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What are the challenges?

The current operating environment for local government is 
characterised by challenges at multiple levels. The challenges 
associated with constrained finances and rapidly rising demand 
for critical services are well documented, which is not to 
suggest they should be overlooked – the trajectory of  
children’s and adult social care, for example, remains a 
significant concern.

However, it is also important to recognise that there are more 
fundamental challenges facing our society. These macro-level 
challenges – such as climate change and inequality – manifest 
themselves at a local level and local government, therefore, has 
a key role to play in contributing to the response. Put more 
directly, councils should be leading the response to all of these 
issues at a local level and should be supported to do so by 
national government.

COVID-19 has served to exacerbate many of these issues. 
Councils are now adapting to its enduring effects – and will have 
to continue to do so, if they’re to remain appropriately resourced 
and relevant to the residents and communities they serve.

This is happening in the context of escalating global trends  
that are reshaping our living and working environment – trends 
that include not only COVID-19 response and recovery efforts, 
but also ongoing challenges, such as climate change and 
inequality. These drivers will continue to reshape the UK’s 
socio-economic landscape and have significant effects on 
citizens, businesses, financial institutions and trade, particularly 
as new agreements are put in place following the UK’s exit from 
the European Union. 

The ADAPT framework:  
mapping out five key challenges

We use a framework called ADAPT, developed by our global 
strategy lead, Blair Sheppard, to categorise these challenges. 
This framework captures five broad issues – Asymmetry, 
Disruption, Age, Prioritisation, and Trust – that, if not addressed 
effectively, will cause irreparable harm in the next 10 years. 
These challenges, which centre around prosperity, technology, 
demographics, institutional legitimacy and leadership, are 
closely intertwined. Together, they require us rethink the future 
– and how we will shape it. 

Asymmetry describes the disparity in realising the benefit of 
globalisation, and examines what this means in different parts of 
the world. While COVID-19 has had similar health and socio-
economic impacts on most countries, the relative scale of those 
impacts has differed enormously. Similarly, while climate change 
is an issue for the entire planet, it is already clear that certain 
parts of the world and sections of society will feel its impact to a 
greater extent than others.

Disruption to supply chains is something that the UK has 
already experienced due to new border controls and trade 
agreements following Brexit, and as a result of controls put in 
place to contain the spread of the virus. There’s also ongoing 
disruption from the rise of new technologies, including 
advancing automation in the workplace. 













Change has already begun

Local government is at the heart of our society – playing a 
fundamental role in shaping our communities and the places 
where we all live and work. Perhaps now more than ever before, 
the UK needs its councils to do more than survive. It needs 
them to be relevant, proactive, engaging and resilient – capable 
of helping people to realise their hopes and achieve their 
aspirations, and of supporting local populations and economies 
as they look to recover and rebuild. 

However, these needs actually pre-date the pandemic, and 
councils have already been changing in response. To find out 
how far and how fast councils have evolved as organisations 
we’ve conducted an analysis of their activities and finances. The 
findings leave little doubt that local government today looks very 
different when compared to a decade ago. Ten years of financial 
pressure, rising demand, rapid technological change and a 
radically evolving policy landscape have had a dramatic impact 
both on the form local councils take and perceptions of what 
local government is for. 

Our activity analysis: major shifts in  
service areas

Our activity analysis involved a broad assessment of the amount 
of time councils spend on a range of different service areas. 
Collected over a 10-year period, the data shows changes in 
council activity over time. The analysis identifies a number of 
key trends, with four in particular coming to the fore: 

• The ‘corporate core’ has been eroded in many organisations 
– and with it their ability to dedicate time and resources to 
developing strategy and planning responses to their most 
difficult challenges. In the past year councils have been under 
intense pressure to understand the complexity and 
intersectionality of issues that people in their locality deal 
with on a daily basis. Currently, many councils lack the 
capacity or expertise to do this effectively. 

