeing them
put into practice helps
me to feel as though my
workplace isn't just an
echo-chamber with only
the top voices making
changes and continuing
to do things even if they
don't work. It feels like

a collaboration and I'm
not afraid to suggest
new ideas because even
if they don't work, | don't
feel as though I'm being
shot down or ridiculed.”

Staff Member
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SECTION 5
WHAT WE LEARNED:
PRIORITIES FOR THE ‘NEW ERA'

We learned a huge amount about what makes
Wigan Council's approach distinctive and inspiring.
As the Council knew, there was much that needed
to be held onto and built upon in the ‘new era’.
However, we also learned about why they had
concluded it was time for a reset.

The process of engagement helped to surface what was no longer right for
today and gaps in the original thinking which had been highlighted by recent
challenges, as well as a readiness among people and organisations across
Wigan Borough to embark on a new collective effort to make the borough the
best it can be.

STRONG CULTURAL
FOUNDATIONS TO BUILD ON

In the spirit of starting with what's strong, we want
to begin our account of what we learned through
the engagement by acknowledging the distinctive,
embedded, and genuinely radical culture we heard
about and observed in Wigan — across the Council
and also the borough more widely.

The Wigan Deal had been at the core of the Council's approach since 2012, a
period of around twelve years. It is clear that significant gains had been achieved
in that time, and how the Council and many others work in Wigan Borough
reflects the cultural focus of The Deal approach.

We heard about and observed a warm, friendly, and human culture in the
Council, and a strong public service ethos, with people focused on what they
can do, not just the financial pressures that can hinder reform in many places.
We found an authentic commitment to the Wigan Council behaviours, a focus
on asset-based working, a sense of permission to work differently, and a sense of
pride in working for the Council and in Wigan Borough as a place.



“In Wigan there's the
personal responsibility
aspect of accountability —
people go that extra mile
beyond their job description
because they want to do it".

Senior Council Officer

“The majority of staff live
in the borough; Wigan is
one of those places that
people don't move away
from.”

Cabinet Member

“Kindness, humility,
humanness — which comes
from the leadership. [..]
People go the extra mile,
there's wraparound support;
people are very informal
and approachable, it's a
supportive workplace. In
the public sector people are
really driven by their values,
motivations of doing things
to make a difference in

the world, and that's extra
strong in Wigan."

Senior Council Officer

“In the Council it's
changed how people are
seen — not as problems
but as assets. We're lucky
people here know their
neighbours.”

Local MP
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An important condition for change in Wigan Council has been the longevity of
many of their senior leaders, both members and officers, combined with their
sustained commitment to change. Many senior officers had been in the Council
throughout The Deal and remained clear about the boldness of their ambitions
as well as their values and the tone they wanted to set. It was evident that senior
officers worked closely and collaboratively together as a team.

We observed strong relationships and trust between officers and members, as
well as alignment and mutual understanding about the core principles of the
Council's approach. Politicians and officers spoke repeatedly, in both public and
private, of their cormmitment to working in partnership ‘with communities’, not
‘doing to’ them. We found a shared commitment to the ‘new era’ process of
reflection and re-set, and an openness to honest feedback through this process.

Relationships beyond the Council were also strong. We met many partners,
from the police to GPs, further and higher education leaders and business
leaders, who spoke positively about their relationships and collaboration with
the Council. Working in partnership was often described as the ‘way things are
done' in Wigan Borough.

Residents also spoke of local assets they valued, their pride in their community,
the strength of their identity with the part of the borough they were from, and

the way people support each other. The sense of potential and opportunity for

even greater commmunity involvement was clear.



“The strength of Wigan is
its people. There's amazing
strength and resilience

and Wigan is a really
enterprising place. Lots of
small and medium-sized
businesses, lots of young
people who have done

well in trades, construction,
plumbing. And it's green
and pretty — there's amazing
nature. There's absolute
ambition, political ambition,
to unlock all the potential

in the place to create a

long term sustainable and
optimistic future.”

Senior Council Officer

“We had been living and
breathing The Deal but then
we went through a period
where The Deal went really
quiet. Training and the
Wigan Experience stopped,
and communication and
general understanding was
no longer there. People
started going more insular,
working more in silos.”

Staff Member

“The people of Wigan are
first class at caring and
helping each other.”

Resident
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Importantly, we also observed a council that gets things done — Wigan Council's
warm and human culture is not at the expense of action. The Wigan Council
behaviour of accountability was evident in the pace and commitment with which
the Council responded to the insights and ideas the engagement generated.

However, while Wigan Council's culture was a major strength, we heard that
the sense of direction had weakened as new challenges arose. Uncertainty had
crept in as the Council had to focus on new challenges including the pandemic.
Important staff development innovations such as the ‘Wigan Experience’ (an
immersive training experience for all staff) had waned after this disruption
(although the Council was already in the process of redesigning this when we
began our work). Significant staff turnover meant that some newer staff did not
have the same depth of understanding of the Council's approach and culture as
in the past. The Council had been through a period of rapid change and senior
leaders had recognised that The Deal was no longer fit for purpose, but in the
absence of a clear new approach, staff were looking for clarity and guidance.

Key insights for the new era

The core DNA of the Council's culture — the behaviours and principles,

the focus on asset-based working, the permission to take risks and work
differently with people, and the supportive and warm culture — was a clear
strength which provided a crucial foundation for implementing a new
strategy internally as well as building on effective collaboration with partners
across the borough.

The priority for the new era would be to build on and refresh the key enablers
of this culture. This would need to include reinvigorating staff development
initiatives that had been so instrumental in nurturing Wigan Council's unique
culture to address the loss of momentum for reform that had occurred in
recent years.
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“I need the organisation
to clearly list what its
priorities are to allow
others to prioritise work
in the area clearly. | find
that people get their
priorities based on their
perspectives and not
from a clear direction
that the organisation
has listed.”

Staff Member

“Clarity about what we're
here for is critical. We've
got the behaviours but
not what we're working
towards —we need the
what and why as well

as the how. We need a
clear corporate strategic
framework and collective
accountability.”

Senior Council Officer

“It's not clear that the
Council is currently

targeting the right things -

we need to be very clear
on focus and direction of
travel and priorities. We

need a vision for the future

—we need to look a little
bit wider than the here
and now.”

Senior Council Officer
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AN AGENDA FOR CHANGE
WITHIN THE COUNCIL

While Wigan Council’s culture and the ways of
working pioneered through The Deal were critical,
they were not sufficient to meet the new challenges
facing the borough described in Section 4. Below we
detail what we learned about key changes required
within the Council as part of the new era.

