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The changing nature of place

The world we live in is experiencing an 
unprecedented period of change. Though the 
scale of change is itself considerable, it is 
perhaps its pace that is driving some of its more 
significant impacts.

Globalisation, the emergence of new 
technologies and the rise of new social 
movements and new networks of power are all 
accelerating the way we in which we live and 
communicate. Our expectations are changing. 
The nature of the relationship between citizen, 
the state and place is being disrupted.

Coupled with the combined forces of increasing 
demand, ongoing fiscal restraint and a national 
policy agenda that remains focussed on 
decentralisation, many public service 
organisations are struggling to adjust to these 
rapidly changing circumstances.

How public service providers respond to these 
challenges will be key to ensuring their future 
success. Without a robust and imaginative 
response, there is a very real risk we will see 
services and organisations begin to fail.

Why consider a place based approach?

For much of the past 30 years, the public service improvement agenda has looked 
inwards, initially through the pursuit of incremental performance improvement and 
cost cutting opportunities, and more latterly through the transformation of 
organisational operating models. 

However, these relatively conservative 
strategies no longer appear sustainable. 
More radical action is required - public 
service providers need to look for 
opportunities beyond their organisational 
boundaries with a renewed sense of 
ambition and intent. 

We believe the most successful 
organisations will build an approach to 
transformation which focusses on the 
distinctive nature of the people and places 
they serve.

Focus on people and 
places

We believe the leaders of our public services 
should build their future approaches to 
transformation around two key areas:

Making new strategic choices 
based on the characteristics of the 
places, people and communities 
they serve.

Identifying new opportunities for 
collaboration and new ways of 
working between organisations 
that share a common footprint.
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How PwC can help

We have extensive experience of working as a strategic partner, helping groups of 
organisations develop their place strategies. We can:

• Carry out in depth analysis of the needs of a place – our work goes to a deeper level than a 
typical needs assessment, offering real insight regarding what is happening at a local level.

• Provide strategic advice in relation to place branding, based on evidence, comparator 
analysis and an understanding of what has made other places successful.

• Provide challenge and support during discussions between partner organisations, helping to 
broker agreements and build alignment around a set of shared objectives for a place.

• Conduct intervention modelling to help place leaders make choices about how best to 
allocate the total public sector spend in a place.

• Help clients to consider how best to generate inclusive growth and address the commercial 
potential of the publicly held assets in a place.

New strategic choices 

Making the right strategic choices for an area 
requires public service leaders to understand the 
distinctive nature of their place. They need to 
identify the issues and opportunities that matter to 
people in their areas and the interdependencies 
between them.

Successful place strategies reflect the characteristics 
of local areas and communities. They are expressions 
of the conscious decisions leaders make about the 
type of place – the brand – they are trying to create. 

Recent history has shown that organisations are 
unlikely to effect this type of change by working in 
isolation. However, building a ‘coalition of the 
willing’ can be problematic. 

We find many areas lack detailed evidence and 
insight about the needs and aspirations of their 
residents. Coupled with the underlying tensions that 
often exist between partner organisations, they 
struggle to build alignment around a compelling 
vision for their place.



How PwC can help

We have supported clients across the 
public sector to design and implement new 
ways of working. We can:

• Assess and challenge current 
arrangements and identify opportunities 
for improvement.

• Facilitate the design of whole system, 
place based operating models.

• Provide implementation support (e.g. 
programme management expertise or 
advice on governance arrangements).

• Help clients to manage culture change 
and renew the capabilities of their 
workforce.

• Support organisations to exploit the full 
potential of digital and data.

• Use behavioural economics to reduce 
costs and improve services.

New ways of working

In addition to making the right strategic 
choices, public service leaders should consider 
pursuing opportunities for greater joint 
working between their organisations.

At its simplest (though even this has proven 
difficult to achieve in practice), this could entail 
joining up back office services – sharing 
corporate and specialist support or jointly 
procuring IT infrastructure – or establishing a 
common estates strategy. 

A more ambitious form of this type of system 
transformation might focus on opportunities 
for front line service redesign and integration. 
Though such initiatives frequently secure 
financial savings, more fundamental benefits 
can be achieved by taking advantage of 
synergies between existing organisations and 
services.

Further opportunities for place based 
transformation can be secured through the 
collaborative consideration of:

• Empowering the public sector workforce in a 
place through the implementation of new 
digital solutions.

• The sharing of data between organisations 
and the establishment of shared business 
intelligence functions.

• The implementation of integrated digital 
platforms to enhance community 
engagement.

• Opportunities to standardise and simplify 
common administrative processes, reducing 
duplication and fragmentation.



Our approach and experience

We have a range of approaches with which to support our clients in developing placed based 
solutions. We can build a programme of work to suit any requirements. A typical programme could 
follow the following steps:

Discover
Identify the issues – In preparation for the project, we would review relevant 
documentation and engage with senior leaders to test ambition and alignment, 
introduce new perspectives and challenge current thinking.

Define

Establish the key themes and focus – We would explore the challenges 
our clients are facing and define the issues that need to be addressed, for 
example: 

• how to build community resilience to reduce demand led services such as 
homelessness and adult social care; 

• how to optimise the use of public sector spend in an area; or 
• how to encourage enterprise and support for business growth. 

Diverge

Explore as many ideas as possible – Based on these challenges and ideas, 
we would continue to work up the themes and specific opportunities. We would 
engage stakeholders to facilitate a divergence of ideas in order to stimulate 
innovation and creativity.

Decide
Select the best – We would work with stakeholders to score and align on the 
best approaches for the context of their area – while the breadth of isssues our 
clients need to consider are global, the outcomes need to be local. 

Do
Create alignment and implement – We would develop a series of business 
cases for implementation and a programme of activity to drive out defined 
benefits and outcomes. 

We are supporting place based programmes across the country. Some examples of our work are:

Devolution support
Business case and financial 
modelling in support of the 
devolution agenda.

Local government 
reorganisation
Case for change for the 
establishment of two new 
unitary authorities.

Place based 
collaboration
Operating model redesign 
and development of a place 
based model of collaboration.

Public service reform
Prospectus for public service 
reform, land commission and 
fiscal devolution.

Non-structural reform
A collaborative model 
partnership working.

Health and social care 
integration 
Operating model for a place 
based model of care.
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