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The Plymouth Health and Wellbeing Board set 

out a vision for the city of improving 

population-based wellbeing and reducing 

inequalities in health.  The realization that this 

vision could only be achieved through working 

across organizational silos resulted in 

integration of Commissioning, Health and 

Social Care, and a System of Health and 

Wellbeing.  Plymouth City Council legally 

pooled all of its monies with the Western 

Locality of Devon CCG and created a single 

budget of over £600 million (gross) and an 

integrated, co-located commissioning team of 

CCG and council staff.  

 

The integration laid the foundation for 

transformational systems innovation, which 

began in 2012 when a group of commissioners 

and leaders of provider organisations in 

Plymouth began to collaborate over a 

sustained period. This evolved into seven 

provider organisations commissioned under a 

single alliance contract who work together 

supporting adults with complex needs so that 

their lives are improved. The Plymouth Alliance  

is potentially a long-term contract over 10 

 

 

Summary 

Plymouth Alliance for Complex Needs 

| Overview: What is your 

purpose and how are you 

using HLS as a frame: 

The journey of the Plymouth Alliance has been 
driven by considerable processes of consultation 
with citizens, staff and other stakeholders, and 
engagement with politicians.  

Extensive consultation with service users 
revealed the dysfunctional nature of parts of the 
system and led to transformational change 
through the ‘complex needs alliance’.  

Under the complex needs alliance there has 
been a sustained period of system exploration. 
The current approach embraces Human Learning 
Systems, operating on the basis of listening, 
learning and experimenting. 

https://theplymouthalliance.co.uk/
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years (5+2+2+1) and includes all the substance 

misuse and housing services contracted by the 

Plymouth City Council.  7.7 million a year is 

allocated to the alliance, where commissioners 

are equal partners and therefore all decisions 

on resource allocation are made by all who are 

in the alliance.   

 

The innovation in commissioning and 

collaboration which has been happening in 

Plymouth has played a substantial part in the 

development of the Human Learning Systems 

approach.  Therefore, it is a relatively easy task 

to describe how The Plymouth Alliance 

embody HLS in the following ways: 

 

Human – The aim of the Plymouth Alliance (PA) 

is to support the people who use their services 

to be able to live what they would consider to 

be a good life. In this way, people feel listened 

to and are not just a statistic. The PA considers 

building relationships and trust between 

people and organisations to be a key factor and 

indicator of success. “What people value is 

someone who will bring you a cup of tea and 

listen and smile – we need to become more 

human in the way we support people” 

(Plymouth Alliance member).  The importance 

of human relationship and compassion for 

others is continually brought to the fore during 

rounds of Appreciative Inquiry, which an 

increasing number of colleagues in Plymouth 

are using to consider what a good outcome 

looks like from the perspective of the people 

being supported.     

 

Learning - Learning is an integral part of ‘the 

work’ of the alliance, which is occurring in both 

formal and informal spaces, at different levels 

within and across organisations, and involving 

different groups of people.  On an informal 

level learning is happening through regular 

catch-ups between the core leadership team of 

a number of organisations, including those 

both within and outside the alliance.  More 

formally, learning transfers through large open 

space events held for different groups of 

people in Plymouth; including citizens, 

practitioners, commissioners, council 

employees and councillors.  Learning to action 

occurs in the sub-groups of the alliance, which 

include members from across organisations 

responsible for areas of service delivery and 

support, and who are seen as the key drivers 

for innovation and action.    

 

Systems – In order to reduce hand-offs and 

overcome the competitive and siloed nature of 

organisations which can beset a commissioning 

process, The Plymouth Alliance’s seven 

organisations operate together under one 

contract and use a set of principles to guide 

decision-making.   In addition, the alliance has 

subcontracting relationships with a number of 

other providers. This means that there is much 

more opportunity for collaboration and joining 

up of services across Plymouth through taking 

a wide-angle systems leadership role.     

