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Chapter 15
HLS at different 
system scales:  
Places as systems

Introduction
“Systems” is arguably the least well 
developed and understood feature of 
HLS. Many organisations interested 
in HLS can identify opportunities to 
develop more human ways of working 
and embed learning, but the prospect 
of engaging with and influencing 
others in the system is often the 
biggest hurdle. Systems are beyond 
the control of any one organisation, 
and the mindsets and structures 
that shape our day-to-day work are 
overwhelmingly organisational rather 
than systems-focused.

But systems matter. Outcomes in 
people’s lives emerge from complex 
systems, not individual organisations, 
programmes or projects. And so, 
while developing human and learning 
practice within organisations is 
necessary for HLS practice, it is not 
sufficient. This chapter explores 
how HLS practice can reach its 
potential through a focus on nurturing 
collaborative systems approaches at a 
local level.

As explained in the Systems chapter, 
when we talk about systems we mean 
a “system of interest” – an artificial 
boundary drawn around a set of 
relationships that help to create a 
particular outcome. These systems 
can be thematic (relating to health, 
housing, etc) or geographic, and often 
both (everything happens somewhere). 
This chapter focuses on systems 
defined by place: local systems which 
are themselves embedded within 
larger regional and national systems. 
And most importantly, the context in 
which we live our day-to-day lives, 
and the foundation for providing 
human support.

In this chapter we use the term “place-
based” to refer to approaches that are 
rooted in and responsive to the context 
of a specific place and the people who 
live there. We use the term “healthy 
system” to describe the enabling 
conditions for these approaches – 
factors that help local actors work and 
learn together to help enable better 
outcomes for people (see Systems 
chapter). 
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This chapter explores:

Why place matters: why it is a 
distinctive and valuable lens of HLS

How to develop a healthy local system 
that enables HLS

What roles different actors can play 
at different levels of the system, and 
routes to change

Where next – opportunities to 
develop our understanding of healthy 
local systems to strengthen and grow 
HLS practice.

1. Why place matters
Local context matters. To enable a 
whole person, “human” response, we 
need to understand an individual’s life 
and unique context. While everyone 
is different, the distinct assets and 
challenges in the places where we live 
have a big influence. The availability 
of quality employment and affordable 
housing, access to green space, the 
quality of local services, access to 
informal networks of support – all 
combine to shape our day-to-day 
and the long-term trajectory of our 
lives. It is only by understanding the 
range of factors that impact on an 
individual that we can identify the 
underlying challenges that need 
to be addressed, and uncover the 
range of opportunities, assets and 
actors in a local place that can be 

part of developing solutions to these 
challenges.

Recognising the complexity of people 
and place has two key implications for 
enabling a “whole person” response 
informed by local context:

• Local actors need to work 
together to understand, 
support and enable people in 
a connected, holistic, human 
way. This requires practitioners 
working on the ground to have the 
autonomy to work in a relational 
way and provide support tailored 
to the specific context, working in 
partnership with the people and 
communities they are supporting. 
Support is joined up, and draws 
on all of the available resources 
and assets in a place – within the 
community, the voluntary sector, 
the public sector, and beyond.

• Places need to purposefully 
create a healthy system to enable 
this practice to thrive. Specifically, 
to create the conditions:

 – For organisations to work 
together effectively in a human 
and context-led way as the 
norm not the exception (i.e. 
people and organisations are 
encouraged and incentivised 
to do this rather than having 
to constantly “battle” against 

standardised and siloed 
approaches)

 – To identify and address patterns 
across a local place that impact 
multiple people (from issues 
such as homelessness and child 
obesity, to the need for access 
to welcoming green space). 
This requires local people 
and partners coming together 
to listen, develop collective 
understanding, and take 
coordinated action to respond 
to specific local issues and 
opportunities. (See The Impact 
of HLS for people chapter for 
more on addressing “problems-
in-common”.)

Below, we outline key features of 
place-based approaches that enable 
connected, holistic, human support; we 
then go on to explore what a healthy 
system that enables this practice looks 
like and how to develop it.

Features of human, place-
based support

Organisations and partnerships 
working in an HLS way have identified 
the following features as crucial to 
enabling human support.

