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Executive summary

The government has both deepened and widened devolution in England – 
devolving greater powers to existing mayoral authorities and introducing new 
mayoral strategic authorities* (MSAs) in new parts of the country, so far covering 
Greater Lincolnshire, and Hull and East Yorkshire. As part of this ‘devolution 
revolution’, MSAs in England are being granted greater powers to shape local 
economic policy. These new responsibilities allow them to deliver policy in key 
areas such as skills, housing, infrastructure and transport – giving mayors the 
tools to “drive economic growth, raise living standards, and deliver better services 
across England”.1 

With these changes, it is more important than ever for these strategic authorities** 
to use their devolved powers in a coherent and strategic way. Increasingly, their 
role will shift from lobbying central government for support, to using the policy 
levers now at their disposal. Where central government still retains key levers, 
strategic authorities will be important sources of evidence and will need to make 
a strong case for their areas. To fulfil both functions well, places need robust local 
economic strategies. 

The government has recognised this, requiring all MSAs to develop statutory ‘local 
growth plans’. But local economic strategies do and should extend beyond the 
information included in these plans – encompassing published and unpublished 
guidance on their approach to the regional economy.*** 

When done well, local economic strategies can be powerful drivers of prosperity 
and growth by supporting businesses, creating employment opportunities and 
attracting investment. However, historically, designing and delivering economic 
strategies in England has been difficult,2 especially because MSAs are relatively 
new institutions and have been a missing tier of governance that sits at the right 
geography to develop these plans. But developing good strategies is not necessarily 
straightforward for MSAs. 

*	 ‘Mayoral strategic authorities’ (or MSAs) is the term the government uses for the set of authorities that sit 
above local authorities but below central government in England. Currently, MSAs comprise mayoral combined 
authorities (groups of local authorities with a mayor), mayoral county combined authorities (as above but in 
two-tier council areas where only county councils are full members) and the Greater London Authority.

**	 In this report we use MSAs and strategic authorities interchangeably. While MSAs have been tasked with 
developing local growth plans specifically, all strategic authorities will be aiming to develop a local economic 
strategy.

***	 In this report, where we talk about strategies or plans we mean the full set of documents an authority might 
publish relating to economic policy, and potentially unpublished insights that guide how it sees the regional 
economy and its approach to trying to change it.
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MSAs operate through consensus-based decision making. While this model ensures 
inclusivity, it can also lead to inertia, and difficult trade-offs about what to prioritise 
and where to invest can be delayed or left unresolved.3 The government has 
proposed changes to the voting system in MSAs to allow for more decisions to be 
taken on a majority, rather than unanimous, basis. But mayors will want to continue 
to find some level of consensus. And they will need to do this while ensuring the 
strategic authority does not duck the difficult decisions.4 

This report explores how strategic authorities can develop effective economic 
strategies tailored to their specific contexts. It provides insights for local leaders 
and officials seeking to develop robust local economic strategies and strengthen 
their local economies. The government has published its own guidance on how 
MSAs should develop their statutory local growth plans. In this report we set out 
in more detail how to do this well and highlight examples of ‘best practice’.5 These 
cover English local and combined authorities and international city and regional 
governments. Every context is different, and so these examples may not translate 
directly to a new strategic authority’s situation. But they are intended to provide a 
sense of the different approaches that places can take to develop and implement 
strategies well. 

Not all places will be starting from the same level of development. In more mature 
areas, such as London, Greater Manchester and the West Midlands, regional 
strategies are well developed, and (in the case of the latter two) the authorities 
already have access to a more flexible integrated funding settlement from 
government. Others, such as Liverpool, South Yorkshire and West Yorkshire, are not 
far behind. Some newer strategic authorities (and others that are likely to be set up 
in the coming years) are building on strong institutional foundations and networks 
such as existing transport authorities or an effective local enterprise partnership. 
But others do not have those pre-existing foundations, and some are working across 
new geographies and are almost starting from scratch. 

In this report we highlight keys to success at different stages of the economic 
strategy life cycle. We identify five stages of this life cycle and explore how 
authorities can complete each stage well. In the Annexes we set out two examples 
of recently published strategy documents: the London Growth Plan and the West 
Midlands Futures Green Paper.

In brief, our key recommendations are as follows.
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Recommendations in brief

1. Develop an understanding of place
A good strategy must start with an in-depth understanding of the economic reality 
in the region that identifies strengths, opportunities and barriers to growth. 

Authorities should do the following: 

•	 Build a strong evidence base, based on the specific economic strengths, 
challenges and opportunities in your ‘place’. 

•	 Engage with a diverse mix of local stakeholders early and throughout the 
process to capture local intelligence. These should include residents,  
local businesses, skills and training providers and universities. There are  
a variety of methods that can be employed that will suit different purposes 
and audiences.

•	 Identify capacity gaps and collaborate with local institutions such as 
universities, which can provide analysis and insights.

2. Create a shared vision for the area 
Practical steps laid out in a short- to medium-term strategy will be much 
stronger if they are based on a long-term vision for how a local economy can 
be transformed over 20 or 30 years. This is a stage that places often miss but 
it is crucial if a strategy is to achieve and sustain broader buy-in from local 
stakeholders and central government. 

Authorities should do the following:

•	 Develop an agreed view on how the economy should develop over decades, 
rather than years.

•	 Build the vision on an understanding of place, so the sectors, growth areas 
and priority interventions match what the evidence says is important for  
the area.

•	 Engage mayors and authority leaders early, so they can shape and articulate  
the vision.

•	 Identify key stakeholders, such as universities, colleges and businesses, to  
co-develop the vision and act as champions over the long term.
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3. Translate the vision into a plan 
A vision should get stakeholders, including councils, on board. But translating 
that buy-in into actionable plans requires making trade-offs. Strategies that 
try to please everyone, and support everything, will fail to deliver change – a 
strategy must prioritise and be realistic about what the region can achieve. 

Authorities should do the following:

•	 Ensure the plan focuses on actions and goals in the next few years that will 
help to realise the long-term vision.

•	 Include stretching goals that will require changes in behaviour, but do not set 
patently unachievable targets.

•	 Decide (implicitly) what sectors or interventions will not be prioritised, to 
ensure that efforts are focused on the areas with the most growth potential.

•	 Identify the institutions responsible for delivering different aspects of  
the plan.

4. Communicate the strategy to different audiences
In practice, an economic strategy will not be fully reflected in one document: 
there will be transport, skills, housing and other plans, as well as materials that 
target the private sector. Authorities need to be clear about what messages they 
want to convey to different audiences and how, while ensuring that these different 
documents are consistent with one another, all reflect one coherent approach. 