 

It is important to point out that whilst many 

principles can be translated into different 

organisational and place-based contexts, 

cultures and processes will be much more 

context dependent and so what is given here is 

not a ‘drag and drop’ of the Plymouth Alliance 

model into other areas, but more a source of 

inspiration for others to reflect upon what is 

appropriate to change in their context.   

 

https://www.humanlearning.systems/uploads/Big%20Buzz%20Event%20Report%20-%20Hearing%20All%20the%20Voices%20in%20the%20System%20-%202015.pdf
https://www.humanlearning.systems/uploads/Big%20Buzz%20Event%20Report%20-%20Hearing%20All%20the%20Voices%20in%20the%20System%20-%202015.pdf
https://img1.wsimg.com/blobby/go/9f5fcf77-d2f6-4a1f-843d-059bf184ff2f/downloads/Alliance%20Sub%20Groups.pdf?ver=1610986734819
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“We are NOT here to tell you Plymouth is great 

and we have all the answers (Plymouth Alliance 

Leadership Team member).” 

Laying the foundations for transformational 

change 

The ambitious vision of integration held by 

Plymouth City Council laid the foundations for 

commissioners and organisations to 

collaborate and to engage with the challenges 

of system change at a deeper level.   

 

The journey was driven by extensive 

consultation and co-production with citizens, 

staff, and stakeholders, and through extensive 

engagement with politicians, including through 

a scrutiny process, to build an enduring cross 

party-political consensus.  

 

The value of understanding change at a 

systems level meant that resources could be 

used to fund learning. The council contracted 

with The Leadership Centre and they facilitated 

an inclusive programme of system leadership 

training for staff at all levels. This process 

opened the door for the complex needs 

alliance and all the many other examples of 

whole system work that are happening in the 

city. 

Collaboration between commissioners and 

service providers 

The story of the complex needs alliance began 

in 2012 when Plymouth participated in the 

bidding process for the BIG Lottery ‘Making 

Every Adult Matter’ fund. The process included 

an extensive consultation with services and the 

people that use them.  As a result of the 

consultation, commissioners, services, and the 

people using those services concluded that 

parts of the system were highly dysfunctional. 

Targets were disparate and set up perverse 

incentives, there was little or no synergy 

between commissioning strategies, 

competition militated against cooperation to 

the detriment of people using services, and 

thresholds and boundaries had little utility 

other than as a means of e xcluding people 

from services.  

 

“We already knew from working with people 

and what people brought to us and yet we then 

tried to, because of the parameters of the 

system, we tried to drive people through that 

system and actually, their success and failure 

was predicated on their ability to negotiate 

(this)” (Manager of a Service provider). 

 

The lottery bid was unsuccessful, but a core 

group of commissioners and provider 

organisations felt the issues were so important 

that they continued the work with a view to 

transformational change towards a whole 

system approach with the needs of the end 

user at the centre of the process.   The core 

leadership team of the bid continued to meet 

weekly for 18 months to try to progress some 

of the learning garnered during the bid and to 

maintain momentum.  

 

In early 2014 it became clear that continuing 

austerity meant complex needs services – 

drugs, alcohol, homelessness and mental 

health were unsustainable in their then current 

form. The director of the Integrated 

Commissioning Team therefore invited the 

leadership team and a colleague from Public 

| Story of Change 

https://www.leadershipcentre.org.uk/
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Health who was facilitating the team to work 

with two commissioners to explore more 

systemic approaches to complex needs with a 

view to a radical redesign. 

Creating an action learning cycle of systems 

innovation 

Exploring what a healthy system might look like 

All of the services involved in the complex 

needs system (27 providers) and the 

commissioners of those services (5 people) 

were facilitated by the Leadership Centre over 

9 months to explore the system and develop 

skills to understand and map the system. The 

starting question was: “In an ideal world (and 

within available resources) what would the 

system for people with complex needs look like 

from the perspective of ‘system users’ and how 

would we know?” 