Place as purpose

Local identity is key to place-based 
approaches – people feel ownership of 
opportunities and approaches that are 

rooted in the places they live. Starting 
with a focus on local identity can be a 
useful way to galvanise communities 
and partners around a shared 
ambition for place, and ensure this is 
context-led.)

“We made the hub place-
based as humans are tribal 
and community connection is a 
strength. So our ‘Champions’ 
are of the community of Moray. 
In this respect we’re different to 
many other social movements 
that don’t tend to be rooted 
in a place.”

(Moray Wellbeing Hub)

Understanding what matters in 
people’s lives

Working in a context-led way often 
requires putting to one side what 
has always been done, and instead 
deeply listening to understand what 
matters. Listening exercises are a 
valuable way to understand the system 
overall – spotting the patterns, assets, 
challenges and behaviours that impact 
outcomes across a place. Crucially, 
this should include widening the 
conversation beyond a narrow service 
lens to understand the breadth of 
things that make a difference to people 
in their day-to-day lives – from chats 
with friends to access to green space.

https://www.humanlearning.systems/uploads/Moray Wellbeing Hub.pdf
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In South Tyneside, members of the 
local health Alliance Leadership Team 
(ALT) going out and deeply listening 
to local people led to important 
realisations about what matters:

“Members of the ALT were 
encouraged to get out and 
have conversations with 
members of the public… The 
idea was to start to explore 
what people were really 
interested in and talking about 
in their lives, whether or not 
related to health. The results 
were interesting in that despite 
some fairly high-profile health 
issues being topical at the time, 
local people were much more 
concerned about their own lives 
and those of their community.” 

(South Tyneside Alliance)

At an individual level, there needs 
to be scope to listen and respond to 
people’s specific circumstances:

“Services and systems can 
often only see presenting 
needs and not the person. 
The most effective long-term 
solutions are those that enable 
individuals to improve their 
own ability to manage their 
lives. These solutions build 
confidence and capability, work 
from strengths, and recognise 

that each person’s journey is 
different.” 

(Help on Your Doorstep)

Mobilising communities

Building the agency of local people 
and communities to connect with 
and support each other, and take 
actions on issues important to them, 
is an important feature of human 
approaches. This requires developing 
trusted relationships with individuals, 
collaborating with partners, and 
working together to understand local 
assets and opportunities. Many of the 
HLS case studies include a focus on 
connecting people to local networks 
and helping people feel part of their 
community.

“We deliver our mission by 
bringing people together, 
providing access to facilities 
and resources and building 
confidence, aspiration and 
entrepreneurial skills. By 
doing this we can help to 
support a local economy that 
works for local people, we 
can build the foundations 
for growing aspirations, and 
we can grow resilient people 
and communities. CaVCA’s 
purpose is to support thriving 
communities by helping people 
achieve the things they want to 

achieve to improve the places 
they live in.”

(CaVCA)

Connected support

Moving away from siloed services that 
each address a specific “problem” 
to be “fixed”, towards more 
holistic, connected and enabling 
support is an important feature of 
human approaches. The focus is on 
understanding people as individuals, 
taking into account their specific 
circumstances, and for partners to 
coordinate among themselves to 
enable a more flexible and connected 
local support offer. Making support 
accessible close to where people live is 
key to restrict barriers to engagement.

“A critical factor in our success 
was offering access to a wide-
ranging, multidisciplinary service 
offer. The conversations that 
we had were more holistic 
than single-issue services were 
able to have.”

(Help on Your Doorstep)

2. How to develop a healthy 
local system
To enable the shifts from standardised 
and siloed to human and context-
led support requires fundamentally 
shifting how local systems work. To 

create a healthy system that works 
better for people requires partners 
coming together, not only to rethink 
delivery, but also purpose, behaviours, 
structures, capabilities and power 
dynamics. In this section we explore 
what it takes to develop a healthy 
local system that enables human 
approaches – making it easier to work 
in a connected, holistic, human way; 
and enabling this to happen at a more 
meaningful scale.

For organisations that have developed 
effective human approaches which 
are informed by local context and 
learn in everything they do, taking this 
beyond their organisation and working 
with other actors in the system can be 
challenging. Organisations that work 
in an HLS way often struggle to thrive 
in a local system, particularly where 
traditional structures incentivise siloed 
rather than holistic approaches, and 
competition rather than collaboration. 