Authorities should do the following:

•	 Ensure various different strategies, such as spatial plans, transport plans and 
skills plans, are coherent. Set out how they fit together in a single document 
or webpage.

•	 Emphasise different messages in different documents that can speak to 
different audiences, being mindful of messages for central government, local 
partners and the private sector across strategy documents.

•	 Set up a strategy board, including universities, colleges and business groups, 
to maintain dialogue with key stakeholders and partners.

•	 Provide resources for businesses considering relocation to the region that can 
act as a ‘one-stop shop’, presenting the region’s plans on skills, housing and 
transport. Where doing this alone is not possible, explore partnerships with 
neighbouring areas.
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5. Implement policies consistent with the strategy
The publication of a strategy is often a major milestone for authorities, reflecting 
months of work. But that should just be the start. If a strategy is not embedded 
into decision making processes, it is likely to be ineffective. 

Authorities should do the following:

•	 Develop a plan for how internal strategic capacity will be maintained after 
publication of the strategy. 

•	 Update and refresh the strategy as necessary and engage stakeholders in 
ongoing collaboration.

•	 Assign ‘champions’ to ensure that specific roles within the authority are 
responsible for pushing the strategy forward.

•	 Track and publicly report on progress through regular published updates or an 
interactive webpage.

•	 Develop and maintain a clear, up-to-date pipeline of priority projects to help  
co-ordinate delivery and attract funding from private investors.

As circumstances change, strategies are likely to evolve too. Places should 
be planning to refresh their strategy and evaluate how well it is working at 
regular intervals. There is no one right way to develop economic strategies, but 
by following the lessons in this report, strategic authorities can ensure their 
economic approach is well tailored to their region and can form the basis of a 
strong partnership between governments at different levels, important local 
institutions and the private sector, to drive growth. 
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1. How can you develop an 
understanding of place?

A local economic strategy provides a structured plan to improve 
growth by bringing together people and resources, in the right 
way, for the area in question. Doing this well requires a 
place-based approach because economic strengths and 
constraints will vary between different places. 

 
This will be true between different strategic authorities: some might be 
monocentric urban conurbations, while others might be predominantly rural. It 
will also be true within regions, where city centres or towns will have different 
economic opportunities and challenges from rural areas. The first step is to 
understand the economic reality of the region.

Developing such an understanding of a local economy can be difficult, and while 
some parts of England – especially established strategic authorities – will have 
done this over several years, other places may be starting from a much lower base, 
especially if the geography is not one they are accustomed to working across. This 
initial stage can take a lot of resourcing but is essential as a foundation for the 
strategy. Places can look to engage with local partners, such as universities and 
business groups, to support this work.  
 
 
 

Checklist 

	� Build a strong evidence base, based on the specific economic strengths, 
challenges and opportunities in your ‘place’. 

	� Engage with a diverse mix of local stakeholders early and throughout the 
process to capture local intelligence. These should include residents, local 
businesses, skills and training providers, and universities. There are a 
variety of methods that can be employed that will suit different purposes 
and audiences.

	� Identify capacity gaps and collaborate with local institutions such as 
universities, which can provide analysis and insights.
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A good strategy must be underpinned by a robust understanding 
of the economic reality
Local economies across England differ. Some revolve around a single urban centre, 
while others are polycentric or made up principally of large rural areas. Different 
places also have different combinations of economic strengths and opportunities, 
but also different barriers, and therefore solutions to unlocking further growth. 
Areas such as South Yorkshire and parts of the West Midlands are known for their 
advanced manufacturing; Cumbria is known for tourism but also has a nuclear 
industry through Sellafield on the coast; the East of England has a strong and 
growing life sciences industry; and cities such as London and Manchester have 
thriving creative and service industries. 

Places may have established strengths in particular industries, which they can 
build on, or a workforce with a set of skills that makes them well suited to attract 
businesses in other industries. This does not mean places should put all their focus 
on a single industry; as the Centre for Cities’ research has shown, places that rely 
heavily on one industry can store up problems for the future.6 Most places will have 
multiple strengths. The challenge is identifying what those are – this is particularly 
difficult for places with underperforming economies and a dependence on one 
sector. To look past this, places also need to understand the likely future, not just 
the strengths of the past. For example, the East Midlands, once a major industrial 
centre, is now looking to clean energy as a driver of economic revitalisation. The 
mayor has highlighted the clean energy transition as a means to revitalise the local 
economy and align with emerging sectors – building on the region’s manufacturing 
skills base and beneficial geographic location with a long coastline.7 

While there are opportunities, there may also be local bottlenecks to growth across 
sectors, such as poor connectivity. Unless a strategic authority understands the 
sources, and characteristics, of their economic strengths and the key barriers to 
further growth, an effective economic strategy will be difficult to deliver. 

Box 1 provides an example of an economic strategy being grounded in the local 
economic context.

 
Box 1: Grounding an economic strategy in local economic realities 

The West Midlands has strong existing research institutions, a long history in 
manufacturing and strong supply chains in rail, automotive and aerospace. But 
analysis for the West Midlands Combined Authority’s local industrial strategy 
(a 2019 precursor to local growth plans under the previous government) also 
highlighted several issues, including a lack of success in translating research and 
development (R&D) into commercial opportunities, and difficulties, particularly 
for small and medium-sized enterprises, in accessing finance and scaling their 
operations. The local industrial strategy identified an opportunity for the West 
Midlands to be the “centre of transport innovation in the UK”. It prioritised 
targeted interventions such as partnering with local specialist manufacturers 
and R&D centres to encourage new investment opportunities.8 
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While devolution has granted more local areas greater control over key policy 
levers such as housing, transport, skills, infrastructure and R&D, using these tools 
effectively requires a nuanced understanding of each area’s economic context. A 
frequent criticism of past local strategies (including local industrial strategies) is 
that they have tended to look similar to one another, with every UK urban region 
claiming to be at the forefront of life sciences, advanced manufacturing and 
digital services. In part, this reflects the commonality in the industrial bases of 
UK cities outside London. But it also means strategies can appear to be generic 
and not capture the unique advantages and opportunities in a place, and risks 
different places competing for the same resources and investment. Interviewees 
suggested these generic strategies were often a result of outsourcing strategy 
development to consultants. 

How MSAs arrive at an understanding of their place is critical. This foundational 
insight will shape the effectiveness and relevance of the strategies they go on  
to design.

Quantitative evidence provides a solid foundation
Developing a deep and accurate understanding of a local economy requires a 
multi-layered approach – one that combines rigorous data analysis, meaningful 
stakeholder engagement and strategic collaboration with key partners. 