A clearer strategic direction

Although Wigan Borough is not alone in experiencing declines in key outcomes
and widening inequality, the Council could not rely simply on doing what it

had done before. While The Deal brought hope about how the Council could
respond to the impacts of austerity on its own budget, it was not always clear
how The Deal could help it respond to significant deep-rooted challenges

and external shocks, from poverty and the cost of living crisis, to the climate
emergency.

Clarity of direction about what the Council was working towards — the outcomes
being sought, and the challenges being prioritised — had not been a key focus
of The Deal and strategic focus was lagging behind the significant cultural
progress that had been made over the past twelve years.

The new strategic direction needed to bring a more explicit focus on tackling
inequality by ensuring everyone has the opportunity to thrive — acknowledging
and addressing systemic barriers faced by individuals and groups across

the borough, for example, those linked to disability, race and social class.
Recognising and celebrating the plurality of identities and places across Wigan
Borough was another key priority.



“Wigan is a place about
the heart not the head.”

Senior Council Officer

“Looking at assets and
asset based working is
more important than

ever because of health
inequalities, economic
inequalities — no more
bland universal offers.”

Senior Council Officer

“What is our strategic
approach to dealing with
systemic poverty? What
does early intervention
look like — investing in
preventing poverty? We
need to face up to it”.

Senior Council Officer

“Data is underdeveloped.

There's a lack of intelligence

and analysis so we don't
know if we're delivering
in the right places. So
how will we know things
are working? And what's
coming over the hill?”

Senior Council Officer
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The Council’'s use of data to understand outcomes across the borough and
track progress also needed to improve to enable a more strategic approach,
particularly in relation to understanding and addressing inequalities.
Throughout the project, we found it difficult to access clear data sets, and

a lack of focus on gathering and using data was identified by a number of
people within the Council as a barrier to more joined-up and strategic working,
even though relationships were strong. Linked to this, there had been a lack

of meaningful and ongoing evaluation of The Deal. This made it difficult to
understand if and how the Council's approach was making a positive difference
to local outcomes, and to adapt and evolve the approach in an evidence-
informed way.

Key insights for the new era

As part of its new direction, the Council needed to be clearer about its
strategic focus to ensure the organisation's strong culture was mobilised
for maximum impact across the borough. Its new strategy would need to
include a proactive focus on responding to the long-term opportunities
and challenges Wigan Borough as a place faces and crucially, addressing
inequality and helping everyone across the borough thrive.

To learn from some challenges that resulted from the more organic
development of The Deal, implementation of the Council's new strategy
needed to include a focus on providing greater clarity for staff on how their
work contributes to the organisational strategy, enabling a more embedded
and cohesive approach across the whole organisation, and fostering shared
ownership and collective learning across directorates.

As part of ensuring a focus on ‘head’ as well as ‘heart’, there also needed to
be investment in enablers such as data. The Council's strength in working
relationally and in an emergent and instinctive way did not need to be in
tension with improved use of data. Availability and quality of quantitative
data was a particular priority, and using this more systematically alongside
qualitative insight would help enable a more purposeful focus on
addressing inequality, including through informing locality working which
would be core to delivery of the strategy.



“Processes are too
bureaucratic. Asking a
guestion to the Council
team was like talking to a
robot — no accountability
for not responding to a
contact form, an undertone
of blame.”

Resident

“At times, we need to focus
more on basic respectful
relationships. We're not
going to be able to shift
relationships and co-
production unless we build
up trust for core Council
responsibilities. We need
people to see the Council
as there for them, good at
basics that care about lives!

1

Senior Council Officer

“There is stigma there

- “othering” - maybe
historical [...]. There's
prejudice there of what
Council tenants are like
when I've lived on a Council
estate all my life growing
up and community spirit
is second to none. In a
tragedy or when someone
isin need, the community
rallies around.”

Tenant Voice Member
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A focus on delivering basic services well

Residents and council staff expressed the need for more focus on delivering
‘basic’ services well, and in ways that make sense for people’s lives. While asset-
based, relational working was well established in parts of the Council such as
adult social care, other service areas felt less responsive to residents’ needs and
preferences.

Residents shared reflections on the difficulties of accessing support and the
bureaucracy of wait times and multiple transfers between departments before
finding the right person which required people to tell their story more than
once. Moving support online was a barrier to access for some, and there were

challenges with services being unreliable or expectations being set inaccurately,

and long waits without a good outcome. Many of these challenges were
experienced most acutely by those who are most reliant on council services,
such as council tenants.

Key insights for the new era

While these are challenges many councils are grappling with in the face

of budget cuts, it was clear that frustrations with basic services undermine
residents’ trust in the Council and in turn the Council's ambition to create a
new relationship with residents. While the Council's focus on innovation was
well-intentioned, it could not be at the expense of doing the basics well.

The Council's new strategy needed to feature a renewed commitment to
delivering high quality core services, recognising the disproportionate impact
of these services, such as council housing, on residents who experience a
range of intersecting inequalities. This would require a joined up approach
across Council services to ensure better experiences for residents, and a focus
on development and support for staff delivering core services to help them
embed shared behaviours and ways of working.



“The Deal feels very
tokenistic. It doesn't feel
genuine. If it was real
and the Council said
we're genuinely going to
open our doors and be
an integral equal part of
the community and work
alongside not do to you
then I'd wholeheartedly
sign up to that. But that
isn't how it functions.”

VCFSE Organisation

“Community groups and
organisations have come on
a journey with us but need
to go further now so they
can become equal partners
— not the Council dictating
but working with and | don't
think we're at that point yet.”

Cabinet Member

“This needs to be about a
total partnership — more
than funding. It's about
ongoing resources and
sharing assets and shared
problem solving.”

VCFSE Organisation
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A more trusting and enabling relationship with the
VCFSE and residents

We learned that some aspects of the Council's approach had either run their
course or needed rethinking twelve years on. The relationship between the
Council and the VCSFE, so critical to the reform agenda, needed to be reviewed,
especially with organisations who had been less involved with the earlier stages
of The Deal. Initial assumptions that investments in the sector would create
financially sustainable models of delivery had not materialised, and the financial
duress faced by VCFSE organisations had been compounded by the pandemic.
Over time the Council’s shift to short-term, project-based funding had
undermined the relational nature of the work and benefits for communities.