• More time is being spent on ‘customer contact 
management, assessment’ and decision making 
processes. In particular, there is increasing ‘assessment’ 
activity, suggesting that greater scrutiny is being applied to 
public requests for council services. 

• There’s been a significant fall in staff effort dedicated to 
‘service delivery’. This reflects both councils’ moves to 
reduce the level of service offered in line with their funding 
envelope, and also the changing nature – and potentially 
scale – of some service areas, with some local authorities 
focusing on the most urgent and pressing needs in their local 
communities. 

• The proportion of time spent on ‘general administration’ 
has increased slightly, suggesting that councils have found it 
hard to deliver lasting transformative change in this area. 

Future of local government15











20   

Figure 3: Local government spending need analysis by service area 
2020 - 2030, £bn

Source: PwC analysis

Estimated spending need by 
service area

Our original analysis in 2019 assessed 
spending need across the major areas of 
council service provision, including adult 
social care, children’s services, education 
(including SEN), public health and 
environment and regulation. These five 
service areas account for 78% of all 
council spending need in 2020/21, rising 
to 79% by the end of the decade and 
some 85% for county councils.

The overall spending requirement across 
different service areas is expected to 
increase from between 19.6% in 
Education to 39.2% in Adult Social Care 
over the 10-year period. Much of this rise 
will be driven by underlying service 
demand and changes in population 
demographics.

For all councils, spending on adult social 
care – the largest single service area – is 
projected to reach 35% of total spending 
by the end of the period. This equates to 
a rise from £17bn in 2020/1 to £24bn in 
2029/30. Children’s social care is set to 
rise by £3bn (29.2%) and environment 
and regulation £1.5bn (26.4%) over the 
same period.

CCN member councils will see an above 
average rise in adult social care spending 
need (39.7%) between 2020/21 and 
2029/30. The increased adult social care 
costs (£3.2bn) will account for almost half 
(48%) of the total national increase. 
Children’s social care will rise by £1.1bn 
(28.9%) during the period, and combined 
with adult social care, will constitute 68% 
of cost increases for these councils 
during the period, compared to 61.5% for 
all authorities.

Overall, our analysis shows that irrespective of how COVID-19  
may impact on local government finances in the longer term, 
councils will continue to face a considerable rise in demand and 
core service costs at a time when fiscal restraint is once again 
expected to be a feature of the funding landscape.
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Place and system leadership 

• Councils are the right bodies to lead system working and set 
the strategy for delivering improved outcomes for the people 
they serve – local government must continue to be ambitious 
in pursuing greater devolved powers and responsibilities, and 
recognise they are the only organisations with a democratic 
mandate to lead at a local level.

• The sector should push for a more mature and equitable 
relationship with national government. The past year has 
proven the case for changing the terms of engagement, 
including involvement in policy development across all 
relevant Whitehall departments. 

• The pandemic has demonstrated the importance of scale and 
organisational resilience. The sector should feel emboldened 
about its vision for the future being underpinned by the desire 
to operate at scale.

• While devolution deals and proposals for structural change 
can create local tensions, councils should continue to be 
proactive in proposing new governance models for their 
areas – driven by a commitment to creating better and more 
efficient services. National government does not appear to 
want to prescribe how these models should be developed, 
creating an opportunity for councils to shape their own 
destinies.

• Working in partnership and investing in place will be key to 
delivering a fair recovery from the pandemic. In its efforts to 
protect frontline services during the period of austerity, the 
sector’s ability to work in this way has been eroded 
somewhat (as specialist corporate capacity has reduced) 
– councils now need to invest in developing the capability and 
specialist skills required to address the place agenda.

Community engagement: 

• An enduring feature of the pandemic is how organisations 
have embedded themselves in the heart of their communities, 
providing support right down to the neighbourhood and 
individual level for those shielding, and disadvantaged 
families requiring welfare support. The ability of councils to 
think imaginatively and reach into the heart of their 
communities has been critical for those most in need during 
the pandemic. The real localism shown by county and unitary 
councils in particular could be a positive legacy of the 
pandemic, demonstrating categorically that they can do both 
the strategic, and the hyper-local. The challenge now is how 
councils embed this support within a new approach to 
community engagement.

