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The Collective Impact Agency focuses on helping 
make ‘the system’ work better for the people and 
communities who need it the most. We believe the 
best way to do this is to help socially-minded 
organisations work together more effectively. We 
work as system stewards in the North East (with a 
particular focus in Gateshead) connecting people, 
building bridges across silos, creating shared 
learning spaces, and promoting HLS ways of 
working. 

System Stewardship is a key component of HLS 
thinking. We are funded by the Lankelly Chase 
Foundation to act as their local associate for place-
based inquiries in Gateshead. 

 

 

We have only been working in the North East since 
summer 2019, but we have made some significant 
steps forward. We began by interviewing people 
across the Gateshead system about their 
experience of working in the borough, with a 
particular focus on the issue of ‘learning’. We fed 
our findings back to the system at an event in 
January 2020. We called the event ‘Learning is a 
Luxury’ – which was also our headline finding. The 
system told us they were too busy doing the work 
and delivering the contracts to spend any 
significant time learning. We also discovered two 
other headline findings: 1) people felt there were 
not yet the sort of deep, trusting relationships that 
were needed, and the system was actively driving 
mistrust, and 2) there was a paralysing fear of 
change – people knew that things were not working 
well, but people were scared that changes would 
only make things worse.  

 

Summary 

 

| Overview 

▪ We have discovered that learning was 
treated as a luxury and people were too 
busy ‘doing the work’ 

▪ Deep, trusting relationships are needed 
across the system. During COVID-19 we 
have built spaces dedicated to 
relationship-building and reflective 
learning, and people have committed 
time and energy to these spaces 

▪ There has been an exciting blurring of 
organisational boundaries and 
tremendous generosity across 
organisations during COVID-19 which we 
want to sustain moving forward 

 

Collective Impact Agency CIC 

| Story of Change 
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These interviews and this event were key 
components in ‘helping to make the system visible.’ 
As a system, we co-designed half a dozen areas we 
wanted to work on collectively after the event. 
Then, COVID hit and we had to switch track. 

Quite early in the pandemic, we asked the 
Gateshead system who wanted to engage in 
system-wide dialogue about what they wanted for 
the future of Gateshead through the COVID 
disruption. We got an incredibly positive response, 
so quickly developed a pattern of holding 
fortnightly ‘reflection’ spaces on Zoom. This group 
of 35+ organisations we now call ‘Gateshead 
Futures’. It has a strong focus on building 

relationships and deepening trust.  

Each session has a specific topic (we’ve covered 
‘Red Tape,’ ‘Funding,’ ‘Inclusion,’ and many others 
so far) but alongside these, the group keeps 
deciding to prioritise unstructured sessions in 
which they can simply get to know one another. 
The impact of these spaces has been profound; in 
terms of the deepening of relationships (a number 
of people who have met in these sessions are 
exploring working together outside of them), the 
depth of sharing and vulnerability we’re seeing 
which has led to increased personal support 
between members, and a growing sense of shared 
purpose. This group has explored doing something 
concrete together but collectively decided they 
were not ready yet and wanted to prioritise the 
relationship-building. 

Alongside this, we have established a separate 
shared learning space within Adult Social Care at 
Gateshead Council. This group was established 
initially to ‘capture the learning’ during COVID, but 

quickly transitioned into questioning many of the 
assumptions around how social care and local 
authorities currently operate. This group is 
currently exploring a more human, person-centred 
approach to social care and we are in the process of 
connecting this group with the Gateshead Futures 
group to cross-fertilise the learning. We are at the 
stage of beginning to design experiments for a 
more community-based form of social care. 

Working as a system steward feels nebulous and 
abstract at the best of times. Often, it can feel like 
knitting fog. There is a real comfort in having clear 
targets and concrete project-outcomes to work 
towards that are absent in HLS working. This is 
obviously uncomfortable – sometimes it is hard to 
know if your efforts are making a difference. Much 
of the time, it can feel like pushing a boulder up hill; 
but then you experience these moments when you 
feel the system shift slightly in a healthy direction, 
and these can be incredibly profound.  

One such moment in Gateshead was when the 
Gateshead Futures group assembled to discuss 
‘Practical Prototyping’ – an attempt to identify 
concrete actions the group could do collectively. 
The first suggestion was to organise a post-
lockdown celebration event. This idea was mulled 
over and then rejected for lacking impact. A couple 
of other ideas went the same way. Slowly, the 
group came to the explicit realisation that 
prioritising the time to deepen the relationships 
was more important at this time than delivering a 
project that would be externally visible. Given this 
group is composed of busy people, many of whom 
run organisations, the collective decision to 
prioritise and dedicate time for relationship-
building felt profound. 

The main thing we are doing that is different is 
focusing on the liminal – the bits in-between. Most 
organisations focus on their own activities. We 
focus on the bits in-between organisations: the 

“ 

Working as a system 
steward feels 
nebulous and 

abstract at the best 
of times. Often, it can 

feel like knitting fog. 

| Current Approach 
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variety of connections, the depth of relationships, 
the extent of sharing and learning.  