Trust and shared purpose also needed to be strengthened. Despite the Council's
goals, many VCFSE organisations did not feel that they were treated as equal
partners and had lost confidence in their relationship with the Council and the
authenticity of The Deal language and brand. This included VCFSE organisations
having disempowering experiences working with council teams relating to
issues such as property and commmunity asset transfer — the bureaucracy and
lack of transparent and honest communication undermining trust in the
Council's wider efforts to engage and enable the sector.
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“There are so many more
VCFSE organisations

out there who still aren’t
connected in. The Council
need to keep going and
widen engagement
following this process. This
piece of work doesn't have
to have an end.”

VCFSE Organisation

“Let's make sure we don't
‘do to’ people. We were
before, but we were saying
we weren't.”

Senior Council Officer

“The Deal was ‘one size fits
all'= my service was nothing
like the services where The
Deal was conceived.”

Senior Council Officer

“Staff attitudes are basically
“this is how we do this.”
The political and financial
climate is difficult but the
responses have basically
been top down with a
pretence of listening and
co-production.”

Resident
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We also heard that the Council needed to develop a more equal and enabling
relationship with residents. While many people we spoke to within the council
were passionate advocates of the Council’s culture and behaviours, some felt
that the ‘we will, you will' framing of The Deal was too transactional and didn't
do justice to the collaborative ways of working needed with partners and
communities. There had been uneven understanding and adoption of The Deal
across different service areas, with some feeling sceptical about its relevance.

Some residents also spoke of feeling ‘done to’ and identified that the Council
needed to get closer to communities, be more respectful and authentic, and play
an enabling role. The Deal was increasingly experienced as a PR exercise. By 2023,
as a brand, The Deal resonated more beyond Wigan Borough than it did locally.

As part of resetting relationships and more authentically connecting with local
people, we also heard that the Council needed to find a way to balance its focus
on positivity with the readiness to face up to the scale of the challenges faced

by some of its residents. While the ‘can do’ spirit and commitment to going

the extra mile reflected in the Council's ‘be positive’ behaviour was a source of
great strength (also reflecting the widely adopted local motto inspired by Wigan
Athletic — “Believe”), some people felt the focus on positivity was interpreted and
experienced in a way that was constraining honest conversations.

At times, talking about the realities of poverty and inequality was avoided

for the fear of being negative or undermining pride in place and reinforcing
stereotypes of post-industrial towns. Discussing and addressing inequality in a
way that reinforces rather than diminishes hope for the future emerged as an
important priority.
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“Ask people what they
want properly rather than
adopting the patronising
‘we know what's best for
you' attitude, which, l am
afraid to say, has been the
overriding message people
have been given.”
Resident

“The Deal is overused, it's
tired. It's become words
and symbols you see but
don't understand. It's lost its
value. There is a role for the
community in addressing
problems, so enable them.”

VCFSE Organisation

“We all want the same
thing: to save money,
give communities more
responsibility, not have
everything put on by the
Council. Let commmunities
be commmunities. Trust
them, not control them.
We need an adult-adult
relationship. The Council
needs to shift to being
alongside people.”
VCFSE Organisation
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Key insights for the new era

The Council's new reform agenda needed to emphasise working with

and alongside people in an equal relationship that values everyone's
contributions. The Council needed to determine how to use its power to its
greatest potential for collective benefit, stepping in where it could make
a unique contribution and play to its strengths, and stepping back where
others are best placed.

With residents, this would require the Council to play an enabling role,
including listening without an agenda, genuine co-production, and using
council communications to celebrate community action rather than
centering its own role. It would also include reimagining the role of ward
councillors to include a focus on connecting and enabling community-led
action, and ensuring all parts of the Council (including legal, finance and
procurement) understand their role in enabling commmunities to thrive.

With the VCSFE, the priority was to develop a more mature, equal, and
trusting relationship with a wider range of organisations. Building on the
collaboration between community leaders and the Council established
through the Community Connection Group, the Council needed to focus
on listening to, supporting, and working alongside VCFSE organisations;
broadening the organisations it engaged with; clarifying intentions
regarding long-term funding; and being honest about what is possible.
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“The Council can't do this
alone, we're one of many.
We need to have a vision
we all embrace and pullin
the same direction. It's still
about building confidence
and trust. We need to talk
to people. Design services
together. We understand
the world's changed and

we need to do it differently.”

Cabinet Member

“We need to move forward.

It's good to see us to force
ourselves into difficult
conversations about
priorities for the future —
the elephant in the room.
Overcoming competing
agendas, nailing down
priorities and where want
to get to, what we really
need to do next.”

Senior Officer

“Covid has taken us
backwards. We had made
huge inroads into school
readiness|..]this has been
lost.”

Local NHS Partner
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AN AGENDA FOR CHANGE ACROSS THE
BOROUGH: LOOKING BEYOND THE COUNCIL
TO BUILD A SHARED VISION FOR THE NEW
ERA TOGETHER

Transformation within the Council to address the
priorities identified would be a crucial part of the
new era. However, it was clear that the Council
could not respond to the opportunities and
challenges facing Wigan Borough alone.

Mirroring findings about the Council's own strategic direction, we heard from
partners that, despite many strong relationships and great collaboration on

the ground, partners were generally not working towards shared priorities for
the borough, or able to articulate what those were. Many partners felt that
addressing the deep-rooted and interconnected challenges outlined previously
would require a joined-up approach and a strong, clear, and collective vision for
the future of Wigan Borough as a place.

While the Council had invested in developing effective partnerships across the
borough over the past twelve years, The Deal was still largely viewed as a Council
rather than place-based initiative and there was an appetite for committing to a
collective vision and approach for the whole Borough.

A collective vision needed to have a stronger shared focus on the future of
Wigan's post-industrial economy and the skills and employment landscape,
enabling further benefit to be realised from the already strong collaboration
and alignment between the Council and local partners such as the College,
Edge Hill university, schools, and businesses. The Council’s existing political
support for Community Wealth Building needed to sit within this wider
economic framework.
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“The Deal behaviours
—a more equal and
productive relationship
with residents —are
amazing and should be
spread more widely. The
application has been
stronger in some areas
than others. What should
it mean for economic
inclusion, best start

in life? There should

be an escalator: starts
with behaviours then is
applied throughout the
whole place plan.”

Local NHS Partner

“We need to make sure the

principles are still relevant.
We're the converted. How
would GPs feel about
neighbourhood working
after a 12 hour day? We
need to keep winning
hearts and minds. How
do we make it relevant

in the post-pandemic
world of long waiting

lists, pressures? We need
people to see what they
have and not what they
don't. It needs to appeal to
everyone [..]. When under
pressure we go back to our
silos and it's happening
—so0 we need to stop this
now. We need a leap of
faith it can work and some
tangible wins too.”