 

A common understanding of why a different 

approach was needed was shared.  This gave 

space to explore individual motivations for 

wanting to do things differently and to build a 

sense of shared endeavour and collective 

effort. This was necessary, given the previously 

competitive nature of relationships in a market 

approach to tendering. The mistakes of the 

past were consciously acknowledged, whilst 

also sharing the context of those mistakes and 

at the same time trying to build empathy and 

understanding so everyone could move 

forward together. Alongside this, theory 

around systems and complexity were explored, 

which enabled development of tools and 

resources to explore the system and planning 

for collaborative action. 

Learning through listening 

A fieldwork phase meant that a variety of 

methods could be used to enable 

conversations with system actors in every part 

of the system and at every level. A key 

technique in this phase was the use of 

Appreciative Enquiry (AE), where people were 

paired together and went out to interview 

people to explore the following questions. 

▪ How can we understand what people 

value about being in services in order to 

ensure they get those things? 

▪ How do we better understand who 

people are in order to meet personal 

and system objectives? 

▪ How to share risk amongst agencies in 

order to be able to take clients with 

more complex lives and manage higher 

risks in the community? 

▪ How do we work with young adults in 

order that they achieve their potential 

and live fulfilled lives reducing the 

dependency on costly services? 

 

This phase was essentially about learning 

through listening and the resultant learning 

that almost everybody – staff and people using 

the system – felt ignored or rejected or 

constrained by the then current approach. 

Everybody in the system felt the system was 

confusing and that they did not know what was 

available or where things were available. It was 

heard repeatedly that all the people in the 

system really value warmth, connection, 

authenticity, persistence and bespoke 

approaches – essentially people want to be 

heard and they want to be treated as an 

individual. Most importantly, it was learned 

that the process of listening was itself a key 
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means of change. It builds empathy and 

understanding, it creates and sustains 

collaboration, it communicates value and it 

helps marshal collective action. 

From learning to action 

Prototypes and experiments were generated to 

test out learning and try new things. The 

leadership team were consciously trying to 

create a permissive atmosphere which 

encouraged and supported thoughtfulness, 

experimentation and learning. Lessons were 

gathered and shared and better ways of doing 

things were embedded in practice. 

Experiments could start small and examples 

include: two workers in different agencies 

agreeing to work in a more integrated way, or 

abolishing ‘staged’ approaches to housing and 

moving to a bespoke approach or devolving a 

rehabilitation budget to a group of providers. 

 

The Appreciative Enquiry/workshops/learning 

labs were repeated, refining questions in the 

light of learning until everybody felt they had a 

rounded understanding of life in a complex 

needs system, both for people using it and for 

staff. 

Building the alliance 

The learning journey highlighted the 

importance of overcoming silos, to collaborate 

for systems change, in order to support people 

to lead more fulfilling lives. Commissioners 

were keen to find ways in which to further 

embed the collaboration between themselves 

and delivery providers. One such method is the 

use of an alliance contract, where a number of 

delivery providers are commissioned via a 

single contract.  This is a way of removing 

competition and creating a structure for 

organisations to collaborate.   With consultancy 

support from LHAlliances, a specification for an 

alliance was created.  

 

Alliances are a form of partnership; a more 

intensive collaboration where everything from 

planning, implementation, overall financial 

responsibility, risk and day-to-day management 

is shared.  (The Plymouth Alliance Website 

2021). 

 

An Alliance Contract was awarded to 7 services 

in 2019 and along with 3 commissioners the 

CEO’s form an Alliance Leadership Team of 10 

members, operating on a principle of one 

person one vote and unanimous decision 

making. The contract is for up to 10 years 

(5+2+2+1) and all of the annual spend (£7.7 

million) is devolved into the Alliance which has 

autonomy to spend it as it chooses. In addition, 

the Alliance has a subcontracting relationship 

with other providers to deliver approximately 

20 additional services. The Alliance uses 

demand-led budgets e.g. Bed and Breakfast 

have a risk sharing agreement with the council 

where overspends are split 50/50. 