This is reflected in a number of the 
case studies, including the examples 
below from the perspective of a 
funder and a small social enterprise 
that provided a community-based 
midwifery service in an area of 
Northeast London.

“In 2012 our strategy changed 
from funding individual service 
responses to attempting to 
change wider systems. At its 

https://www.humanlearning.systems/uploads/South Tyneside Case Study v1 (1) (1) (1).pdf
https://www.humanlearning.systems/uploads/Help on Your Doorsteps Human Learning Systems Journey Final DONE (1) (3).pdf
https://www.humanlearning.systems/uploads/CaVCA.pdf
https://www.humanlearning.systems/uploads/Help on Your Doorsteps Human Learning Systems Journey Final DONE (1) (3).pdf
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most basic, this was because 
the services that seemed most 
effective did not flourish in 
the world of commissioning, 
procurement and funding. 
We saw people with vision 
and determination making 
profound change at the level 
of their charity or project, but 
being worn down by the rules 
and practices of surrounding 
systems (‘how things 
are done’).”

(Lankelly Chase Foundation)

“We felt as if we were drowning 
in the endless requests for 
evidence that our procedures 
were sufficient and the 
production of raw data to 
demonstrate compliance with 
targets and standards… We 
closed for financial reasons, 
which were the direct result of 
the restrictions and limitations in 
the funding of the pilot.”

(Neighbourhood Midwives)

Working together as a local 
system: the role of System 
Stewardship

Developing healthy systems requires 
purposeful work to optimise what local 
actors can achieve collectively (see, for 
example, Changing Local Systems). 

The existence of a System Stewardship 
function (see Systems chapter) is a key 
enabler of this.

A Systems Steward is a person, 
organisation or group that takes 
responsibility for helping to create a 
healthy system by building trust and 
relationships and helping people work 
better together towards common 
goals. System Stewardship is not 
about traditional project delivery nor 
about “directing” others; instead, it is 
about helping actors come together 
to understand the system and weave 
together their contributions to enable 
a focus on what people can achieve 
together that they can’t alone. This role 
often includes connecting support on 
the ground but, importantly, has a key 
focus on creating a healthy system to 
create the conditions for this practice 
to thrive in the long term.

Below we outline some examples 
of activities Systems Stewards have 
undertaken to help local actors work 
better together. Importantly, in all 
these examples, bringing together and 
gaining the buy-in of partners was a 
gradual process. Typically the process 
starts with people who are frustrated 
and keen to drive change and, over 
time, engages those who were initially 
more sceptical, as they began to see 
for themselves that working differently 
and working together can achieve 
better results.

Creating the space

Developing HLS practice often requires 
creating spaces for different kinds of 
conversation. Meetings with a solely 
operational and transactional focus 
do not provide the space that HLS 
needs to build relationships and trust, 
explore and act on learning, and 
address inequalities of power and 
participation. Systems Stewards play 
a key role in creating a different space 
for conversation that helps build the 
relationships, trust and empathy, which 
in turn enable partners to identify the 
fundamental shifts required in the way 
things are done locally, and act on 
these together.

The case studies highlight examples of 
how creating these spaces have been 
fundamental to enabling new practice.

Lankelly Chase funds and nurtures the 
development of these spaces:

“We are working in a 
committed way in six places 
around England, supporting 
spaces for people with 
similar values from across 
systems to come together in 
interconnected networks. It’s 
the diversity and collective 
insights that can create 
something no single individual/
organisation could initiate. 
People in these spaces are 

deciding what needs to change 
and are taking experimental 
steps to do things differently.” 

(Lankelly Chase Foundation)

In Plymouth, coming together on 
Friday afternoons for “coffee and 
cake” while writing a funding bid 
helped create new relationships and 
understanding between local partners 
(both commissioners and providers) 
and a sense of shared responsibility 
for taking action to improve support 
for adults experiencing multiple and 
complex disadvantage. While the 
immediate funding bid that brought 
partners together was unsuccessful, 
the relationships and sense of purpose 
has endured and enabled partners 
to fundamentally shift how the 
system operates.

In its case study, Likewise identify 
how they were able to shift the tone 
of relationships and activity locally in 
cross-sector conversations convened 
by local commissioners as part of the 
COVID-19 response.