Local NHS Partner

A NEW ERA FOR WIGAN COUNCIL: FROM THE DEAL TO PROGRESS WITH UNITY

We heard that The Deal ways of working — the behaviours and principles, the
focus on asset-based working, the permission to take risks and work differently
with people, and the supportive and warm culture — resonated with many public
sector partners, and there was an appetite to commit to these as shared ways of
working across the borough alongside a collective vision.

Growing this place-based way of working across partners needed to be
supported by prioritising relationship building at all levels, and in collective
reform efforts designed to maximise the value of shared resources. Importantly,
this would require reigniting the earlier work on integrated locality working to
rebuild momentum following the pandemic, and also push the potential of the
model even further in addressing inequalities.
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It was clear the ‘new era’ needed to be about a collaborative place-based
effort to mobilise and direct all resources possible — from the public sector,
VCSFE, private sector, and community — towards tackling deep-rooted
challenges together. The borough needed to take a bold, purposeful and

— most importantly — collective step forwards that builds on all that has
gone before to meet the needs, priorities, challenges and opportunities of
today. The new era would be about harnessing the collective energy of all
the people who care about Wigan Borough's future to go further together.

Key insights for the new era

A clear collective vision for the future of Wigan as a Borough would
enhance the collaborative culture and ways of working, helping to direct
everyone's efforts towards a small set of clear shared objectives. It would
also help ensure that partners were thinking holistically about all the
conditions people need to thrive and live good lives in Wigan Borough: a
positive culture and public service reform are critical priorities, but these
approaches need to work alongside other enablers such as a healthy local
economy, access to opportunity, and thriving, connected communities.

There would need to be a more strategic and intentional approach to
partnership including better use of shared insight across partners to
understand what is happening in the borough, identify where to focus
reform efforts, understand progress against core outcomes, and learn

and adapt together. This clearer strategic focus needed to go hand in
hand with spreading the core ‘DNA’ of the Council's approach (the ways of
working and behaviours) — across partners. This would need to be done in
way that is meaningful across different types of organisation and contexts
and promotes a sense of shared ownership, supported by reinstating joint
staff engagement and training across local organisations.
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“In Wigan Borough we're

no stranger to working
collaboratively and doing
things differently if it

means better outcomes

for residents. Progress with
Unity allows us to go one
step further by removing
organisational structures and
barriers to enable us to focus
on the priorities and needs of
our residents together.”

Alison Mckenzie-Folan
OBE, Chief Executive
of Wigan Council
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SECTION 6
WHERE WIGAN BOROUGH IS GOING NEXT -
PROGRESS WITH UNITY

Wigan Council welcomed the findings of the new
era engagement with curiosity, humility and an
urgency to get going with making change.

During 2024, the Council worked to translate the insights into a collective
vision for change, develop continued shared ownership among partners, and
begin to create the foundations for delivering on the new vision internally.
2024 marked 50 years since Wigan Borough was formed through the bringing
together of 14 districts under the motto ‘Progress with Unity. This motto has
become the strapline for the new ten year strategic vision and movement

for change across Wigan Borough, capturing its collective spirit and focus on
shared outcomes.

The 2019 Kings Fund report described The Deal as “the right ingredients
coming together in the right place at the right time”. The same was true

for Progress with Unity. With some distance from the immediate impacts

of the pandemic, the need for change to meet the scale of the challenges

the borough faced came together with a sense of opportunity, both due to
the impending changes to the national political context and renewed local
energy for the next phase of the journey. Wigan Council —and this time Wigan
Borough more widely — was ready to go again and emlbark on a collective
journey of reform.

The progress made during 2024 is illustrative of Wigan Council's ability to

get things done and mobilise change at pace. There was some muscle
memory from The Deal of what it takes to grow a movement, and many of the
features of the Council’'s approach since 2012 still feel relevant: the emphasis
on relationships, shared commitments, and ways of working focused on
person-centred, asset-based approaches. What is different is the deeper, more
systemic focus of Progress with Unity. The scale of the challenges facing the
borough requires a whole place effort, an approach that includes a strategy

to foster a thriving local economy that benefits local people, and reflection on
how power needs to be rebalanced to enable a fairer future.

The sections below outline the key ingredients of Progress with Unity: clarity on
the ‘what’' through two shared missions, and shared ways of working which set
out ‘how’ partners will work together. We then explore how Wigan Council is
mobilising internally to deliver on the new vision.
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“We know that listening

to commmunities helps us

to understand the reasons
why people face different
health outcomes. As part of
our renewed commitment
under Progress with Unity,
we will support the system
to work more closely with
our local communities to
address these inequalities
by listening to what matters
to them to create fairer
health opportunities.”

Karen Parker, Chief Officer
at Health Watch Wigan
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A BOROUGH-WIDE APPROACH

Missions: a shared direction for Wigan Borough

At the heart of Progress with Unity are two missions which set out shared
ambitions for Wigan Borough from 2024-2034:

Wigan®
Council

Mission 1 Mission 2

Make all our towns and
neighbourhoods flourish
for those who live and
work in them.

Create fair opportunities
for all children, families,
residents & businesses.

“Together, in genuine
partnership with our residents
and businesses, who know our
communities best, we will help

education and each town and neighbourhood
environmental inequalities in the ’99’0“9’7 to ¢ ,}/ebfote
in our borough.” and maintain their identity
- whilst understanding and

“Together, we will break
down the barriers that
create financial, health,

helping to achieve what is
needed to thrive.

These missions are the foundation for Progress with Unity. They bring a clarity of
direction that was missing from The Deal, addressing a number of priorities we
identified through the new era engagement. Firstly, the need for a clear sense
of direction for the Council: what are the behaviours in service of? Secondly, they
serve as shared goals that can galvanise collaborative action beyond the Council
as part of a Borough-wide movement. And finally, they explicitly focus on the
need to create fair opportunities for all to address inequality and recognise the
unigue identity and context of each place that makes up the borough, putting
both these priorities at the heart of the vision for place.

The development of these missions signalled Wigan Council stepping into a
more formal role as place shaper and convenor. They developed initial drafts of
the missions as a starting point from which to engage with partners, socialising
the missions and gaining feedback at partnership boards and through a
dedicated session with VCFSE partners. The missions were iterated multiple
times based on feedback.