• During the past year, many people have needed extra support 
or felt isolated. Local authorities have had to find new ways of 
engaging with those most in need as well as helping to 
release capacity in communities. The sector must work out 
how to retain the connections it has helped to cultivate as we 
shift to a new ‘business as usual’ and continue to support 
organisations which focus on hyper-local responses to 
critical issues.

• Our own research indicates a growing proportion of the 
population actively want to engage with their councils via 
digital channels. It is likely the pandemic will have accelerated 
this trend. Councils need to accelerate their investment in the 
infrastructure that can support virtual engagement with 
communities and service users (including platforms that will 
enable different groups to engage with each other).

Reflections from the sector

To help councils remain agile and relevant in an evolving landscape, we have worked with the sector to identify 
objectives relating to each of the four themes. The objectives set out below reflect our discussions with a 
range of leading politicians and senior officers from the sector. 
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Workforce and productivity: 

• More and more councils are recognising the importance of 
adaptability and flexibility in their workforce. The professions 
and specialists will always have a role to play in local 
government, but the importance of generalist and convening 
skills and the ability to take a broad view across services will 
be even more important over the next 10 years. Councils 
need to put arrangements in place to support individuals 
whose careers are more multidisciplinary in nature.

• The local government workforce is characterised by its 
commitment and the strong sense of purpose which  
comes from a focus on delivering outcomes. However, the 
brand of local government is seen by some as an inhibitor 
when it comes to attracting talent. Creating a compelling 
brand will be vital if local government is to attract the next 
generation of problem solvers, data scientists, strategists, 
innovators and leaders. 

• Other industry sectors are witnessing the rise of so-called 
‘portfolio careers’ (where employees pursue different, and 
sometimes unrelated roles in rapid succession), as well as 
examples of employees who work entirely remotely. There is 
now the potential for councils to tap into a much greater pool 
of talent than may previously have existed on their doorstep 
(albeit consideration would also need to be given to the 
broader implications and potential disbenefits associated 
with recruiting people who live in other geographies). Local 
government needs to consider how it can be more flexible in 
its approach to recruitment and reward in order to harness 
the potential benefits of this developing trend.

• As we emerge from the pandemic, councils will need to 
consider how to secure maximum benefit from hybrid 
working. This will be more challenging than in some other 
industry sectors due to the breadth of services local 
authorities provide. Focus will need to be placed on how 
people work, as much as on where they work – adopting 
mechanisms to support the development of positive cultures 
within teams, effective communication and an ability to map 
and improve productivity will be of critical importance. 

Technology and digital: 

• In the past, technology has often been at the bottom of a long 
list of competing demands for limited funding. However, this 
has been changing and the past year has proven the case for 
accelerating investment in technology. There is no doubt that 
technology will underpin the development of more resilient 
services, and open up new opportunities to engage with 
residents and communities. 

• The leading councils recognise that they need to move 
beyond fragmented data storage – information and data  
must be stored and managed in a consistent way if it is to be 
used to inform decisions at all levels. There have been some 
good examples of this, particularly throughout the response 
to the pandemic, but it is widely acknowledged that more 
could be done.

• There are still examples of councils which rely heavily on 
on-premise data centres with large application estates and 
few examples of effective integrations. Many councils are 
increasing their focus on cloud technologies and are  
retiring old infrastructure and rationalising applications,  
but opportunities associated with moving technology to  
the cloud remain and councils could go further still when  
in terms of integrating their systems (and increasing their 
resilience in terms of disaster recovery, cyber security  
and backup procedures). 