“Through those difficult 
conversations, relationships 
were built where previously 
inaccessible commissioners and 
suspect competitors became 
friends and allies, and a tone of 
honesty and trust was quickly 
built. The relational element of 

https://www.humanlearning.systems/uploads/Lankelly Chase.pdf
https://www.humanlearning.systems/uploads/Neighbourhood Midwives.pdf
https://collaboratecic.com/changing-local-systems-to-get-everyoneinforgood-86199731a0ac
https://www.humanlearning.systems/uploads/Lankelly Chase.pdf
https://www.humanlearning.systems/uploads/Likewise.pdf
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the work had shifted a space of 
hesitancy and mistrust into one 
of openness and conviviality – a 
far more productive space.”

(Likewise)

Connecting and weaving

Systems Stewards play an important 
role in reaching out to and bringing 
together many different perspectives 
and actors across a place. They help 
people see beyond traditional roles 
and historic tensions to focus on what 
matters to people and place, and 
mobilise a collective response that 
makes the most of local assets. The 
case studies highlight examples of the 
weaving, connecting, navigating and 
influencing roles Systems Stewards can 
play in local systems.

“We take a weaving approach 
to providing support. We build 
thematic and geographical 
networks and connections.”

(Plymouth Octopus Project)

“We work together with our 
communities to understand 
our area, our assets and our 
strengths. This knowledge 
is used to bring together 
and empower every person 
who makes up the system: 
pupil or head-teacher, parent 

or counsellor, youth worker 
or police officer. We come 
together to find new ways to 
work more collaboratively to 
change the system where it is 
not supporting children and 
young people to succeed. Our 
role as a core team is one of 
Systems Stewards, working 
across the system with a focus 
on the health of the system 
around the child and family.”

(Wallsend Children’s Community)

“HLS highlighted the one area 
we have long struggled with: 
our place in the system… From 
the relentless challenges of 
housing to the overstretched 
mental health services, 
the short-term nature and 
restrictive referral criteria of 
support services, we often 
found ourselves picking up 
the pieces of a sprawling, 
complex network we could 
barely conceptualise. Thinking 
systemically has brought our 
attention to the need to be 
more proactive – we know that 
we can better support people 
if we can navigate, influence, 
and play a potent role in that 
systemic space.”

(Likewise)

Seizing moments of disruption: 
COVID-19 as a catalyst for change

Sometimes it takes a significant 
disruption or shock to a system to 
create the realisation or opportunity 
for fundamental shifts in how things 
are done, and how local partners 
work together. The pandemic is one 
example. In some cases, the pandemic 
helped expand the space to act, 
making partners realise that they could 
only effectively support local people if 
they worked together – coordinating as 
a system to enable human support.

The local relationships and 
partnerships developed 
during the first six months of 
our community hub proved 
to be a catalyst for what 
turned out to be an incredible 
community response during the 
COVID-19 crisis. 

(Aberlour Child Care Trust)

“Driven by commissioners 
recognising local need – a very 
important leadership move – a 
group of VCS, Local Authority 
and NHS Trust organisations 
were drawn together to 
develop a rapid, systemic 
solution to the overstretched 
services and increased need of 
the borough’s most vulnerable 

people living with serious 
mental illness. We found 
ourselves in a position we had 
not been in before – able to 
influence a systemic change 
offer based on our experience 
and our values, and with the 
language and frameworks of 
HLS to support us.”

(Likewise)

Creating the conditions for HLS to 
thrive in a place

What is it about these activities that 
enable change? They help build 
the conditions for a healthy system 
– “rewiring” mindsets, practices 
and structures from a focus on 
organisations to a focus on working 
together effectively to enable more 
human support. We now explore what 
these conditions are – both factors 
relating to people and how they 
interact, and the infrastructure required 
to enable more collaborative, human 
approaches.