 

The aim of The Plymouth Alliance is to 

coordinate a complex needs system which will 

enable people to be supported flexibly, 

receiving the right help, at the right time, in the 

right place. 

 

Alliance partners provide housing advice and 

support, access to temporary and settled 

| Current Approach 

https://lhalliances.org.uk/
https://www.humanlearning.systems/uploads/Tender%20specification%20for%20people%20with%20complex%20needs%20in%20Plymouth.pdf
about:blank
about:blank


 

 

Case Studies 

 

www.humanlearning.systems 

accommodation, treatment and support 

regarding substance use, including 

prescribing. 

The vision of TPA is to improve the lives of 

people with complex needs, supporting the 

whole person to meet their aspirations and 

to participate in and contribute to all 

aspects of 

life. (The Plymouth Alliance Website 2021) 

Continuing the action learning cycle  

Since the award of the contract, the members 

of the alliance have continued to operate 

based on listening, learning, and experimenting 

at pace. This has meant embedding the ‘good’ 

and discarding the ineffective or routinised 

practice that wastes time and resources.   

 

A particular example of how the alliance has 

been flexible and changed processes in light of 

learning has been the restructuring of 

management processes.  An ‘alliance 

management team’ was originally created to 

operationalise a systems strategy, however it 

became clearer over time that this was difficult 

to achieve when the management team were 

operating in isolation from the alliance service 

providers.  Instead what has emerged is a 

number of sub-groups, which operate at the 

cross -organisational level and so can consider 

how to bring organisations together more 

effectively for collaborative working.  Members 

of the sub-groups include members of the 

alliance leadership team and colleagues within 

service providers, thus providing different 

expertise and perspectives.   

 

It became apparent that the subgroups were 

effectively the engine rooms (Alliance 

Leadership Team Member). 

I think COVID has shown really good things 

about the alliance, about how we can work 

together and that’s much more about, I think, 

the willingness just to say, “With this model we 

don’t have to fill our contracts in the old ways. 

We can just work across services.” 

 

Many members of the alliance leadership team 

feel that working as an alliance has helped 

them in times of crisis, such as COVID-19.  The 

long-term relationships and trust which have 

been built over a number of years has enabled 

decisions to be taken rapidly when needed, 

and the structures in place for collaboration 

across organisations has meant a more flexible 

and faster response. An example is staff 

members from different organisations working 

together as part of the ‘Everybody In’ campaign 

and resultant government funding, which 

meant finding accommodation for all of 

Plymouth's homeless within a short space of 

time and then providing ongoing support in the 

places of accommodation. 

 

The implementation of the Alliance is largely a 

continuation of the principles  applied from the 

beginning. Prior to COVID-19 there was lots of 

integration, information sharing and a fairly 

small-scale focus around experimentation. 

| How Has HLS enabled 
you to respond in 
times of crisis 

about:blank
https://img1.wsimg.com/blobby/go/9f5fcf77-d2f6-4a1f-843d-059bf184ff2f/downloads/Alliance%20Sub%20Groups.pdf?ver=1610533275734
https://www.crisis.org.uk/get-involved/everybody-in/
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Once COVID-19 began, the alliance was able to 

experiment with wholesale changes to the 

delivery of all aspects of service. In addition, 

the alliance was able to rapidly prototype and 

implement experiments; for example, around 

managed alcohol use in hostels and free vapes 

for vulnerable people that would have needed 

weeks of negotiation before. 

Diminishing Funds 

The most challenging aspect of this process has 

been the diminishing budgets to support this 

group of people. However, this was the very 

thing that enabled the alliance to try 

something different.  