• While new digital ways of working are being piloted in many 
places - there are some good examples of the use of Robotic 
Process Automation and low code applications – 
opportunities exist for councils to ensure solutions are 
consistent across their directorates, adopt ‘best in class’ 
Customer Relationship Management and Enterprise products 
and develop their own centres of excellence.
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Appendix

Methodology and approach

This report has introduced the concept of the Future Council - a 
consideration of the changes that will need to be made to 
ensure councils remain relevant in 2030 - and is the result of 
wide-ranging discussions with sector leaders. 

In order to inform the thinking, concepts and recommendations 
that are set out in this report, an extensive engagement 
programme with County Councils Network members was 
undertaken. This included a series of around twenty 1:1 
discussions with Leaders and Chief Executives. Workshops 
were also convened for each theme (set out on page 31 and 32) 
and included representatives from Chief Executives and senior 
officers from across the county councils involved, as well as 
officers from CCN and representatives from PwC.

Activity analysis

Our activity analysis involved a broad assessment of the amount 
of time councils spend on a range of different service areas. 
Collected over a 10-year period, the data shows changes in 
council activity over time. The analysis identifies a number of 
key trends, with four in particular coming to the fore that are set 
out on pages 15 and 16.

Financial analysis

The 2019 ‘Independent review of local government spending 
need and funding’ report – commissioned by the County 
Councils Network – assessed local government’s spending 
need and funding for the period from 2015/16 to 2024/25, 
broken down by different tiers of local government. 

That analysis has been updated to provide a forecast to 
2029/30, taking inflation and population changes into account. 
This has involved updating the spending need estimates for 
2024/25 using the GDP deflator and population projections for 
the period up to 2029/30. 

Our estimates of spending need were based on an assessment 
of the resources local government, and specific tiers of local 
authority would require to meet future demand and costs of 
services. The original model used 17 different service specific 
cost drivers (volume/demand indicators) across 10 different 
service areas. In addition, generic cost drivers were applied to 
unit costs over time, such as inflation, the living wage, pension 
obligations and the apprenticeship levy.

The outputs of that analysis are set out on pages 18, 19 and 20 
in the report and in this appendix.

Total (by local authority tier type) (£m)

   2020/21  2029/30  £ change  
2020/21-2029/30

 % change  
2020/21-2029/30

CCN unitary authorities 3,237 4,208 971 30.0

County councils 17,482 22,937 5,455 31.2

Non-CCN unitary authorities 9,083 11,765 2,682 29.5

London boroughs 8,414 11,004 2,590 30.8

Metropolitan boroughs 11,817 15,295 3,478 29.4

District councils 3,153 3,945 792 25.1

Total 53,188 69,153 15,965 30.0
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Average spending need by local authority type, £m

   2020/21  2029/30  £ change  

2020/21-2029/30

CCN unitary authorities  294  383  88

County councils 699 917 218

Non-CCN unitary authorities 197 256 58

London boroughs 255 333 78

Metropolitan boroughs 328 425 97

District councils 17 21 4

Average across all tiers 157 204 47

Total local government spending need by service area, £m

   2020/21  2029/30  £ change  

2020/21-2029/30

 % change  

2020/21-2029/30

 Adult social care    17,301    24,079 6,778 39.2

Children’s Social Care    10,466    13,521 3,055 29.2

Environmental & regulatory services 5,663 7,155 1,492 26.4

Education services 4,606 5,508 902 19.6

Public Health 3,539 4,397 858 24.3

Other spending (incl. transport)    11,613    14,493 2,880 24.8

Total    53,188    69,153 15,965 30.0

County council and CCN unitary authority spending need by service area, £m

   2020/21  2029/30  £ change  

2020/21-2029/30

 % change  

2020/21-2029/30

Adult social care 8,214 11,474 3,260 39.7

Children’s Social Care 3,862 4,977 1,115 28.9

Environmental & regulatory services 1,504 1,893 389 25.9

Education services 2,038 2,434 396 19.4

Public Health 1,574 1,955 381 24.2

Other spending (incl. transport) 3,527 4,412 885 25.1

Total 20,719 27,145 6,426 31.0




