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FOREWORD 
 

The old saying ‘life is what happens while we are making other plans’ 

seems to ring more true than ever at the moment. When I took over the 

role of C.Co Managing Director just a matter of weeks ago the world was a 

very different place.  Whilst public services were used to change and 

transformation as part of an ongoing cycle of improvement, the world 

moved at its own pace. However, as everything we now know about 

Coronavirus unfolded day by day it became increasingly clear that the 

landscape for the whole country will be fundamentally changed and, 

whether we like it or not, local government will need to be ready for that. 

At the start of the lockdown, we reached out to our local councils and 

offered our support. We were impressed with what we found, councils 

had responded quickly to the crisis, implementing governance and 

creating a sense of direction in what felt like a confused and fast paced 

remote working environment. Against all odds these organisations were 

trying to find order, making fast paced decisions and collaborating in a 

way not seen before. We added to this where we could, offering our 

expertise and capabilities to not only provide capacity to support the 

front-line response, but also providing constructive challenge based on 

our broad experience in the sector. We learnt a lot from what we found, 

not least how incredibly important local councils are to people when it 

really matters.  

We wanted to follow up on the experience by surveying councils to see 

how they feel they will ‘bounce back’ once the crisis has passed.  I hope 

we will agree that the findings are both interesting and encouraging, 

albeit tinged with a reality of the enormity of the changes that they will 

need to face.  

NATALIE ABRAHAM |  MANAGING D IRECTOR 
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PURPOSE 
 

Since March local government has been on a ‘war footing’ in its response 

to the Covid crisis. Residents have seen more clearly what their councils 

do on a daily basis and how this can impact their lives directly. We have 

also seen councils, sometimes known for being bureaucratic, act with 

extreme pace, doing things in days that in the past may have taken 

months.  

To look beyond the present situation and consider what it is telling us 

about the future for local government we conducted a survey of chief 

executives and other senior officers in local authorities across the country 

to get their views on the scale of change they think will be required as we 

emerge from the current situation. We looked at a range of aspects 

beyond the perilous future financial position, from the services to the 

staff, and some common themes arose on the magnitude of the 

challenge, the aspects that will require attention and the opportunities 

that it may present. 

We will build on these findings in our future conversations with local 

authorities to keep developing this emerging picture, refining and 

adapting as we go to help make sense of the new world we find ourselves 

in.  

BACKGROUND TO THE CONSULTATION 

C.Co carried out a survey with chief executives and other senior officers in 

local authorities with a closing date of 5 May to gain their views on how 

they have coped with Covid19 and how they think it will impact on the 

future of their councils. We received responses from a wide range of 

authorities across the UK including county councils, metropolitan councils, 

unitary authorities and district councils. The survey was followed up with 

one to one conversations to better understand their responses.  
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PART 1:  HEADLINE F INDINGS 
 

Councils are very clear that in the medium and long term the change 

required for local government will be fundamental.  Change will need to 

be delivered in not only the way services are delivered, but which services 

will still be delivered. It is accepted that authorities need to take this 

opportunity to really engage with their residents to understand what they 

need and value. What residents want, what they are willing and the 

council is able to pay for in the future is likely to mean a ‘perfect storm’ 

for local government and a complete re-think of its purpose. 

Partnership working will be critical in the future to support delivery and 

lessons will need to be learnt on the experiences of working with Central 

Government and the NHS which has been mixed. Local decision making 

will need to be speeded up and governance will need to be re-assessed to 

ensure flexibility and pace.  

It is clear that the impact on the workforce will be huge, with home 

working becoming the norm, and a new set of skills and business rules will 

be needed. A review of future office ‘footprint’ will be essential.  

Whilst there are still many unknowns, what councils do know is that the 

world of Local Government will be changed permanently and there will be 

no going back to the way things were just a few months ago.  

SUMMARY OF STATS 

All respondents were clear that huge challenges lie ahead for local 

authorities. 100% said that there would be significant change needed by 

the council over the next six months and year ahead and almost half 

(46%) said the scale of change would be ‘fundamental’ over the next 

three years. Further conversation revealed that whilst this will be to a 

large extent led by the anticipated financial challenge that will lay ahead, 

it is compounded by an anticipated shift in the expectations and role of 

the public sector.  
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• Whilst respondents were confident that services had been able to cope 

with the immediate crisis, there was much less confidence in being 

able to cope in the future. It was felt that there may need to be a re-

definition of essential services and some services may cease 

altogether. 