The first step is to build a robust quantitative evidence base. This involves 
systematically collecting and analysing a range of economic and demographic 
data to generate insights that will shape strategy and decision making. Local areas 
should seek to understand indicators such as:

•	 productivity

•	 employment and labour market dynamics (including levels of economic 
inactivity and variations across demographic groups)

•	 sectoral strengths and emerging industries

•	 the landscape of the local business base 

•	 spatial factors such as the location of employment clusters and housing and 
regeneration sites. 

While basic high-level analysis of data can reveal some important insights, a more 
detailed local analysis is also needed to yield meaningful conclusions. Interviewees 
highlighted, for example, that looking at employment shares in different industries 
only reveals part of the story. On this measure, it looks like financial services are 
relatively evenly spread across England, but in practice most high-value activity 
happens in London. Data trends need to be interpreted in context. Low productivity 
could be caused by structural issues including a dominance of low-wage sectors,  
a lack of join-up between jobs, housing and transport, or underinvestment in skills 
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– all of which can be examined with appropriate data. To ensure analysis is looking 
forward and not back, places should combine recent sectoral growth trends  
with analysis of which sectors are projected to grow in future, to ensure they are  
not relying on declining industries and missing out on potential high-growth 
sectors. Such analysis can reveal opportunities for growth such as the presence 
of high-potential sectors or untapped skills from local universities or further 
education colleges. 

Comparative benchmarking – against similar UK regions or international 
counterparts – can further help to identify competitive advantages or 
vulnerabilities. The International Comparators for the West Midlands report is an 
example of the value of looking elsewhere to identify regions that, under analogous 
conditions, have successfully transformed their local economy.9 The report takes 
a detailed, data-driven look at potential comparator cities to analyse the specific 
contexts of each, resulting in a shortlist that identifies those most similar to the 
West Midlands region that it can draw lessons from. This outward perspective is 
particularly useful in moving beyond comparison with London, which often fails to 
account for the structural and historical constraints that other cities in the UK face. 

It can be resource-intensive to identify and analyse the most appropriate 
datasets. While national datasets can provide foundational insights, they should 
be complemented with more granular, local-level data. This can be accessed 
from sources including the Financial Stability Board, the Confederation of British 
Industry, the Office for National Statistics and local chambers of commerce. ONS 
Local offers advice and support to local places to help them navigate complex, 
government-held datasets, including subnational data.10 ONS regional advisers 
are also available across the nine English regions to provide tailored guidance 
and advice. The What Works Centre for Local Economic Growth provides good 
resources.11 Organisations including Data City can provide insights via real-time 
data dashboards. And local businesses and skills providers are also likely to have 
done their own data collection and analysis, which can provide tailored insights 
only available in their area. 

However, even with this external support, it may be difficult for strategic authorities 
to resource intensive data analysis. Furthermore, the expertise of staff, and the 
pressures of working for leaders who might want to push a particular narrative, 
mean that conducting this analysis internally may not provide the robust findings 
needed to base an economic strategy on. Drawing on external expertise – for 
example, from universities in the local area, which are invested in the growth 
potential of the region – can provide capacity and add credibility to findings. For 
example, in 2009 the Greater Manchester authorities commissioned the Manchester 
Independent Economic Review to conduct a multi-year review of the regional 
economy, which was led by respected academics. The review is summarised in Box 
2. Even where such a big piece of work is not necessary or possible, places can draw 
on local expertise in universities. The University of Surrey’s analysis of local clusters 
is a good recent example, also explored in more detail in Box 2. 
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Box 2: Working with partners to get data-driven insights into the local economy

Manchester Independent Economic Review
The Manchester Independent Economic Review was set up in 2009 and tasked 
with better understanding the structural strengths and weaknesses of Greater 
Manchester’s economy.12 A team of expert commissioners, including the head of 
global economic research at Goldman Sachs and several economics professors, 
led the review. The review itself comprised a series of detailed reports on 
different aspects of the regional economy; for example, on how the labour 
market functions and the economic role of different neighbourhoods.

The review ran for 18 months and was supported by a policy advisory group that 
included councils and other key local stakeholders. The findings, when delivered, 
did not pull punches, challenging narratives around strong local clusters to 
encourage a broader focus on the whole economy and highlighting problems 
such as early-years childcare provision. The findings were socialised through 
events in every Greater Manchester borough.

The report made 10 policy recommendations, which formed the basis of the 
Greater Manchester Strategy that followed shortly afterwards. The What Works 
Centre for Local Economic Growth identified early evidence of the impact of the 
review when Greater Manchester revised its bid to the Transport Investment Fund 
to prioritise the area around Manchester Airport, which had been identified as an 
area of high growth potential even though it was relatively wealthy already.13 

Subsequent reviews, which have updated the evidence base and Greater 
Manchester’s approach, have supplemented this analysis. These include an 
Independent Inequalities Commission review in 202014 and an Independent 
Prosperity Review in 2022.15

Inward investment analysis, University of Surrey
One of Surrey County Council’s key priorities is “supporting the growth of 
Surrey’s innovation economy”. In 2023, the council set up an Inward Investment 
Group, which commissioned the University of Surrey’s Centre for Britain and 
Europe to conduct a detailed assessment of inward investment in the county.

Researchers at the Centre for Britain and Europe undertook an 18-month 
research project to understand Surrey’s strengths and challenges, identify 
inward investment trends in the county and support the council to make the best 
use of current and emerging opportunities.16 

The research used a mixed-methods approach, drawing on the best available 
data, more than 150 structured interviews with many local stakeholders (to 
identify strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats) and an online survey 
of Surrey-based businesses. It highlighted productive clusters, compared 
Surrey’s approach to that of Cambridge and made recommendations to the 
council and others about how to attract inward investment more effectively.
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This analysis forms part of the University of Surrey’s partnership with the council, 
reflecting its active role in local economic policy and providing a blueprint for 
the role of anchor institutions and local authorities elsewhere.

 
Places can also make use of universities and external experts in other ways; for 
example, setting up independent advisory panels to offer external challenge, which 
can build confidence in both the data and the resulting conclusions among different 
audiences. Where possible, strategic authorities should aim for an independent or 
at least constructively critical role for universities.

Qualitative evidence adds extra detail and new insights
Qualitative evidence adds valuable depth to an understanding of place, 
complementing quantitative data by offering insights into the ‘why’ behind the 
numbers and trends. Local intelligence, which can be gathered through direct 
engagement with stakeholders, can add vital nuance to the quantitative picture and 
uncover issues not evident in the data alone. The data might highlight a promising 
cluster, but engagement with businesses might reveal that this is not an area with 
much potential for growth. Local business owners may highlight recruitment 
challenges for roles with specific skill sets, while education and training providers 
may flag mismatches between training and employer needs. 