While there is no one specific route 
to creating a healthy system – places 
start from different positions of 
strength and challenge, based on 
current context and historical trends 
– the below characteristics feature 
strongly in existing literature (for 
example, Building Collaborative 
Places and New Operating Models for 

https://www.humanlearning.systems/uploads/Likewise.pdf
https://www.humanlearning.systems/uploads/POP_1.pdf
https://www.humanlearning.systems/uploads/WCC.pdf
https://www.humanlearning.systems/uploads/Likewise.pdf
https://www.humanlearning.systems/uploads/Aberlour.pdf
https://www.humanlearning.systems/uploads/Likewise.pdf
https://collaboratecic.com/building-collaborative-places-infrastructure-for-system-change-50329af06498
https://collaboratecic.com/building-collaborative-places-infrastructure-for-system-change-50329af06498
https://collaboratecic.com/introducing-new-operating-models-for-local-government-cc120d5ccc0e
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Local Government) and in local HLS 
case studies.

Conditions in healthy local systems 
that enable HLS:

• Shared purpose and principles: 
Partners in a place are aligned 
around a common purpose that 
cuts across and provides the 
motivation for their work. While 
all partners (and individuals) will 
have different perspectives, there 
is a common understanding of 
overarching priorities for the place, 
and how organisations can each 
contribute to this.

• Trusting relationships: people 
and organisations are connected 
with others and develop honest 
authentic relationships as a 
foundation for working together.

• Collaborative behaviours: 
people across the system value 
collaboration and work in a 
connected (rather than competitive) 
way. These collaborative behaviours 
are promoted and embedded at 
multiple levels.

• Sharing power: actions are taken 
to address imbalances of power 
and gain diverse perspectives. 
Decisions (including on resource 
allocation) are devolved as close to 
the ground as possible to enable 
locally responsive solutions.

• Systems infrastructure: systems 
and structures shift from an 
organisational to systems focus to 
enable collaborative approaches. 
This includes the development 
of more system-wide approaches 
to workforce, commissioning, 
governance and data.

• Enabling leadership: leaders see 
their role as creating enabling 
conditions for collaborative 
approaches. There is a shift 
from organisational to systems 
leadership, and hierarchical to 
enabling leadership.

• Learning and insight: there is 
a learning culture focused on 
experimentation, convening and 
collective sense-making as a driver 
of improvement and building trust.

• Embedding and influencing: the 
work of developing healthy systems 
is never done. People and partners 
are motivated to improve, embed 
and influence for the adoption of 
these practices more widely.

This section has explored what a 
healthy system that enables HLS looks 
like. Now we explore the roles of 
different actors, and where to start and 
how to embed HLS in local systems.

3. Roles and routes to 
change
Enabling a whole person approach that 
is responsive to local context requires 
actors at multiple scales/levels of place 
to contribute to a healthy system.

Roles

The role of national actors is explored 
in the National-level working chapter. 
Below we explore how actors 
operating at more local scales can 
best contribute. In complex systems, 
decisions are often made best by those 
who have a good understanding of 
context – including by people and 
communities themselves. The role 
of actors at each scale is therefore 
to create the conditions to enable 
more autonomy and ownership at a 
local level.

Without compromising on the Human 
aspect of HLS, it is important to 
acknowledge that not all support is 
best delivered at the most local level. 
Some support (for example, heart 

surgery) requires a level of specialist 
expertise that can only exist when 
serving populations on a larger scale. 
The task is to organise support at the 
most appropriate scale. Also, even 
when support is best configured locally, 
it needs to be connected beyond 
the immediate “place” boundaries. 
For people who move frequently, 
connections are required between 
different places to enable more joined-
up support. In both these cases, 
human, holistic support at a local level 
is important in connecting people into 
wider expertise and support structures 
beyond the place.

The table below identifies how actors 
at different scales can help build the 
conditions for a healthy system and, in 
turn, enable more human approaches. 
This draws on both existing literature 
and “bright spots” of practice across 
the case studies. Please note, the 
characteristics given below for each 
condition are examples only and 
should be read as a spectrum rather 
than absolute categories.

https://collaboratecic.com/introducing-new-operating-models-for-local-government-cc120d5ccc0e
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Proximity to people’s lives

Spectrum Closer to people’s lives 

e.g. hyperlocal 

 Further away from people’s lives 
e.g. regional

Purpose Working directly with local 
communities to identify 
what matters and build on 
local assets and identity

Identifying overarching common 
goals across the place to develop 
sense of shared purpose and 
principles, and identify how 
each partner can make the best 
contribution

Relationships Develop trusting 
relationships with people, 
build local connections and 
sense of agency among 
local people