• Only 50% strongly agreed that they had gained a better understanding 

of what their residents value most and there was a recognition that 

there was a need to further engage. 100% of respondents said there 

has been disproportionate levels of hardship in some groups and 

individuals.  

• Working with other local authorities had been strong, as has working 

with the private and third sectors. Responses of experiences of 

working with Central Government and the NHS were less favourable.  

• Speed of decision making and reduction in red tape was viewed 

favourably during the period of lockdown with 90% of respondents in 

strong agreement that local political decision making and governance 

has been successful. 

• 100% of respondents agreed that there has been a huge shift in how 

staff work, with a workforce operating remotely, and the change has 

been successful. Lessons will be learnt, there will be a future shift and 

there is likely to be consideration given to the impact this will have on 

councils’ future office space requirement. 
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PART 2:  DETAILED F INDINGS 
 

IMPACT ON SERVICES 

Respondents were confident that they have been able to deliver essential 

services over this period. However, the view that future demand could be 

managed was much less positive.  Further discussion supported by the 

response data, showed that coping had been driven by an acceleration in 

innovation, with freedoms from command and control. This has reduced 

red tape and increased the pace of delivery. There will need to be some 

reviews and checks and balances, however there was a strong view that 

returning to how it has always been is not part of the plan. 

It was accepted that there would be a need to consider changes in the 

definition of “essential service” pre and post Covid and redefining of 

essential services may lead to consideration of the cessation of some 

services being provided by the council on a permanent basis. 

Although there is some confidence, there is clearly concern that councils 

will be able to meet future demand. Pressures in adults and children’s 

services that were there prior to Covid19 will still prevail. 

Graph: Impact of Covid-19 on service delivery 
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IMPACT ON RESIDENTS 

When asked about the impact on customers and residents only 50% 

strongly agreed that their authority had gained a better understanding of 

what residents value most. When asked for further detail it was clear that 

the focus to date has been keeping essential services running smoothly 

and organising Government financial support to businesses. However, it 

was recognised that the current situation offered an opportunity to 

engage much more broadly with residents to really understand what is of 

value and why. 

There was however 100% agreement that Covid19 has meant that some 

groups or individuals have been disproportionately disadvantaged and 

this also provides an opportunity to consider ways to level up how 

services are provided in the future. 

Fundamentally, new choices will have to be made around what residents 

need and value, what councils can afford and how much residents are 

willing to pay, as well as how that payment can be seen to be equitable. 

 

 

  



THINK PIECE: ENGAGEMENT – A TIME FOR LEARNING 
 

In the current climate, we are all learning to make critical decisions and undertake actions to 

ensure safety, stability and delivery for our businesses/services, staff and customers. We 

take these decisions with a heightened level of awareness of the need for effectiveness, 

efficiency and in the moment risk-management.  

We all felt this shift, internally we had to shift our approach to engaging with our Clients 

staff, partners and residents. Like most people, we thrive off collaborating with people, and 

our natural instinct is to engage with people in person – its why we love doing what we do! 

Yet, overnight our world, like everyone else’s changed. We had to respond, ensuring we 

could still do what we love, safely, and still deliver for our clients and residents. We moved 

to technological solutions as well as practical/tactical methods of maintaining engagement 

with large numbers of people in the absence of being able to collaborate face to face. This 

responsiveness to changing approach was not unique to C.Co and continual learning and 

adapting was mirrored in the organisations we are working with. 

C.Co’s work alongside the public sector since the Coronavirus hit shone a spotlight for us 

onto how responsive, adaptive and effective public services can be when there is no option 

but to react. 

This ability to react and co-design solutions with clients really highlighted to us the 

importance of what we do through stable, and increasingly unstable times. What also really 

surprised us is the willingness of, particularly staff and residents, to still want to engage in 

the design of future public service delivery, despite everything that is going on. 

We are in the midst of a library consultation for one of the largest unitary councils in the 

country and despite coronavirus, we received over 5000 responses and hundreds of offers to 

speak to co-design the future service offer. People care about the future of public services, 

possibly now, more than ever. 

Whilst we all know deep down that the rebuild of public services post pandemic must not be 

based on what was, but what is needed, there is equally a risk that we will overlook actually 

asking residents what is needed, what is valued, what hasn’t been missed, what is 

critical. 