Community and civil society organisations may reveal systematic barriers to 
employment that prevent people from fully taking part in the local economy, which 
are not easily captured elsewhere. And universities can provide vital intelligence 
on investment trends, innovation potential and emerging sectors. Many universities 
operate their own research parks or business incubators and have close ties to 
industry partners, placing them in a strong position to inform local strategies.

To gather these insights effectively, places must consider how they engage with 
stakeholders and build lasting partnerships. The success of a local economic 
strategy will depend on the strength of relationships with stakeholders such as local 
businesses, anchor institutions, investors, community groups and residents. The value 
in these relationships can go beyond simple evidence gathering as these partners 
can not only contribute to evidence gathering, but also act as a sounding board – 
providing feedback during strategy development – and play key roles in delivery.

Interviewees noted the value of engaging stakeholders early on, and in having 
sustained engagement throughout the process. This has proved useful not just 
in enhancing the quality of the evidence underpinning a local economic strategy 
but also in fostering shared ownership and sustained momentum throughout the 
process. When stakeholders feel heard, or see their input reflected in the strategy, 
they are more likely to support and help deliver initiatives that flow from it.
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There are various structured stakeholder engagement mechanisms that strategic 
authorities can use (see Box 3). It is important to choose the right method for 
the purpose and audience and ensure it is organised in a way that informs the 
authority’s strategic planning. Options include:

•	 stakeholder forums

•	 business boards

•	 one-to-one interviews

•	 thematic working groups

•	 deliberative methods of engagement. 

Using a range of methods can ensure that diverse perspectives are captured in 
appropriate ways.

The processes of quantitative data gathering and qualitative engagement should 
not be seen as sequential, but instead as mutually reinforcing. While academics led 
the Manchester Independent Economic Review (see Box 2), their project included an 
extensive stakeholder engagement exercise to both understand the patterns they 
found in the data and to disseminate their findings to develop a shared vision.

 
Box 3: Stakeholder engagement that supports strategy development

‘Team Leeds’ approach
Leeds City Council adopted a model of stakeholder engagement through its 
‘Team Leeds’ approach, which emphasises the role of collective action.17 Central 
to the approach is the development of partnerships across the public, private, 
academic and voluntary sectors, including the innovation partnership set up 
between the council, two universities and the teaching hospital. The partnership 
has supported a city-wide vision by bringing together the leaders of these key 
organisations to develop plans, including a recent announcement of the Leeds 
Innovation Village within the Innovation Arc. The joint approach signals to others 
that there is a shared city-wide vision that multiple stakeholders are working 
towards, which is not just owned by the council.18 

City Economic Summit, Melbourne, Australia 
In 2023, Melbourne established the City Economy Advisory Committee to 
provide strategic advice on the challenges and opportunities facing the city’s 
day-time economy. The committee is made up of 10 members, drawn from  
across the retail, hospitality, innovation and social enterprise sectors, and  
city councillors. 
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One of the committee’s first major initiatives was the City Economy Summit, 
held over two sessions in December 2024. The summit brought together more 
than 350 stakeholders, including small business owners, trade associations, 
major employers and residents.19 Participants explored strategies to promote 
economic growth in the city, resulting in 11 recommendations for future action. 
These included:

•	 sharing data insights with traders to support their planning

•	 improving safety and cleaning in the city

•	 improving networking events for people in retail, hospitality and entertainment.

Loka days, Örebro County, Sweden
Örebro County in Sweden promotes regional development through close 
collaboration with stakeholders from central, regional and local government, 
academia, industry and civil society. Engagement is facilitated through various 
mechanisms such as workshops, seminars and regional development forums. The 
county has also introduced ‘Loka days’, held every August in the spa village of 
Loka, where around 150 stakeholders – including politicians, civil servants and 
private sector and civil society representatives – gather to discuss the regional 
development plan and projects relating to it. 

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) has 
highlighted the Örebro approach as a model for effective engagement.  
These forums:

•	 foster the exchange of ideas and experience

•	 offer an opportunity to share insights into the challenges faced at different 
levels of government

•	 offer support in designing and implementing policies

•	 are an opportunity to engage in negotiations.20 

Using a variety of engagement mechanisms has ensured broad participation and 
helped to embed collaboration and build stronger ties among those who take part. 
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Activities need to be maintained
Understanding the local economy is not a one-off exercise. It is a continuous 
process of data collection, analysis and dialogue. Strategic authorities that 
proactively invest in both technical insight and local intelligence gathering, while 
building strong and lasting partnerships, will be far better positioned to shape 
effective economic growth. 

For more established strategic authorities – and even newer strategic authorities 
benefiting from strong existing institutional foundations – some of this work 
may already be under way, but commitment to it must be sustained and ongoing. 
Economic data must be regularly refreshed to reflect changing conditions, and 
stakeholder relationships must be actively maintained to ensure that strategies 
remain relevant and enjoy continued support. We address this further in Chapter 5.
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2. How can you create a shared 
vision for your area?

While developing an understanding of an area is an important 
first step, successful strategies need to translate that into a 
broader vision for a place’s economy. The data and broader 
activity to understand a place cannot provide answers about what 
policies should be implemented, and nor is a description of the 
status quo likely to galvanise other local institutions, such as 
universities and businesses, to act in a co-ordinated way.

 
The What Works Centre for Local Economic Growth argues that when it comes to 
evidence such as the data and qualitative insights outlined in the previous chapter, 
places either “use it or lose it”; if it does not inform a broader vision, it will not have 
an impact.21 

Ultimately, a successful economic strategy will need to turn insights about the 
strengths and weaknesses of a region into a practical plan for action over the next 
few years. But those policy choices will be politically contentious: for example, 
choosing to fund some projects that benefit one area while passing over others. 
Without a compelling vision about what policy is trying to achieve, which goes 
beyond the short-term question of what is feasible in the next three to five years, it 
will be difficult to bring key stakeholders along for the ride. This is especially relevant 
in the context of mayoral strategic authorities (MSAs), which are institutions that 
operate mainly based on consensus between the mayor and local authority leaders.

 
Checklist 

	� Develop an agreed view on how the economy should develop over 
decades, rather than years.

	� Build the vision on an understanding of place, so the sectors, growth areas 
and priority interventions match what the evidence says is important for 
your area.

	� Engage mayors and authority leaders early, so they can shape and 
articulate the vision.