Building relationships and trust 
among different actors, valuing and 
resourcing stewardship functions, 
connecting and helping partners 
navigate different geographical 
footprints across key services 
and partners

Behaviours Local people, volunteers 
and workers work 
together without a sense 
of hierarchy, playing to 
each other’s strengths to 
create change

Enabling and modelling 
collaboration across sectors 
and themes

Power Developing the trust, 
structures and capability 
for local people to have a 
say in decisions that affect 
them and their community

Bringing together diverse 
perspectives and challenging 
imbalances of power. Enabling more 
locally-led approaches through 
devolving decision making and 
budgets where relevant

Infrastructure Seek opportunities to 
change processes and 
structures to support 
collaboration as the 
default e.g. “one 
team” approaches, 
participatory budgeting, 
community hubs

Develop and enable more 
systems-focused approaches 
to workforce, commissioning, 
governance and data

Leadership Fostering community 
leadership and acting on 
barriers to more human, 
connected support

Setting the tone for an enabling 
approach that mobilises and 
develops collaborative capacity 
among partners at various scales

In reality, neither people’s lives nor 
local governance and services are 
divided in a neat way – different 
organisations tend to work at different 
scales and always will have different 
footprints. Often these boundaries are 
not ones that make the most sense 
to local people. Health, emergency 
services and local authorities might 
all work across different geographical 
scales for example, with residents 
identifying with place at a much more 
local level. 

As the importance of adopting 
locally responsive and collaborative 
approaches is increasingly recognised 
(in the new NHS reforms, for example), 
the issue of how to define place 
boundaries is an issue that more and 
more places are grappling with. Where 
it is possible to reach agreement about 
geographical alignment this can be 
an important enabler for place-based 

working. However, this should not 
distract from the more fundamental 
question of how to change practice – 
working in a place-based way should 
look and feel different (and more 
effective) for people at all levels, 
from local people to senior public 
sector officials. Place boundaries are 
artificial constructs drawn to make 
useful work possible (ref. Systems 
chapter). Drawing these boundaries 
should be seen as a helpful step in 
enabling experimentation and ongoing 
development of practice not as a 
problem to be “solved” in itself. Part of 
what we need to test and learn about 
is how place and thematic boundaries 
might need to be redefined or made 
more fluid to better reflect the reality of 
places and people’s lives, particularly 
as the local context inevitably changes 
and evolves.

Learning Creating spaces in 
communities for local 
people to share insights, 
identify priorities for 
community action, and test 
new ways of working

Spotting patterns, convening and 
enabling learning – what’s common 
and different across localities, what 
can we learn from each other?

Influencing Share insights to help 
advocate for the enabling 
conditions needed at a 
community level, bringing 
together local actors 
to demonstrate the 
potential of connected 
community-led action

Making the case for place-based 
approaches, identify blockers and 
work to address these, building the 
conditions for more local ownership
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Routes to change: exploiting 
opportunities in place

Looking across the HLS case studies, 
one of the most exciting features is the 
diversity of starting points in different 
places. In some cases, systems change 
is driven by people and organisations 
who are in positions of formal authority 
(for example, public service directors 
or commissioners). But in other cases, 
change is being led by those who 
don’t occupy formal positions of 
power, and in fact, their lack of formal 

authority means they are better able 
to question and disrupt how things are 
done across the system (for example, 
local charities).

Below we explore examples of systems 
change driven at different geographic 
scales (across the “proximity” 
spectrum above) and by different 
actors, each of whom have taken on 
a ‘System Stewardship’ role. As part 
of this, we highlight how these actors 
helped develop conditions for a 
healthy system.

Liverpool City Region Combined Authority: led the development of an HLS approach 
to homelessness assertive outreach services across the Liverpool City Region. Included 
introducing and championing an HLS approach, working with local authority commissioners 
to make the case for a more flexible approach by highlighting the fact that standardised 
services weren’t working for each of their six different areas. The Combined Authority has 
played a System Stewardship role in building trusting relationships and collaborative 
behaviours and embedding a focus on learning. A number of local authorities have seen the 
benefit of the stewardship role and are planning to adopt this locally.