Our experience has shown us that right now, in this moment, people want to 

tell us and we have the mechanisms and experience to hear them. We help 

organisations collaborate, during the good times and the challenging. 

We believe positive collaboration can help organisations meet the 

challenges they face and work to create public services that are 

designed by people and deliver for people. We help clients 

understand and engage their communities, shape their 

vision for public services and prioritise action to deliver 

change at scale and pace. 

 

  



IMPACT ON WORKING WITH OTHERS 

Overall, there was a mixed picture of how partnership working had coped 

during the crisis. Some more predictable, such as local government to 

local government working well, albeit with pressures and fears expressed 

about future local government reorganisation. The same was true of 

working with the third sector. However, only 40% strongly agreed that 

relationships had been strong with Central Government.  

The results also showed only 60% in strong agreement of effective 

partnership working with Health, which is surprising when Public Health 

at a local level sits within councils and it is a global health pandemic. 

Historic silo-based working and recent concerns over data sharing may be 

at play here but is still surprising, nonetheless.  

Public/Private working has been highlighted across the country during this 

pandemic. Discussions on PPE provision and logistics to Nightingale 

hospital construction were covered with 70% strongly recognising that 

they have worked well with the private sector. 

Graph: Impact of Covid-19 when working with other organistions 
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IMPACT ON DECISION MAKING & GOVERNANCE 

90% of respondents believe that political decision-making has flourished during 

the pandemic response – 60% strongly so, some putting this down to a reduced 

requirement to put decisions through the formal committee process and the 

increased speed of decisions. However, in the future it can only be successful 

with appropriate delegation, trust and confidence in officers. Linked to the 

positive political decision-making, the capability and willingness of officers to 

step up, given new flexibilities and feeling trusted was strongly recognised and 

felt this must be harnessed as organisations emerge into a new norm. 

 

Graph: Impact of Covid-19 on decision making and governance 

  



THINK PIECE: HOW GOOD IS YOUR BORING?  
 

In 2018, following the publication of the Northamptonshire Best Value report, We asked how 

good is your boring? The report suggested that there was no substitute for doing boring well. it 

recognised that having good governance, sound financial, performance and risk management; 

and a culture of continuous improvement and positive challenge was the key to being an 

effective organisation. 

Throughout the period of the pandemic, C.Co has observed and heard about the incredible 

response of all of the public sector to meeting the needs of the NHS specifically, residents and 

the wider workforce. Much of this has been facilitated by a relaxing of bureaucracy, increased 

delegations and a flattening of hierarchies to achieve delivery at pace. Responding effectively to 

the pandemic has resulted in a relaxing of historic controls and the acceptance of increased risk. 

When our new norm emerges we should be asking what have we learnt and how appropriate 

our controls should be moving forward. 

We also need to review how staff worked, who has stepped up and flourished as part of crisis 

management and how do we harness the best of the response as we emerge? There is no 

question that the key tenets of good governance will remain the same: 

• Effective communication and understanding of processes and procedures 

• Clear risk and evidence-based decision making 

• Transparency of decision making and actions 

• Effective and informed use of data 

• An effective Internal Audit function 

• Transformation plans to effect change 

• A strong, positive culture 

The key moving forward is to consider whether the relaxation of controls during the response 

period has contributed to a more effective operational performance and if, as part of any return 

planning, that these freedoms could be incorporated, in whole or in part, within the new norm. 

Risk management, audit and control remain critical to effective governance, but organisations’ 

risk appetite and degree of control requires review and setting or resetting at a level that 

contributes to the increased effectiveness of delivery. 
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IMPACT ON STAFF 

Some of the most definitive responses were around the impact on staff 

and ways of working as a result of the current restrictions and the 

opportunities this provides into the future. There was a 100% recognition 

that staff have had to work very differently, and most were positive about 

the robustness of their ICT systems and the ability to cope with the new 

demand placed on them to manage home working.  

There was also complete agreement that teams and managers have had 

to consider new ways to communicate with each other and that there has 

had to be a much greater flexibility of roles and responsibilities to help 

manage the situation. It was felt that so far this has had a positive effect 

on both morale and productivity and that lessons learnt will be translated 

into future ways of working. 

One potentially significant finding related to the future use of office space 

and accommodation, where 100% of respondents said that what they 

have learnt may lead to future changes to their physical assets.  