Initially, there were two missions: one focusing on fairness and one on high-
quality person-centred public services. The place-focused mission was then
added based on input from Council staff, and the public services focused
mission was removed. The focus on public services didn't serve the purpose for
missions to be applicable to all partners and enable cross-sector action. The
ambition for high-quality public services was instead positioned as an enabler of
the missions in the Council plan. This example reflects what's different about the
missions framing to what's gone before, and how it is helping the Council better
navigate its role as a contributor and enabler of a shared agenda that unites all.

The missions were launched at an event in September 2024 which sought to
enable a collective, whole place recommmitment to tackling the challenges the
borough faces together. A range of partners have formally signed up to the
Progress with Unity strategy and missions including headteachers, the local
hospital foundation trust and sports partnerships. Below is a response from
local GPs.
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Example of partner commitment:
Response from the Locality GP Board
in Wigan Borough to Progress with Unity

As the Locality GP Board representing 56 dedicated member practices across
Wigan Borough, we wholeheartedly commmit to the vision outlined in Progress
with Unity. We believe that unity and collaboration are key to addressing the
health and social challenges within our Borough. Our role as primary care
leaders places us at the heart of the community, and we are aligned with the
goals of fostering equity, supporting independence, and promoting wellbeing
across Wigan Borough.

We acknowledge the importance of listening deeply to our commmunities and
designing services that reflect their needs, as outlined in the strategic missions.
The GP Board is commmitted to placing patients at the centre of care, supporting
the borough's vision of creating fair opportunities for all, and ensuring our
services remain accessible, responsive, and person-centred.

To demonstrate our commitment to Progress with Unity, we will take the
following actions:

1. Promote Preventative Care: \We will prioritise initiatives that focus on early
intervention and prevention, working closely with community services to
tackle health inequalities.

2. Enhance Access to Care: Our practices will work to improve access to
primary care services, ensuring that they are available and tailored to meet
the diverse needs of our population. This includes expanding digital services
while maintaining personal connections for those who prefer face-to-face
consultations.

3. Collaborate with Partners: We will strengthen partnerships with social care,
community organisations, and other public services to deliver integrated care.
This will help us meet the health, housing, and social needs of our residents in
a holistic way.

4. Support Independence: As part of the borough-wide efforts to promote
independence, our practices will focus on initiatives that enable people to live
healthier lives in their own homes and commmunities for longer.

5. Workforce Development: \We are commmitted to fostering a culture of
continuous improvement among GPs and primary care staff, ensuring our
workforce is equipped to meet the evolving needs of the population and
contribute to the borough's ambition for better health outcomes.

6. Engagement with the Community: We will continue to engage with
patients and local communities, seeking their input and co-designing
services that are responsive to their needs.

By taking these steps, the GP Board aims to demonstrate its unwavering
support for Progress with Unity and our collective mission to create a healthier,
more connected Wigan Borough. We look forward to working with all
stakeholders to bring this vision to life.
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‘Magic ingredients’ — Ways of working

Progress with Unity builds on the behaviours and principles and the focus on
person-centred asset-based approaches that had characterised the Council's
approach since 2012. Six shared ways of working were developed to bring more
clarity to The Deal behaviours in a way that's relevant to partners across Wigan
Borough. These are a simple way to describe how public service staff in Wigan
Borough should work with residents and partner organisations. They were
developed based on key themes and feedback from the new era engagement,
as well as drawing on what had been shown to be effective since 2012.

Public sector organisations across Wigan Borough have adopted and adapted
the ways of working for their workforce, including the hospital trust. These
shared ways of working are an important starting point and we recommend
these are refined over time to ensure relevance to all partners, including beyond
public services.
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Putting a partnership approach into practice

In many ways, Progress with Unity is about enabling viral change by
encouraging everyone across the borough to take action to meet the missions.
The most powerful way to create change at scale is through giving people a
sense of permission and support so they seize opportunities to innovate in their
day-to-day work, and crucially, this time with clarity of direction.

This focus on unleashing a social movement needs to be supported by shared
infrastructure to help ensure everyone is pulling in the same direction and that
change on the ground is enabled rather than constrained at a Borough level.
Wigan Borough is establishing this strategic and structural infrastructure in
several ways:

Four core Borough-wide partnerships and strategies are the key forums for
delivering, overseeing and coordinating progress towards the missions.

These are:
- Health and Wellbeing Strategy, led by the Health and Wellbeing Board
- Economic Strategy, led by the Wigan Enterprise Partnership

- Civic University Agreement, led by the Wigan Education and Skills
Partnership

- Corporate Parenting, led by the Corporate Parenting Board

Wigan Council is working to establish an overarching governance structure
across these four strands to provide strategic oversight for Progress with Unity
as a whole.

Regular ‘Progress with Unity' summits will be held to bring together all partners
and an opportunity to share and assess overall progress, maintain strong
networks and create new connections. The first of these was held in September
2024 with more than 100 people in attendance. Key features of the September
summit included: a diverse range of attendees and speakers from across
sectors, activities to build shared commitment and participation in achieving
Borough missions, and networking and relationship-building opportunities.

The Council is planning to continue to use the Summit format as a key method
for ongoing partner engagement. They will host two summits per year — one
focused on each Progress with Unity mission —to bring partners together, reflect
on progress, identify and mobilise around future priorities, and continue to

build collective momentum and shared accountability. For example, relating

to mission one, the Council and partners intend to make a declaration as a
partnership relating to equity, diversity, and inclusion and becoming anti-racist
organisations, as the impact and learning from a collective approach will likely
be far greater than pursuing this separately.

Cross-sector leadership forums are also being established to provide more
informal spaces for leaders in the borough to come together, pool insights
and work out how to take coordinated action. Wigan Council's CEO has begun
meeting with peers from the police, health, college, and VCFSE, and the
Council's leader with Chairs of local organisations. This marks an important
opportunity to reset relationships with the VCFSE in particular, with VCFSE
organisations given a seat at the table in a way they weren't previously.



40 A NEW ERA FOR WIGAN COUNCIL: FROM THE DEAL TO PROGRESS WITH UNITY

Shared branding is another aspect of Progress With Unity. Marking a shift

from the Council's Deal branding, one shared identity and narrative has been
developed for the borough with consistent visuals and brand guidelines

for staff and partners to adopt and embed. The Council is clear that they

don't want Progress with Unity to be experienced as a brand above all else

(as was sometimes the case with The Deal). The adoption of a shared brand
across partners signals an important shift in emphasis, and one that will be
accompanied by a focus on using communications to centre and celebrate local
people and communities.