	� Identify key stakeholders, such as universities, colleges and businesses,  
to co-develop the vision and act as champions over the long term.
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Although the government is changing voting requirements so that fewer decisions 
require unanimous agreement among local authorities, mayors will still need to 
maintain broad support if they are to succeed.22 Established MSAs have learnt 
these lessons over the many years they have had to develop as organisations. 
Newer MSAs will need to short-cut this learning by drawing on insights from those 
who have been through it already, including Andy Burnham, the mayor of Greater 
Manchester. Burnham has said: 

“Eight years in this role has taught me that, if you can set a clear mission that 
everyone understands and supports, with public, private, community and 
voluntary sectors all facing and pulling in the same direction, the power  
is immense.”23 

Internationally, the OECD has highlighted that a long-term vision is often missing 
from regional strategies.24 Where ‘vision’ documents do exist, they often cover 
only the medium term (up to five years) and so reflect immediate priorities rather 
than a view about what policy is looking to achieve in the long term. Given many of 
the policies that drive economic change will take more than five years to produce 
results, this is too short a horizon. This is also a risk with statutory local growth 
plans, which MSAs have been producing for government.25 Although these are 
intended to cover 10 years, they will inevitably focus more on immediate priorities 
and projects that places want central government to support than a long-term 
place-led vision. 

A well-designed long-term vision will build on an understanding  
of place
A detailed understanding of specific local challenges and opportunities will provide 
a stronger basis for policy development and attracting the right investment and 
businesses to a region. The work done as part of the Manchester Independent 
Economic Review (see Box 2) has helped Manchester to articulate a more 
compelling vision of its economic strategy to local stakeholders and external 
investors.26 This is based on an understanding of the drivers of growth, and how 
they apply to the specific local context.

The other way in which a vision should rely on the evidence is by ensuring it 
is ambitious enough to drive meaningful change. One interviewee involved in 
developing a strategic authority’s growth plans expressed concern that local  
growth plans will not be ambitious enough: that even if all the projects they  
outline were delivered, productivity in most places would not be transformed.  
The benefit of developing a long-term vision is that it does not need to be limited  
by what resources will allow in the next five years: it can highlight the more 
ambitious projects that might currently be unaffordable but would be game-
changers. For example, West Yorkshire has long highlighted the importance of 
a light-rail network to its long-term economic plan, even though, until recent 
announcements, there was little prospect of such a project being operational within 
a few years. 
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Deploying evidence to demonstrate the potential effects of these larger 
interventions can ensure places have an ambitious enough vision that will galvanise 
local stakeholders and help to make the longer term case for change.

Leaders must be at the forefront of an effective vision
A vision will be most effective if leaders articulate and promote it. This can help to 
transform what can be dry data-driven insights into a plan that organisations can 
mobilise in support of. Successful international examples of city renewal based on 
consistent strategies often have one or two leaders who carried a vision over years 
and decades. In Barcelona, for example, a single mayor, Pasqual Maragall, in office 
for 15 years from 1982, led the revival in the city’s economic fortunes.27 

In the UK, too, economic success stories can often be attributed to strong local 
leadership. The former, and last elected, mayor of Bristol City Council, Marvin 
Rees, spearheaded a collaborative approach to leadership through the ‘Bristol One 
City’ approach. This was credited with creating a strong sense of civic identity and 
collaborative working across leaders from trade unions, business, the community 
and the public sector through various mechanisms, including the City Funds Board, 
and by creating an innovation zone in City Hall – an open-plan working space for 
people working on the One City approach.28

In Manchester, Sir Howard Bernstein and Sir Richard Leese led the 20 and more 
years of collaboration among the councils before the establishment of the Greater 
Manchester Combined Authority.29 More recently, Andy Burnham, as elected mayor, 
has taken up that mantle. Being directly elected by an electorate across their region, 
mayors have a mandate and voice that council leaders find difficult to match. As 
past Institute for Government work has highlighted, the added value of mayors to 
date has been as much their deployment of soft power to convene stakeholders and 
speak for the region as it has been the exercise of policy levers.30 

This includes an ability to speak for the region and articulate a vision. There are 
several examples of current metro mayors doing this, including in South Yorkshire, 
where Oliver Coppard has used international trips to highlight the strengths of the 
region, including its potential as a leader in low-carbon manufacturing.31,32 While not 
all strategic authorities will immediately take on mayors, over time the government’s 
vision, laid out in its English devolution white paper, is that most places should.33

For places at an earlier stage of their devolution journey, it is important that analysis 
and insights are communicated to new leaders, and that officers and politicians 
develop a vision together, rather than it being developed through an officer-
dominated bureaucratic process. The role of mayors to articulate a vision is especially 
important in places that might not have a coherent economic identity to start with. 
Most existing mayors operate in urban areas, often with one major city in their region. 
But future devolution deals will mostly cover areas that are more rural and might 
have multiple cities or towns. The new East Midlands County Combined Authority 
is such a place, and mayor Clare Ward has highlighted the challenge, and her role: 
“Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire have lots of similarities, but they’re not natural 
bedfellows… You often have to start by explaining, where is the East Midlands?”34
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A vision should be entrenched through engagement with  
key partners
The most effective regional vision is not just a vision for the regional authority 
leading it. Economic prosperity depends only in part on the policy decisions of 
strategic authorities. Other levers sit with local authorities and central government. 
Universities can also contribute to prosperity through their innovation and other 
activities. And, most importantly, decisions made in the private sector, by both 
existing local businesses and investors, will ultimately drive economic growth. 

Successful ‘vision’ documents are framed as referring to a wide array of institutions. 
For example, the latest Greater Manchester Strategy describes itself as:

“a blueprint to corral and energise our partnerships, galvanise relationships, 
working across agencies and sectors, and provide a platform for the further 
development and establishment of new relationships, opportunities and ways of 
working. The Strategy has been developed with, and agreed by, all ten councils, 
the Mayor, the NHS, Transport for Greater Manchester, Greater Manchester Police 
and Greater Manchester Fire and Rescue Service, with support from the Local 
Enterprise Partnership (LEP), businesses, universities, voluntary, community and 
social enterprise organisations, and members of the Greater Manchester Equality 
Panels and Greater Manchester Equality Alliance.”35 

Broad buy-in for a strategy and place identity matters. Interviewees highlighted 
the benefits of joint working between universities, business groups and local 
government. For example, most places will have innovative businesses that spin 
out from universities or can draw on university expertise. Joint working, facilitated 
by an agreed vision, can help to join up support through business parks and other 
designated zones. Thriving universities are also an important source of talented 
workers for businesses. But we heard that while some universities are engaged in 
regional development – for example, through civic university agreements36 – others 
operate more independently. There are also good examples of universities playing 
a role internationally. Georgia Tech, in Atlanta, has a strategic plan that explicitly 
highlights its role in the local innovation landscape and economy.37 

Box 4 gives a description of the key actors and stakeholders that should be involved 
in strategy development.
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Box 4: Key actors and stakeholders

Developing a successful local economic strategy requires collaboration 
between a range of key actors and stakeholders. Each will bring different 
expertise, resources and perspectives and should be engaged early on in the 
process and throughout.