 

Graph: Impact of Covid-19 on staff 

  



THINK PIECE: STAFF BEHAVIOUR CHANGE – JUST ADD LOCKDOWN 
 

All across the country millions of staff have had to work very differently overnight. And what’s 

more, managers had no choice but to trust them to do it. We’ve been speaking to local authority 

leaders across the country who had to change the behaviour of their nine to five, at-the-desk-

and-visible staff into a flexible, empowered and digitally enabled workforce. And guess what, it’s 

going really well. 

So why wasn’t this type of working happening more widely already? There are three key 

components to behaviour change: 

• People need the opportunity – the physical infrastructure and permissions – to change. 

• People need the capability – the skills and aptitude – to make the change. 

• And people need motivation – they need to want to change and see what’s in it for 

them. 

It’s only when you get all three elements in sync that the behaviour change happens. 

In terms of the opportunity, the physical infrastructure – a half decent laptop and internet 

connection is something that most organisations have had in place for years now, so that is 

clearly not what has been stopping the change. The permission to work from home and to work 

differently has been missing in some authorities. Many senior managers, and local councillors, 

still operate in a presentee culture, where if you are not at your desk looking busy you are not 

‘doing work’. Lockdown has forced that to shift, and according to many reports it’s working. 

Motivation for individuals has sometimes been missing. Humans are creatures of habit and 

coming into the office has been something comfortable and difficult to imagine doing differently. 

But now it is happening people are finding they really rather like it. They can forget the commute 

and get straight to work, flex their time around other commitments and still get everything 

done. When it works well, it’s better for the organisation and better for the individual. One Chief 

Executive recently reported to me an interesting fact that staff sickness has dropped to virtually 

zero during this period. 

The last factor is capability. Whilst Zoom, Teams, Skype and the like are all pretty straightforward 

to use and work well for team meetings and catch ups, there is an art to working from home. It 

takes a different mindset and a different set of disciplines. It does not suit all of the people all of 

the time, and organisations should invest in understanding the requirements and ensuring they 

have the protocols and support in place to help staff. 

So when we go back to what ever the new normal will be, organisations should learn from the 

best of what worked and make an honest appraisal of what could have worked better and why. 

They can end up with a happier, healthier workforce and a more efficient and 

effective organisation. 



  

These findings on remote working for staff reflect the results of 

a recent study by people analytics company Visier, into the 

attitudes of employees who are usually not allowed to work 

remotely, or who only did so rarely prior to the Covid19 

outbreak. 

The study showed: 

• 77% feel employers have done a good job handling the 

remote work transition. 

• Three quarters said they believe their manager trusts 

them to be productive from home, although 31% relayed 

that their employer had enforced new processes to check 

on people’s output. 

• Only 9% said their employer has handled rolling out 

remote working poorly. 

• 68% feel they are either more productive or equally 

productive from home. 

• 31% said their work-life balance had become easier since 

social distancing began. 

However, workers were not as confident the experience will 

convince their employer to change their flexible work policies 

long-term. 

• Almost half (47%) thought their employer would ditch 

widespread remote working once the Covid19 pandemic is 

over, and revert to their previous policies.  

• But 28% said they don’t think their employer would go 

back to inflexible working. 
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CONCLUSIONS  
 

Whist the future is far from clear there are nonetheless many common 
themes that are emerging from the survey, the detailed conversations 
that followed it and from other wider engagement we have undertaken. 
We have summarised these into ten key points that any local authority 
will need to include in their future planning:  

1. Sense of Community: there has been a strong demonstration of 
solidarity and unity coming from residents who have been required 
stay at home. This is likely to have a profound impact and lasting 
legacy on how we view each other; our sense of duty and role as 
citizens; the relationship between people, public, private and 
community sectors; and the value we place on public services. 

2. Technology enabled change: Overnight, staff became home-workers; 
embracing Skype/Teams; had video consultations with residents and 
businesses; and our customers embraced digital to contact us. We see 
the opportunity that technology provides and learnt that we can both 
mobilise it and embrace it when we need to. 

3. Customer Need: It has been necessary to close valued, but non-
essential, public services (e.g. libraries, leisure centres) and focus on 
‘core’ public services to keep the country going. Essential services 
have still been delivered, albeit very differently, and innovation has 
been seen in how services are delivered, including; online fitness 
classes, digital libraries. This provides the opportunity to reflect on 
innovation, think carefully about what is of importance and value to 
our customers and radically think about the future form and function 
of public services. 