As locality working is reignited, one of the most tangible manifestations of
Progress with Unity will be blended cross-organisational and cross-discipline
teams working together in local places to understand local needs and assets,
and provide more tailored support for residents. There will be a shift to working
at a more local neighbourhood level compared to the seven ‘service delivery
footprints’ that formed the basis for integrated locality working through The
Deal. Neighbourhood working will be underpinned by shared infrastructure, for
example, joint staff development (including through redesigning and reviving
‘the Wigan experience’), joined up efforts across partners to shift procurement
approaches to support ambitions for commmunity health and wealth building,
and collective approaches to bringing together and making use of data.




“Progress with Unity has
provided an opportunity
to reflect on what our
strengths are but also
where significant progress
needs to be made, learning
the lessons from what we
have achieved over the last
10 years.”

David Molyneux,
Leader of Wigan Council
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HOW WIGAN COUNCIL ARE PUTTING
PROGRESS WITH UNITY INTO PRACTICE

As well as enabling a shared movement across the borough, Wigan Council has
lots of change to make internally to address priorities that emerged from the
new era engagement and reorientate around the Progress with Unity missions.
The new Council Plan aligns together five transformation programmes in
support of the missions. These are all underpinned by the financial plan.

Like most Councils, due to national pressures, Wigan Council is facing a
significant financial challenge to balance service provision. There will be tough
decisions to make but Wigan Council are again choosing to approach this with
a transformation mindset, investing in approaches that it believes will both save
money and improve outcomes. Wigan Council were named the Council team
of the year in the annual Public Finance CIPFA Awards in recognition of the
team’s relationship-based model of financial leadership and support, working
closely with directorate management teams to design and lead sustainable
transformational change.

Providing tailored support that responds to people’s lived experience and
aligning partners’ efforts through collaborative working will help improve
outcomes and make best use of resources. There will also be a continued focus
on robust financial governance and planning alongside cost-saving measures,
service transformation and effective use of reserves. The Council's medium-term
financial strategy focuses on ensuring financial stability while continuing to
provide high-quality services through measures including; strategic investments
in key areas such as social care, housing, and regeneration to drive economic
growth and improve residents’ quality of life; and adopting a more commercial
approach to managing assets and services to diversify revenue sources.

The Council's long-term financial strategy aims to build resilience and
sustainability through approaches including investing in infrastructure and
regeneration projects to stimulate economic growth and increase the Council's
revenue base, and investments in green infrastructure to reduce carbon
emissions.

The financial plan will support delivery of the following five transformation plans.



“Improving access to
preventative care and
providing integrated
services in the community
is a key part of our renewed
partnership work.”

Mary Fleming, Chief
Executive of Wigan,
Wrightington and Leigh
NHS Foundation Trust
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Community wealth and health building

The Council, alongside its anchor partners, aims to support the missions by
influencing the social and economic determinants of health locally. The Council
will expand its use of ethical frameworks with the aim to grow local providers
and create partnerships of socially-minded organisations with a commitment to
the local community and workforce. In the past year, the Council has spent £9m
more with local suppliers, £4m more with SMEs and £3m more with the VCFSE
sector. The ambition is for this to increase significantly.

Internal training will help to increase understanding across all council
departments of the importance of the VCFSE and how every staff member

can contribute to community wealth and health building. The Council's
commitment to good housing will bring more direct investment in high-quality
social housing and partnerships with developers focused on maximising social
value for local communities. The focus of this investment will be co-designed
with the community.

Future priorities include implementing a progressive procurement approach to
further reduce barriers for local suppliers, working more closely with employers
to strengthen pathways for young people into employment and expanding the
Wigan Education and Skills Partnership beyond its current core focus on the
health and social care and construction sectors.

High-quality person-centred services

This work is focused on designing more effective person-centred services

that are responsive to local needs. The Council will create a new model of
neighbourhood working and strengthen its investment in community
leadership and development. This will be a whole commmunity, person-centred
approach that builds on strengths within local communities and moves away
from siloed single-issue services, underpinned by the Progress with Unity ways
of working. Data and local insight will be used to target services to people and
communities at higher risk of poor outcomes and the Council will use healthy
life expectancy and community resilience measures to inform its approach.

The Council aims to make best use of resources by working in partnership with
the local NHS, Greater Manchester Combined Authority, and the Government to
contribute to ongoing testing and learning for more preventative public services
at scale. This will deepen integrated health and social care community services
under the leadership of the Healthier Wigan Partnership. Improved health
through prevention will be at the heart of the model, including through shifting
the focus of traditional leisure centres to provide broader health and wellness
offers with the support of NHS and community partners.

The Council is committed to further developing its neighbourhood model

as a central feature of its approach to the two missions, including through
deepening integrated working with partners. The approach will be tested and
rolled out across the borough with an emphasis on ensuring flexibility and
responsiveness to local places.
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Transform operations through technology and Al

This transformation work focuses on the use of digital technology, data, and
artificial intelligence (Al) to streamline processes, improve service delivery, and
achieve long-term cost savings. It includes supporting digital inclusion across
Wigan Borough's communities, growing the digital economy and improving
the quality and utilisation of data and insight. The Council is piloting use of
generative Al to reduce the time that officers are spending on administrative
tasks so that more time can be focused on people.

In collaboration with its IT partner, several Council projects have demonstrated

the potential for long-term efficiencies and improved quality of care and service
delivery. Examples include reducing the administration burden on social care
assessments, producing meeting minutes, auditing care plans and job application
evaluation. The tool has reduced the time needed to capture a needs assessment
to 15 minutes, compared to a standard two to three hours, resulting in a better
quality person-centred interaction. Areas in development for the expansion of Al
into administrative processes include health and care plan creation, data cleansing,
media content creation, and funding application assessments. Policies have been
established to make sure Al is used ethically and responsibly.

Investing in workforce for great ideas to flourish

Continuing to focus on values and behaviours will be essential to the Council
delivering on its missions. The Council intends to evolve the Team Wigan Experience
—itsimmersive training programme — to inspire and support staff to cormmit to the
Progress with Unity ways of working and understand how they can contribute to the
missions. This includes dedicated work with managers to help develop a leadership
culture throughout the organisation that focuses relentlessly on the missions.