In these times of COVID, there is an increased focus 
on ‘organisational sustainability’ as loss of income 
and reduced funding have put many organisations 
in jeopardy. We have been advocating loudly that 
we should not be focusing primarily on ensuring 
that any particular organisation survives, but rather 
that organisations are working collectively to 
ensure the best quality of support for the people 
who need it the most. COVID has shown us some 
amazing examples of organisational boundaries 
being relaxed and tremendous generosity between 
organisations to ensure that help is getting to 
where it’s needed as fast as possible. It is fostering 
and sustaining these behaviours that we need to 
focus on – as no organisation can produce the 
outcomes we care about - only healthy, generous 
systems can do that.  

Our experience of trying to encourage others to 
work in an HLS way has shown us people tend to 
react in a fairly uniform way – a mixture of 
attraction and fear. People are very drawn to the 
autonomy and creativity that comes from working 
in a more human way. They recognise the 
unpredictability of the future and the consequent 
need to focus on learning and adaptation. And, 
they are all too aware of the crazy levels of 
duplication and competition within the system, as 
well as the consequent need to work collectively as 
a system.  

But people are so entrenched in current ways of 
working and have been encouraged to believe that 
this is just how work works, that many cannot 
fathom actually working in an HLS way. So much of 
‘New Public Management’ has just become second 
nature to people that they don’t even recognise 
when they are embodying the very thing they 
would rationally reject. A lot of people seem 
unwilling to dare dream that an HLS way of working 
is possible – because the shadow this would cast on 
their current ways of working is just too much to 
take. 

People are so used to thinking primarily in 
organisational terms, it is a real challenge to get 
them to think systemically instead. The idea of 
‘giving something up for the sake of a healthier 
system’ is anathema to the currently practiced 
focus of competition and growth. It is very common 
to view ‘success’ in financial terms, even within the 
charity sector – so therefore bigger is better, and 
it’s seen to be a zero-sum game. Similarly, with 
measurement, organisations have been trained to 
quantify the impact they themselves have had – 
and to leverage this ‘impact’ to attract more 
funding. It is incredibly reassuring to be able to 
point to something quantifiable and say, ‘That’s the 
difference we made.’ But the challenge with this is 
it makes organisations want to do exactly the same 
thing again. So measurement is never used for 
learning and impact. 

Honestly, working in an HLS way feels like a great 
weight has been lifted off our chest – and this is a 
reaction we often see in others. So many people 
know intuitively that our current accepted ways of 
working don’t work, but they haven’t previously 
had any language to give expression to this. Work 
should be based on trust rather than monitoring. 
Decisions should remain with people rather than 
being taken out of their hands. Because a large 
focus of our work is encouraging others to work in 
an HLS way, this enables us to provoke and 
challenge a lot of aspects that are ‘accepted 
practice.’ This is probably most true of the 
‘Systems’ part – challenging people to stop thinking 
primarily in terms of their own organisation, but 

| Barriers and Tensions 

“ 

So many people know 
intuitively that our 

current accepted ways 
of working don’t work, 

but they haven’t 
previously had any 

language to give 
expression to this. 

| Enablers and Successes 
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rather in terms of the health of the entire system. It 
is amazing; the power that is unleashed when 
people get and buy into this. We saw a lot of this 
during the COVID lockdown – organisational silos 
disappeared, budgets were pooled, organisations 
redeployed staff into other organisations and gave 
resources generously without needing SLAs or 
MOUs in place. The whole borough stepped up to 
respond collectively to this new threat to our 
communities and people were stunned by how 
much they were able to achieve and in such a short 
time. People have been shocked to realise how 
much time was previously being lost to sign-off and 
quality assurance processes. And across Gateshead, 
we’ve been able to provide support to many more 
people as a result. COVID has surfaced many 
previously hidden needs which ‘the system’ has 
been able to meet without its usual recourse to 
eligibility criteria and territorialism. Let’s hope 
there isn’t significant backsliding as COVID eases… 

 
Time. And honesty. It takes time to build the trust 
that is required for working systemically, for 
focusing on learning rather than KPIs, and for 
working in a more human way. And it takes honesty 
to admit the things you may have been doing that 
have not been working, admit the limits of your 
own understanding, and give up the control you 
may have found very reassuring. We are pleased to 
see that COVID has actually encouraged a lot of 
organisations to invest the time in getting to know 
one another better to build much-needed trust – 
the ‘Gateshead Futures’ groups is treating this as a 
priority. 

The other significant requirement is ‘collective 
bravery’. So much of our previous ways of working 
is based on the illusion of control and this is very 
reassuring to a number of people. HLS requires we 
embrace complexity and the unpredictability of the 
future – which in turn requires that we give up the 
illusion that we can control the future. This can be 
deeply unsettling, which is why collective bravery is 
required to continue to embrace this uncertainty 
and live with that as the ‘new normal’. 

  

| What taking an HLS 
Approach Requires 
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We are running a series of experiments and inquiries in various parts of the system. The 

focus on ‘learning’ in Gateshead Futures, developing a more ‘human’ way to do social 

care in the Adult Social Care system learning group, ‘system’ approaches to supporting 

people with multiple and complex needs, and exploring the use of alliances to help 

people adopt a more systemic perspective, are all priorities for us. A key next step in our 

approach is finding better ways of connecting these different parts up and allowing 

them to cross-fertilise. 

 

Rather than using the HLS framework as a guide, we tend to view the three words as 

organising principles or reminders of the sorts of things we need to be attending to. As a 

member organisation in the HLS Collaborative, part of what we will be doing next is 

actively spreading the word about HLS through developing a series of online learning 

events and activities and supporting more organisations to undertake their own HLS 

journey. 
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