4. Workplace and workforce: With immediate effect, the way people 
did their jobs changed – millions worked remotely an had to adapt 
working patterns, processes and delivery. They learnt what worked 
and what didn’t. After all this, there will be questions on the value of 
physical workspace, the need/cost of buildings, work/life balance and 
working 9-5 in favour of increased productivity and wellbeing – could 
working patterns change forever? 
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5. Integrated and Partnership Working: The challenges of partnership 
working have been are well documented, from organisational 
sovereignty, money flows/finances, geography, professional 
boundaries, governance and decision making, systems and data. Yet,  
partners came together to tackle Covid19, from central to local 
government, health and care, community, voluntary and commercial 
sector. The challenges are still there, but a unified goal, a single focus 
and forcing those historic barriers that prevent progress with decisive 
action means integration is possible. 

6. Adult Social Care: “Proud to work in social care” a slogan across social 
media since lockdown. For many years, the hidden army of social 
workers, residential homes, home care workers etc have been 
supporting the most vulnerable in society. This situation showed how 
important social care services, and its people, are in getting people 
out of hospital and keeping them safe in the community. This doesn’t 
mask that demographic and funding pressures facing ASC and care 
providers. Could this be the opportunity to re-think the value, in both 
public perception and finances, placed on social care and address the 
disjointed and disparate service offer? 

7. Governance & Decision Making: Councils responded quickly to get 
their governance and decision making arrangements in place, 
ensuring the vulnerable remained protected, core services were 
maintained and funded, and financial support made available to 
businesses. Cabinets met virtually and decisions/authority delegated 
with trust and confidence – a world away from the tales of 
bureaucratic town halls with red tape to cut through to get a job 
done. Time will tell if decision making rigor, audit and scrutiny 
worked, but it provides a direction of travel for the future. 

8. Public Finance: The scale of the government response to the crisis 
was unprecedented and no doubt councils remain optimistic to a 
point that government will cover the initial/short term cost of the 
crisis. But, what will be the impact as council leaders and executive 
teams start to plan their 2020/21 budget? Officers will be asking 
themselves what this means for their financial survival, resilience and 
sustainability. Clearly, most bets are off on next year’s budget, but at 
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a time when public services have never been more needed, how will 
the finance circle be squared? 

9. Engagement: The Coronavirus pandemic has shone a spotlight on how 
responsive, adaptive and effective public services can be when there 
is no option but to react. This ability to react and co-design solutions 
with staff, service users, businesses and customers is equally 
important in stable times. People are keen to engage in the design of 
future public service delivery now more than ever. Whilst it is clear 
that the rebuild of public services post pandemic must not be based 
on what was, but what is needed, there is equally a risk that we will 
overlook actually asking residents what is valued, what hasn’t been 
missed and what is critical? 

10. Investing in prevention: Increasingly the Covid19 crisis highlighted 
the additional pressures placed on services supporting the vulnerable 
– e.g. homelessness, domestic abuse, food, fuel and financial poverty, 
social isolation, children’s early help. The lockdown saw increases in 
demand on all of them. But what will happen when we return to 
‘normal’? How will authorities reduce the unsustainable levels of 
support offered during the crisis. How do public services continue to 
support those in need and prevent more costly interventions 
downstream? 
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We were born out of Public Services. We think differently. 

Back in 2015,  our team had an idea. What if it were possible to bring 

together a team of the best thinkers, practitioners and analysts from 

across sectors and across all parts of the UK. You then give them cutting-

edge analytics, encourage a culture of creativity, and challenge everyone 

to think differently. 

In 2016 that idea became C.Co, the change management consultancy of 

CIPFA. We are a value driven organisation with a mission to improve 

public services. 

The C.Co team is made up of leading thinkers, practitioners, and  analysts 

with unparalleled experience of the public, private and third sector. 

Creative, Curious and Analytical, we work with communities, businesses 

and public services to develop deep insights and develop new solutions. 

We have worked with over 100 clients across all parts of the UK including 

central government departments, the LGA, Local Authorities, the NHS, 

Police, Housing Providers, the independent/private and third sector. 

The C.Co team help out with the big thinking, and the heavy lifting. We 

pride ourselves in delivering positive change, something our clients will 

testify too. 
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For more information visit www.WeAreC.Co  

 

To pick up the conversation, email SpeakToUs@WeAreC.Co  
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