Surrey Youth Focus (SYF): a collaboration charity working to bring together organisations 
in Surrey to improve the lives of children and young people. SYF plays the role of Systems 
Steward – building trusting relationships and collaborative behaviours across sectors 
and working to understand the system – to tackle siloed working and power imbalances 
to make support work better for children and families. SYF facilitated the development 
of Time for Kids – five key shared principles that are being used to drive whole system 
cultural change across Surrey, and are being adopted across the county by VSOs and public 
sector organisations. SYF focuses its leadership role on creating the enabling conditions at 
the county level, working in partnership with Surrey County Council, Surrey Police, Surrey 
Heartlands and other organisations to inspire everybody working with children, young 
people and families across the county to use “Time for Kids’’ principles as inspiration for their 
approach to their work.

Sometimes, HLS practice is driven by 
actors who have worked in a place 
for a long time, building on their local 
insights and relationships to push for 
change beyond their organisation and 
across the wider system. In other cases, 
HLS practice is driven by new entrants 
to a place, who take on a stewardship 
role to help develop a healthy system. 

Rather than size, sector or how long 
an actor has worked in a place, case 
study organisations identified that 
the key “ingredient” or source of 
legitimacy that marked an organisation 
or individual’s ability to drive change 
was the ability to bridge the gap 

between the “old” world and the 
“new” – being trusted within the 
establishment (based on relationships, 
authenticity, credibility) as a 
foundation for introducing, testing and 
embedding HLS thinking and practice. 
And, importantly, being trusted by 
and viewed as legitimate by multiple 
actors – by those in positions of formal 
power, and by people working on 
the ground and in communities. This 
System Stewardship role (described in 
the Working together as a local system 
section above) – bridging between and 
connecting many different perspectives 
and actors – is crucial. While this 

Wallsend Children’s Community (WCC): aims to improve outcomes for children and make 
life better for families and young people in Wallsend. Employed by Save the Children, the 
WCC team of three staff act as Systems Stewards, working across the system with a focus on 
building the health of the system around the child and family. They help to build and sustain 
shared purpose locally and seek to shift power by seeing children and young people as the 
centre of the system. When learning and insight shows that the system is not supporting 
children in the way it should, WCC works to identify the people and relationships who can 
have the biggest and most positive impact in improving the way the system is working and 
bring new partnerships together to co-develop appropriate solutions.

Help on Your Doorstep (HOYD): a charity working with residents who are vulnerable and 
isolated and experience social inequality in Islington, London. To work towards its goal to 
support people to thrive and live in happy, healthy communities, HOYD has taken on a 
System Stewardship role – curating a multiagency network of services equipped to deal 
with a range of social issues and working with these services to support residents more 
effectively. Trusting relationships are key to HOYD’s work at multiple levels – with the 
community, partners and funders and within the team. Its work focuses on sharing power 
with communities – drawing on the voices of people it works with to influence other parts 
of the system. It also fosters collaborative behaviours among partners and creates the 
infrastructure needed to support more connected, accessible services, including common 
referral process and communication systems.

https://www.humanlearning.systems/uploads/7549 CPI %E2%80%93 LCRCA Case Study v2.pdf
https://www.humanlearning.systems/uploads/Surrey Youth Focus.pdf
https://www.humanlearning.systems/uploads/WCC.pdf
https://www.humanlearning.systems/uploads/Help on Your Doorsteps Human Learning Systems Journey Final DONE (1) (3).pdf
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connecting and weaving role is crucial, 
it can be invisible and intangible, 
meaning it is often not adequately 
recognised or resourced.

“Our primary role as a service 
provider can also mean that 
funding for the resources that 
we need to ‘steward’ a system 
involving over 150 different 
services can be overlooked by 
commissioners and funders. 
They can sometimes value our 
networks and the relationships 
but struggle to appreciate 
the human and monetary 
investment that goes into 
developing and managing this.” 

(Help on Your Doorstep)

Resourcing and recognising the value 
of this function is key to enabling the 
development of healthy systems and, 
in turn, more human support.

Drawing system boundaries: 
geography and thematic focus

Throughout this chapter, we have 
reflected on place as a “system of 
interest”. But for many of the HLS 
case studies, the system of interest 
is defined by theme as well as place 
– children in Surrey or Wallsend, 
for example.