There is also a focus on recruitment to address workforce pressures, particularly
in social care. Different approaches including community-based recruitment
will be adopted to reduce barriers to employment and encourage a more
diverse pool of candidates. The Council is working in partnership with the
Department of Work and Pensions to offer support to an additional 200
unemployed residents of the borough in 2025. The Council's apprenticeship
offer will expand so that it supports hundreds of staff through leadership, social
work, and children, young people and families apprenticeships. The Council
will also support growth in apprenticeships more widely across the borough,
including offering degree apprenticeships for younger people as an affordable
alternative to university education.

Aligned to the mission to tackle inequality, the Council is committed to learning
and taking action to address racism. It plans to adopt an anti-racist charter and
develop a clear action plan and transparent reporting.



“Crucially, this is not the final
version of our movement.
Its foundations are built on
the extensive engagement
we have carried out, but it
will change and adapt over
time [...] We know that to be
successful, the plan needs
to be shaped by all our
residents and that means

fundamentally shifting the
relationship between citizen
and state from ‘us’ and

11

‘them’ to ‘together we'.
Councillor Keith Cunliffe,

Deputy Leader of Wigan
Council
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Deep community engagement and co-production
with residents and businesses

Wigan Council is clear that Progress with Unity will require an emphasis
on working in equal partnership with residents, community organisations,
businesses and partners.

An immediate priority following the new era engagement work was the
development of infrastructure capacity within the VCFSE sector. This included
the work which was already underway to create a new leadership group. The
‘Wigan Borough Accord Group'is now in place and will support the delivery

of the missions by being a champion for the sector as a key delivery partner
and providing representation with partners. The group is made up of twelve
organisations and aligns with the principles of the Greater Manchester VCFSE
Accord'®. A theme that came from the sector during the new era engagement
work was the need for a more formal infrastructure organisation. The co-design
of this is now underway and being led by a local VCFSE partner.

Deepening understanding of the value the community sector brings to the
borough across the Council workforce is being supported through a new
cross-directorate ‘Communities Board'. This is a forum for sharing best practice
and providing challenge about how all directorates can support the VCFSE
sector. The Council will deepen understanding of co-design principles across
its workforce through sharing good practice, accessible guidance, and training
opportunities together with the use of data and intelligence to complement
community conversations and inform the right solutions for local people.

The Council is using the learning from the new era engagement to inform an
updated engagement toolkit and training for staff. The Council also intends to
evolve commmunications, marketing, and engagement approaches to reach varied
audiences and become more accessible to all residents across the borough.

9 Greater Manchester Combined Authority (n.d.) Voluntary, Community, Faith and Social Enterprise
Accord. Available at: https:/Mmwww.greatermanchester-ca.gov.uk/what-we-do/communities/voluntary-
community-faith-and-social-enterprise-accord/ (Accessed: 24 January 2025).
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LOOKING TO THE FUTURE

Progress with Unity is focused on and should
ultimately be judged in terms of how effective it
is in helping enable positive outcomes for Wigan
Borough and its residents.

Working towards this will require an adaptive, learning-focused governance
approach which is necessary when working to address complex social
challenges." The Council and its partners will need to try things out and adapt
based on what works and doesn't in specific contexts and at multiple levels:
in its relationships with and support for individual residents, approach to
neighbourhood working, and plans at a Borough-wide level. This will require
clear strategic vision, a focus on using data as part of a learning-culture,
enabling behaviours, and supportive leadership.

Just some of the questions that the Council will need to reflect on over the
coming years include:

e How to coordinate the Progress with Unity Movement — how to ensure work
on the missions is pulling in the same direction while also giving people the
permission to innovate and enable an emergent approach.

e How to balance significant financial savings with an investment approach
—including how to communicate about the Council’s financial position in a
transparent but sensitive way, and more robustly understand how savings are
being generated.

e How to use both qualitative and quantitative data to monitor progress and
enable ongoing learning and adaptation — with the experiences of local people
at the heart of understanding what's working and what needs to change.

e How all parts and levels of the Council (including both staff and members) can
use their power in an enabling way that serves the missions, and how to have
honest and supportive learning conversations as staff test out these new ways
of working.

e How to align a focus on inequalities with a positive culture and fostering hope
for the future, rather than seeing these as in opposition.

e How to take an integrated systemic approach that includes but goes beyond
service delivery, for example, embedding community wealth building and new
forms of democracy as part of neighbourhood working.

e How to make the most of a new devolution settlement for Greater Manchester,
including ensuring sufficient devolution of resources and decision-making to
the borough level.

"Human Learning Systems (n.d.) Human Learning Systems. Available at: https://www.humanlearning.
systems/ (Accessed: 24 January 2025).
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SECTION 7
CONCLUSION

Progress with Unity is gaining momentum in Wigan
Borough. Following the period of engagement and
reset described in this report, there's now an energy
to get going balanced with a reflective approach:

to ensure a focus on deep and meaningful change
rather than defaulting into ways of working that are
more familiar but won't achieve the depth of change
required in the face of today’s challenges.

Putting Progress with Unity into practice won't be easy. Significant pressures
exist and new pressures will inevitably arise. There will be tough decisions to
make along the way. Some things will work and some won't.

Importantly, it is working on these issues together, sharing the pressures and
challenges and progressing joint opportunities in an honest and open way
that will be the underpinning strength of Progress with Unity. It seeks to create
strong relationships and foundations to enable the system to be galvanised
rather than fractured by the complex challenges it faces. This will take time —
Progress with Unity is a ten-year vision and movement for change for a reason.

The behaviours Wigan Council has demonstrated throughout this process will
be essential: humility, inclusivity, a willingness to genuinely listen, and a focus
on helping mobilise people to tackle tough challenges together. Stepping back
and not seeking to dictate the answers, but working with and convening others
to ensure the right solutions are put in place.

The new political context has the potential to support Wigan Council's
ambitions. The prospect of extending the reach of the new devolution
settlement for Greater Manchester Combined Authority and multi-year funding
for local government from 2026-27 could be important enablers of Progress
with Unity in terms of investment in prevention and in creating the conditions
for inclusive growth.
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Wigan Council is one of many local authorities, and wider public services,
grappling with how to respond to unprecedented challenges. As with every
place, Wigan's context is unique. But there are transferable lessons from their
journey. Some of the foundations that have enabled their approach, such as
political stability, aren't present everywhere.

However, many other key enablers have been the result of deliberate choices
and investment: in responding differently to austerity, focusing on shifting
culture and behaviours, demonstrating humble and enabling leadership (from
both officers and politicians), and building trusting relationships with partners.
The key missing ingredient for Wigan Council was strategic direction and clarity
on the ‘what’ - something Progress with Unity addresses head-on.