Universities, further education colleges and training providers play a crucial 
role in shaping the local workforce. They can identify skills gaps and align 
education and training with employer needs, including partnering with industry 
to develop new vocational courses and apprenticeships in priority sectors. 
Universities are also key anchor institutions and can support MSAs through 
independent research, nurturing start-ups and spin-outs, and convening other 
universities, centres and institutions in their networks. Universities can also be 
a useful partner for authorities in designing and developing research about the 
local economy. 

Business groups, including local industry bodies, small and medium-sized 
enterprises and large employers, provide a valuable perspective on the 
challenges and growth opportunities facing local businesses. Business groups 
and local businesses can provide insight into local economic conditions, helping 
to identify barriers to growth and opportunities for investment. Industry groups 
can support by advising on sector-specific needs – they may hold their own data 
or can lead on consultations. Facilitating peer support and networking between 
these groups can bring in new insights to local government and help support 
small businesses and entrepreneurs.

Local councils are typically responsible for delivering on some of the strategy 
priorities; for example, house building and planning. Local councils also play 
an important role in community engagement. Council leaders are key players in 
strategic authorities’ decision making. 

Central government and national bodies hold some key policy levers and 
funding streams essential for driving local economic growth. While there is 
a commitment to streamlining funding, many different funding pots are still 
distributed centrally. Central government also sets strategic priorities such as 
housing targets and industrial policy, which local areas must align to. In some 
cases they work in partnership with local government; for example, through 
‘investment zones’ or in supporting innovation pilots. Other agencies such as the 
National Wealth Fund can also provide funding, expertise and support for local 
economic strategies. 
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Private investors bring important financial and investment expertise. Working 
in partnership with them can help to crowd in investment, and understanding 
what investors are looking for can help shape strategies to de-risk investment 
opportunities and provide confidence in the private sector that a place is ready 
for investment. 

Community organisations and civil society groups can play an important role in 
representing the voices and priorities of residents, particularly those who are 
politically marginalised and therefore often under-represented in traditional 
forms of consultation. These groups can act as convenors, bringing together 
communities to provide insights into the local economy and barriers that people 
face. Some initiatives have included bringing together residents and service 
providers to co-design policies. Additionally, once a local economic strategy is 
in place, community organisations can be a useful source of information about 
impact on the ground.

Agreeing a vision with a wider group of stakeholders is more work than developing 
an organisational strategy. While this is not the point at which difficult policy 
trade-offs are being decided, it can still be controversial to synthesise the future 
of a region into a few key priority areas. The convening power of mayors can help 
to draw organisations in, but developing an agreed regional set of priorities also 
requires extensive conversations and other engagement. 

The Manchester Independent Economic Review (see Box 2) was toured extensively 
around Greater Manchester when it was published, to socialise the key findings. 
In the early stages of developing the London Growth Plan, the Greater London 
Authority conducted more than 60 roundtables with stakeholders across the capital 
(see Box 6 in Chapter 4). Leeds City Council developed a network of advocates 
for its inclusive growth strategy by recruiting ambassadors for the strategy in 
different fields across the city. And internationally, stakeholder engagement is also 
prioritised, with especially good and regular engagement apparent in Sweden (see 
Box 3). In some places, such as Bilbao (see Box 6), this has extended to consultation 
with citizens to generate even broader buy-in for the strategy. 
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3. How can you translate the 
vision into a plan?

After a place has laid out, and secured buy-in for, its big-picture 
strategy, it will need to develop a plan that can guide decision 
making. In practice, there may not be a clear distinction between 
vision and plan; and they will probably both be present in the 
same published document. But while a vision should be long 
term, broad and not constrained by short-term fiscal 
considerations, a plan needs to address what can happen in the 
next few years, and who will be responsible for delivering it. 

Checklist 

	� Ensure your plan focuses on actions and goals in the next few years  
that will help to realise the long-term vision.

	� Include stretching goals that will require changes in behaviour, but  
do not set patently unachievable targets.

	� Decide (implicitly) what sectors or interventions you will not  
prioritise, to ensure that efforts are focused on the areas with the  
most growth potential.

	� Identify the institutions responsible for delivering different aspects  
of the plan.

Balance ambition and realism
An economic strategy needs to contain and inform practical action that the strategic 
authority and other stakeholders can take in the short to medium term. Whereas 
a vision can outline aspirations for what a region might look like in 20 years, the 
strategy needs to address what steps will be taken over the next few years to move 
in that direction. This should include priority growth areas, both geographically and 
sectorally, and some projects that the strategic authority will commit to delivering. 
But it should also be more than a bulleted list of agreed actions: it should outline 
what would constitute ‘success’, by clarifying what metrics the place wants to 
improve and over what time period.
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This is a difficult balancing act. A strategy that is too limited in ambition might 
be deliverable, but will fail to galvanise people because even if it is delivered in 
full, little will change. On the other hand, a strategy that is undeliverable risks 
disappointing the public and stakeholders and becoming a millstone around the 
authority’s neck. Strategic authorities need to recognise that the types of economic 
development interventions that will drive lasting change – for example, in transport, 
housing and skills – will pay off over a long time period.38 And while some strategic 
authorities have more powers than others, none has the autonomy to deliver multiple 
major projects. To ensure strategies can be implemented effectively, places need to 
have a clear ‘theory of change’, so they can track progress on shorter term metrics to 
ensure the strategy is delivering as expected. We discuss this further below.

Strategies risk being ineffective when the concrete policies they propose do not 
align with the outcomes they are committed to delivering. At the national level, the 
2022 Levelling Up the United Kingdom white paper suffered from this problem.39 
It set 12 missions for 2030 – itself a large set of priorities – some of which were 
ambitious.40 And yet its chapter on policy proposals was disappointingly thin and 
represented modest tinkering rather than transformational change.41 This does 
not mean a strategy should contain within it all the policies necessary to achieve 
promised outcomes. The strategy should be more flexible than that and should help 
to inform future decisions. But the projects included should be big enough to make 
a difference.

Strategic authorities can learn from county-level development plans in Croatia, 
which set out how each of the projects they contain would help to deliver key 
objectives, thus linking the two elements of the economic strategy.42 This is a good 
way to ensure that a strategy is coherent, while also deploying evidence to identify 
whether it is ambitious enough. In different ways, and at different scales, good 
examples in Newcastle and New York show how places can combine ambition with 
practical short-term steps to make progress (see Box 5).