Considering the interaction between 
geographic and thematic focus 
in place-based examples of HLS 

practice, and the enabling roles set 
out above, we can make the following 
observations:

• System boundaries need to be 
drawn somewhere. In the case 
studies, we can see the tradeoffs 
of geographic vs thematic focus, 
i.e. those systems with a tight 
geographic focus tend to be 
broader in thematic focus, and the 
reverse is often true.

• More can be done to purposefully 
consider where system boundaries 
are drawn, and how these can be 
more useful and permeable. How 
can we treat a family as a whole, 
rather than divided into adults’ and 
children’s “systems”, for example? 
Hyperlocal approaches are one way 
to bridge the two – local teams 
that work in a place-based way, but 
interacting with specialist services 
at the city/town level. For example, 
Oldham’s place-based, multiagency 
teams, the most local level of 
Oldham and Greater Manchester’s 
approach to place-based working.

• As HLS practice develops, there are 
important opportunities to consider 
how to purposefully take a HLS 
approach across a place as a whole, 
i.e. how can a city proactively build 
the conditions for HLS across the 
place, rather than only in specific 
thematic areas?

The work of Hartlepower, the 
Voluntary Development Agency in 
Hartlepool, offers an illustration of how 
HLS approaches across place could 
be conceived holistically. The graphic 
is a template for Hartlepower’s effort 
to nurture multi-sectoral, collaborative 
networks that address four broad 
outcome areas represented by the 
four overlapping circles in the centre 
(green, safe, secure communities; 
healthy citizens; meaningful 
occupation; and social justice). 
Informing the outcome-focused work 
are three key enablers in the outer 
rings (creativity, beauty and inspiration; 

diversity, equality and inclusion; and 
community wealth building and social 
action). Citizens’ perspectives inform 
all aspects. The important role of 
System Stewardship is illustrated in 
the centre – helping to coordinate 
and weave together the collaborative 
efforts aimed at improving life in the 
town. Hartlepower acknowledges that 
realising this whole town approach 
presents considerable challenges 
(including transforming organisational 
boundaries and roles) and views this 
template as a useful guide for moving 
towards a more holistic approach.
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Figure 1: Representing System Stewarding, Hartlepower 2020

https://www.humanlearning.systems/uploads/Help on Your Doorsteps Human Learning Systems Journey Final DONE (1) (3).pdf
https://www.oldhampartnership.org.uk/place-based-integration/
https://www.oldhampartnership.org.uk/place-based-integration/
https://hartlepower.co.uk
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4. HLS and place – the next 
frontier
This chapter has drawn on case 
study examples to demonstrate 
the importance of taking a place-
based approach to enable “human” 
approaches. In situations of complexity, 
decisions are often best made by those 
with an understanding of local context. 
The role of national/regional actors is 
to enable decision-making to happen 
close to the ground in a context-led 
way. The role of local actors is to 
contribute to the development of 
“healthy local systems” that build on 
local insight and trusting relationships 
to enable human support and 
more community- and people-led 
approaches.

Systems is the least developed and 
understood feature of HLS, and 
therefore an important opportunity 
for developing and spreading 
HLS practice. This chapter has 
demonstrated that system-wide 
change is possible, and there are 
multiple routes to and roles in creating 
this change. While there is no one 
route to change (it’s complex!), there 
is value in learning together to share, 
develop and push practice, including 
developing the conditions identified 
here that help embed HLS practice 
across a system.

There are two key priorities to amplify 
the potential explored in this chapter:

• Translating human, learning practice 
beyond single organisations and 
across local systems – to enable 
a connected response that draws 
on all the assets in a place. This 
includes both:

 – Local actors working better 
together to understand and 
support individuals (including 
mobilising the contribution of 
local people and assets)

 – Purposefully creating a healthy 
system to enable this practice 
to thrive.

As part of this, resourcing and 
recognising the value of System 
Stewardship is a key area for 
development.

• Exploring opportunities to embed 
HLS across a place as a whole:

 – Identifying opportunities to 
take a HLS approach across a 
whole place (beyond typical 
service silos)

 – Exploring what this means for 
how we draw system boundaries 
including more “human” ways 
to organise when taking people 
and place as the starting point

 – Identifying the mindset, 
behavioural and structural 
shifts required at different 
geographical scales, and how to 
enable these.
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