In many cases, public services have the opposite challenge, tending to focus on
strategic clarity and putting in place technical enablers, but not giving enough
attention to nurturing the culture needed to facilitate change. Wigan Council's
journey helps us understand what investment in culture takes and enables, and
as Progress with Unity develops, we'll see what's possible in terms of improving
outcomes when this is combined with the strategic clarity that has been missing.
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BEYOND WIGAN BOROUGH:
KEY TAKEAWAYS

Insights from Wigan Council’s journey that are
relevant for other local authorities (and wider public
services) include:

Celebrate what's strong and address
what's not working head-on

Wigan Council struck a balance between building on strengths and a
willingness to genuinely listen to what wasn't working. By approaching the
process with curiosity and a learning mindset, supported by leadership from
both council officers and politicians, you can enable honesty and meaningful
co-design, rather than blame or defensiveness.

Adopt a ‘movement’ mindset

Wigan Council set out to build a movement for change and deliberately built
ownership and momentum across the borough by making the strategy review
process a collaborative approach from the start, seeking out less heard voices,
and convening partners throughout to share progress and identify next steps
collectively. Seize every opportunity to model the future you want to see by
genuinely being open and making change everybody's business.

Embed equity as an overarching strategic focus

We cannot support everyone to thrive and tackle inequality if we work in
siloes. Make equity a focus across all aspects of your strategy and delivery,
and foster a partnership approach to address it systemically from all angles.
For Wigan Council this includes improving the use of shared data and insight
across partners, a partnership commmitment to work towards being anti-racist
organisations, investing in high-quality social housing, and putting inclusive
growth at the heart of its economic strategy.

Consider your role as enabler, beyond purely
delivering services

Local authorities have a key role in enabling others — residents, commmunities
and other partners — to contribute to thriving places. Wigan Council
demonstrated the potential of this in how it developed the Progress with Unity
movement, which included consciously reflecting on how it uses its power.
Identify when to step in, and when and how to step back to create space for
others to play to their strengths.
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Aligning strategy and culture

Integrate a focus on strategy and culture — combining both head and heart -

to foster a collaborative and purpose-driven way of working. Wigan Borough
has developed two shared missions that summarise collective ambitions for

the place and its communities, bringing together residents, the voluntary and
community sector, health partners, and other local organisations. The missions
provide a focus for what partners are aiming for, and are underpinned by shared
behaviours and ways of working.

Learn and adapt

It will be essential to adapt and iterate based on what's working and what's
not, and the changing context to ensure Progress with Unity is enabling the
best possible outcomes. A learning approach should be intentionally built into
strategies from the start and at all levels. This includes a governance approach
that ensures everyone is pulling in the same direction while giving people the
permission to innovate and adapt, and ensuring that the experiences of both
staff and local people are at the heart of understanding what's working and
what needs to change.

Connect, learn, and influence together nationally

Many other local authorities and places are exploring similar questions to
Wigan Council. All organisations and partnerships who are on this journey have
something to share and more to learn. There's an opportunity to join together in
a movement for more person-centred, collaborative public services which take
bold approaches to improving outcomes and tackling inequality in local places.

If you'd like to pick up this conversation and/or receive ongoing updates
on this work from Collaborate CIC and Wigan Council, please contact
Dawn Plimmer dawn@collaboratecic.com
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DEVELOPING A NATIONAL
MOVEMENT FOR CHANGE

As it works towards Progress with Unity, Wigan
Council are keen to share their insights and learn
from others. Some of the issues it is exploring and
are keen to connect with others about are:

e Playing an enabling place-shaping role — including how to support and
facilitate, rather than always lead or prescribe solutions.

e Developing approaches to neighbourhood working alongside partners
—and doing so in a way that goes beyond integrating services to enable
more meaningful relationships with residents, community-led action and
involvement in decision-making.

* Addressing inequalities in a way that supports community cohesion and pride
in place.

e Developing approaches to community wealth and health building that
support inclusive growth.

e Reimagining the role of members to enable new ways of working with
residents, and providing related support and development.

e Exploring the use of digital and artificial intelligence to improve services and
reduce costs (and in a safe and ethical way).

As well as learning to inform its own practice, Wigan Council is also passionate
about building a wider national movement for change. Wigan Council is one of
a number of councils exploring how working differently with communities can
improve outcomes and at a lower cost. ? There is much to test and learn and
influence together about what this takes and what this requires: at a local level,
but also at a regional and national level, particularly in the context of devolution.
Developing the practice and making the case will be far more powerful if done
together. This report is one contribution to this movement

for change.

As Collaborate, one of the key things we're taking away from working with
Wigan Council is what's possible when you take the brave step to ask some

big and difficult questions —and in a curious rather than defensive way. We
hope the honesty Wigan Council has demonstrated in sharing its journey will
encourage others to do the same as we collectively work towards a movement
for person-centred, collaborative public services which take bold approaches to
improving outcomes and tackling inequality in local places.

2 Lowe, T. and Hesselgreaves, H. (2024) Better outcomes for less money: the effects of working in a
Human Learning Systems way. Human Learning Systems. Available at: https:/mwww.humanlearning.
systems/uploads/EffectsofworkinginanHLSway.pdf (Accessed: 24 January 2025).



A NEW ERA FOR WIGAN COUNCIL: FROM THE DEAL TO PROGRESS WITH UNITY

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This report brings together the experiences, insights and work of many people
across Wigan Borough who generously and honestly shared their perspectives
to help shape a ‘new era’ for the borough. We would like to thank everyone who
contributed for your time and commitment, and for allowing us to experience
the collaborative and ‘can do’ Wigan Borough culture that's rooted in deep pride
in place.

Particular thanks go to members of the Community Connection Group who

played a key part throughout this process, and Simon Haworth and Melanie

Mulcahy at Wigan Council for being incredible connectors, co-ordinators and
problem solvers throughout.

Thank you to Wigan Council for being such brilliant partners to work with, and
for enabling us to document and share the Progress with Unity journey.

We'd like to acknowledge the contributions of our partners at IPPR North who
conducted the new era engagement alongside us, and the invaluable work

of our colleagues Leigh Brown, Ellen Care and Grace Cline on the new era
engagement and also this report. Finally, thank you to everyone who supported
the process of shaping this report and providing comments on draft versions.



REPORT BY COLLABORATE

COMMISSIONED BY WIGAN COUNCIL
3

LY,  wigan®
s

, Council

£ 2S20Re

DESIGN BY BLUSH

blush

design agency


http://www.blushcreate.com