 
Box 5: Local strategies that are ambitious and practical 

Newcastle’s Inclusive Economic Strategy
The Newcastle City Council’s Inclusive Economic Strategy, published in 2023, 
lays out an ambitious vision for the city across areas including healthier lives, a 
more innovative economy and good connectivity.43 It includes metrics against 
which its progress can be judged in each of these areas. While the council 
does not hold all, or even most, of the levers needed to deliver this change, the 
strategy identifies practical steps the council and its partners can take, including 
focusing on the employment rates of under-represented groups and hosting a 
City Innovation Challenge. Many of these activities show the role the council 
can play as a convenor using soft power even when it does not have full policy 
control. The list of interventions is not exhaustive but shows a commitment 
to making immediate progress on long-term goals that will also rely on bigger 
interventions from other tiers of government. 
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New York’s OneNYC 2050 strategy
The OneNYC 2050 strategy was launched in 2015, with many long-term 
goals for New York City to be achieved by 2050, including a big reduction in 
poverty, increases in affordable housing and universal pre-school education.44 
A programme for delivery would not usually accompany a strategy on that 
timescale, but 200 specific programmes underpinned the strategy and these 
were designed to make progress on some of the metrics that the strategy 
targeted. The mayor’s office is responsible for following up on the progress 
of each of these programmes, and reports are published biannually to track 
key metrics. By identifying specific programmes that needed to be delivered, 
the mayor’s office ensured a long-term strategy could still lead to short-term 
progress across many interventions.45

 
 
Be willing to prioritise
Economic strategies are intended to project a positive message, and to highlight 
how the actions of the strategic authority and other stakeholders will ultimately 
improve citizens’ lives. They can also help to promote the image of a region 
nationally and internationally. But this can encourage the development of strategies 
that focus on projecting a ‘good news story’, in a way that does not contribute to a 
stronger local economy. 

Strategic authorities will have several objectives, including net zero ambitions, 
broader social aims and higher productivity growth. All these objectives are 
important and need to be considered in the round when developing a strategy. 
But for a strategy to work well, the authority needs to have clarity about how 
it is going to achieve those objectives. That means a strategy should focus on a 
relatively small set of objectives, and the authority must make sure it is focusing 
on objectives that the growth levers it has at its disposal are able to target. For 
example, the West Midlands Futures Green Paper,46 which will inform the growth plan 
in the region, aims to improve productivity, increase the share of the population 
in good jobs and meet net zero commitments. This will provide a framework to 
prioritise and make policy decisions, rather than avoiding trade-offs. A summary of 
the West Midlands Futures Green Paper is set out in Annex 2.

One decision that a strategic authority needs to make as it develops a strategy 
is to identify geographic areas of high potential growth that should be the focus 
of policy. This implicitly means choosing other areas that will not be prioritised. 
This can be especially difficult in a combined authority, which relies on consensus 
among the authorities. But this is exactly what a strategy needs to do if it is to be 
a helpful guide to policy. A strategy should be able to inform how policy can help 
different places thrive. 
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But that should not mean every place getting the same funding per capita, or 
the same types of intervention. For example, it might make sense to prioritise 
transport links in a particular part of a region, but another area might benefit 
disproportionately from skills provided.

The Manchester Independent Economic Review (see Box 2), and the strategies 
that followed from it, are a good example of taking these difficult decisions. The 
review identified an already affluent area around Manchester Airport as one 
with the highest growth potential and designated it as an enterprise zone. More 
recently, Greater Manchester’s investment pipeline has identified six ‘growth 
zone’ areas, which will see more development and new housing alongside 
economic investment.47 This does not mean that areas outside these places will 
not grow – other policies and priorities within the Greater Manchester Strategy 
will especially support those places; for example, through skills provision and 
employment support. 

The developed evidence base should also enable a strategy to identify sectors 
not to support. As we noted above, a common complaint among interviewees was 
that all regional strategies look the same, identifying advanced manufacturing 
as a strength and claiming that it is a leader in the digital economy. The similarity 
of these plans partly reflects the similar structures of England’s non-London city 
economies,48 but it also reflects an element of unhelpful wishful thinking. If the 
evidence does not show an existing comparative advantage in a sector, the right 
economic strategy will be one that instead prioritises those sectors with the most 
local growth promise, or one that takes a broader view and does not try to enhance 
specific sectors actively. The Manchester Independent Economic Review prompted 
a rethink of Greater Manchester’s existing clusters strategy because the evidence 
suggested the region would be better off focusing on broader interventions that 
benefit the wider economy.49

Understand who is responsible for delivering different elements  
of the strategy
The lead authority – in most cases in England, strategic authorities – should own 
an economic strategy. But even though their powers have expanded, they do 
not hold all the levers to deliver economic growth in their place, and a strategy 
would be partial if it focused solely on what they could achieve. Some policies 
and responsibilities will sit with other local actors, including local authorities, 
universities and business groups. And some bigger projects will only be 
deliverable with the support of central government.

One risk is that a strategy focuses too much on making asks of central government. 
Local growth plans are the basis of a conversation with central government about 
how to drive growth in a place, so this naturally incentivises local leaders to use 
them to negotiate to secure as many commitments as possible from Whitehall 
departments. Interviewees said this was a rational approach for strategic 
authorities to take when developing statutory plans, and no strategy would be 
complete without identifying key investments beyond the gift of local actors. 
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But if a plan focuses solely on what central government can do, this fails to recognise 
the progress made on devolution in the past decade: the devolution of funding and 
powers means places do have some levers to drive better economic outcomes. 

Places will miss the opportunity to define priorities for other actors with local 
policy levers if their plans focus too heavily on central government. Our past 
research has recommended that plans should delineate between actions that rely 
on central government and those that can be delivered locally.50 

As far as possible, strategies should further delineate between responsibilities for 
local authorities, strategic authorities and other partners. For example, planning 
policy and some crucial public service responsibilities will sit with local authorities, 
while local transport decisions will largely be made at the strategic authority level. 
Meanwhile, higher education institutions will need to work with the full range 
of local government, industry and civil society stakeholders to develop much 
needed aspects of the local innovation agenda – ensuring a good fit between skills, 
business needs and the broader growth ecosystem.51 While the strategy cannot tie 
the hands of these other institutions, as a document for the region it can encourage 
key stakeholders to commit to supporting the broad approach so that different 
institutions are pulling in the same direction.