 

Despite being generally more efficient with less 

duplication and a range of improved outputs 

and outcomes the scale of the financial 

challenge has meant that, in some areas it has 

felt like we are just managing decline, though 

that is not a problem unique to us. (Alliance 

Leadership Team member) 

Adjusting to different ways of working  

Like many areas, Plymouth City Council has 

quite a small commissioning team and the 

scale of change presented challenges just in 

terms of managing the complexity. In addition, 

at the beginning of the journey, New Public 

Management was still very dominant and there 

was a lot of scepticism amongst colleagues. 

The Plymouth Alliance have been able to 

overcome much of this through results and 

through openness about the journey. 

Colleagues in commissioning are now very 

interested and supportive of what is being 

done, and many are trying different 

approaches based on HLS in their own work 

areas.  

 

Services also had similar challenges. After a 

couple of decades of competition with rivals 

and with staff highly affiliated to their services 

and practices, CO’s have had to work hard to 

build bigger affiliations to systemic working 

and to take their trustees with them on the 

journey of collaboration. 

Support from outside the alliance  

The primary enabler is seen as supporting 

others from outside of the alliance. This 

includes the support of two directors at 

Plymouth City Council (commissioning and 

Public Health) and their creation of a safe, 

experimental space to run explorations which 

were big enough to mean something but not 

too large to ‘break the bank’.  The Leadership 

Centre has also proven to be a great support 

with their willingness to adjust in real time to 

learning and in the development of systems 

thinking.  Support from the leadership team to 

colleagues across the organisations enables 

mastery, autonomy and purpose.   

Support from within the alliance 

The trust and relationships built over time have 

held the alliance together during tough times 

and situations.  This is not to say it is all plain 

sailing, and sometimes there is tension 

between organisational and alliance processes, 

| Barriers and Tensions 

| Enablers and Successes 
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however, members of Alliance Leadership 

Team are united over the purpose and 

rationale of the alliance.   

 

 

 

Working in this way requires a sustained period 

of system exploration/enquiry/learning in 

order to build a common understanding of 

what the system is, how it functions currently 

and how it might be different. The process of 

doing that work builds empathy in all the 

actors, which is absolutely crucial for taking 

everybody forward as a collective. A significant 

barrier to change is the role of routine practice 

from government in terms of top down, proxy 

targets which bear little or no relationship to 

the lived experience or aspirations of anybody 

in the system. Similarly, governance is 

often cited as a barrier to change and it 

is necessary to try and engage local 

regulators to support experiments, 

which they are often willing to do, 

rather than just assume a thing cannot be 

done.  

 

I think for me, the excitement of that whole 

2012 era, 2014 era was an opportunity to come 

together with likeminded people and have 

these discussions because I think a lot of this 

stuff runs around our brains, but it can be quite 

a lonely place, can't it? (Alliance Leadership 

Team Member). 

 

Working in a Human Learning Systems way is 

more collegiate, more interesting and more 

effective.  It can already be seen from a range 

of methods that the experience of our system 

for people using it is continuously improving. 

However, it also presents challenges for 

services. After many years of being completely 

autonomous actors, behaving as a collective 

can create tensions, not least with trustees. 

Similarly, for commissioners it can be difficult 

to communicate ‘value’ to colleagues that are 

used to quantitative proxy targets as the sole 

arbiter of ‘good’. Both of these sets of 

challenges can be overcome through openness, 

transparency and a spirit of generosity.  

The Plymouth Alliance are now conducting lots 

of Appreciative Inquiry to gather the learning 

around these experiments so it can become 

embedded into future practice. 

We invite people to spend time in our system 

and services, we share the stories we have 

gathered through AE and we encourage people 

to feel part of our story (Alliance Leadership 

Team member). 
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https://theplymouthalliance.co.uk/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uS4BT1w3Iqc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uS4BT1w3Iqc
https://www.humanlearning.systems/case-studies/
https://www.humanlearning.systems/case-studies/