Present a united vision
Presenting a united vision signals that local leaders understand the value of 
working together, and the risks of not doing so. Of course, this is not always easy. 
Strategic authorities in England are founded on consensus-based decision making, 
which can be challenging, particularly when it involves tough choices about funding 
allocations or decisions on where to build new housing or infrastructure. 

Some of the more established strategic authorities have learned – often through 
difficult experience – that the foundations for strategic clarity and collaborative 
working take time to build. But those efforts pay off. For newer strategic authorities, 
there is an opportunity to get on the front foot by embracing these lessons early, 
focusing on what can be achieved through joint working and on a place-based vision. 

Interviewees emphasised to us the importance of places being able to present a 
united approach. One described the power of having an agreed set of priorities as 
creating “mutual accountability”. When all partners, both local government and non-
government, are genuinely committed, then they are better positioned to hold one 
another to account, providing a more stable and effective foundation for delivery. 
In Greater Manchester, the Greater Manchester Strategy binds together its many 
organisations and different strategies to ensure a coherent approach. It is referenced 
in the first pages of the Greater Manchester Transport Strategy,52 the Local Skills 
Improvement Plan53 and the Integrated Settlement Outcomes Framework.54
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This kind of joined-up approach matters internally as much as it does externally. 
When local strategies are misaligned, delivery becomes harder, and opportunities 
for mutually beneficial gains can be missed. Economic success rarely depends on a 
single policy lever. Even a tightly focused economic strategy should be aligned with 
other strategies and responsive to wider priorities. If leaders are able to set a united 
vision from the top, that can help to support cross-organisational collaboration and 
identify shared goals. At a minimum, it can help to ensure that important issues 
do not fall through the gaps. For instance, one interviewee recalled a case where 
they felt the absence of a clear strategic direction had led to one team identifying 
a local asset for a specific project, only to discover that another team had already 
earmarked it for an entirely different purpose. 
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4. How can you communicate 
your strategy to different 
audiences? 

Effective communication of a local economic strategy is as 
important as its content. A central strategy document itself 
should be a key way to guide the work of the strategic authority, 
and so internal communication is important. 
 
But success depends on the ability of strategic authorities to align activities 
among a wider range of stakeholders – including anchor institutions and business 
groups – and to communicate the strategy in a way that enthuses local residents, 
businesses and investors. Central government is another key audience, as it still 
holds many of the levers necessary to drive economic change in places, and it holds 
complementary policy levers that will be more effective if they work together  
with local policies. The government’s guidance is for statutory local growth plans  
to speak to all of these audiences;55 however, each audience has different priorities 
and levels of knowledge or understanding of what a place is trying to achieve, so  
a tailored approach to communication is essential.

Checklist 

	� Ensure various strategies, such as spatial plans, transport plans and  
skills plans, are coherent. Set out how they fit together in a single 
document or webpage.

	� Emphasise different messages in different documents that can speak to 
different audiences, being mindful of messages for central government, 
local partners and the private sector across strategy documents.

	� Set up a strategy board, including universities, colleges and business 
groups, to maintain dialogue with key stakeholders and partners.

	� Provide resources for businesses considering relocation to the region 
that can act as a ‘one-stop shop’, presenting the region’s plans on skills, 
housing and transport. Where doing this alone is not possible, explore 
partnerships with neighbouring areas.
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The strategy can be communicated through different documents
In practice, most places’ economic strategy will be reflected in many different 
documents and plans. Most strategic authorities have a transport strategy,56 
every area of England has a local skills improvement plan57 and the devolution 
white paper requires that all strategic authorities develop a spatial development 
strategy.58 In all cases, local growth plans will be additional to these existing 
sectoral strategies, and in some cases to broader strategies such as the Greater 
Manchester Strategy. 

It is helpful to have different documents that go into more detail in different policy 
areas. A single document would be too long and unfocused, providing too much 
detail for most but not enough detail for those in specific sectors. But this approach 
is only helpful if the documents are consistent and it is clear how they fit together. 
Both local growth plans and the integrated settlement outcomes framework will 
be the result of discussion and negotiations with Whitehall, but places need to 
ensure the priorities outlined are consistent with their local strategies. There may 
be a different group of officials negotiating the spatial development plan, but the 
overarching economic approach needs to inform any decisions made in that sphere.

It can be difficult to maintain a coherent narrative across the different policy 
documents, even if they are interlinked. One way to achieve coherence is to 
develop a single, unifying document that brings together economic ambitions with 
other critical areas such as housing, transport, skills, climate and spatial planning. 
Piedmont in Italy does not have a single long-standing strategy, but does publish 
a document (Documento Strategico Unitario) that explains how various funds, 
initiatives and strategies form part of a coherent plan.59 This integrates funding from 
EU schemes, and national and regional funding, to explain how they contribute to 
economic development in the region, and helps ensure consistency in delivery, 
messaging and prioritisation across levels of government and policy areas.

Putting the plan in one document can also help attract large businesses, who are 
interested in understanding the plan in relation to the economy, covering skills 
policy, transport and housing investment, and business support policy. When most 
of these powers sat with central government, and were not organised regionally, 
the policies were not joined up on a local footprint. But MSAs now represent their 
regions and increasingly have the relevant policy levers. Mayors have already played 
an important role in promoting their regions internationally; for example, through 
foreign delegations and attending international conferences. A single strategy 
document can form the basis of these appeals, promoting the place and its vision.

Emphasise different messages to different audiences
Strategic authorities should present key asks to central government, and 
convince it that there is a credible local plan
Places should have a coherent strategy, but the way that strategy is communicated 
to different audiences can and should be different. Strategic authorities should be 
clear about who their key audiences are, the specific information and messages 
they need, and how that information will be conveyed.
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Central government is one important audience for economic strategies. Whitehall 
will need to sign off statutory local growth plans, and these plans should also 
form an evidence base that feeds into central government decisions around big 
investments and other policies.60 While devolution means more of the policies 
that can drive economic growth are held locally, it would be naive for places to 
think economic transformation is possible without central government support. 
Major infrastructure projects, such as transport, will require central government 
backing, and many important regulatory policies that will affect priority sectors 
are decided centrally. Interviewees told us that many strategic authorities were 
using the local growth plans process to advocate for priority investments and to 
secure support from central government. 

As statutory local growth plans form part of a direct conversation with central 
government, it makes sense for these plans to highlight those aspects of the 
broader economic strategy that rely on central government. As noted above, places 
should not conflate asks of central government with their entire economic strategy. 
This is likely to be counterproductive even in the message it sends to central 
government. In opposition, Labour announced its statutory growth plans policy 
to ensure places had a coherent strategy for using the powers devolved to them.61 
Places therefore also need to give central government confidence that they are 
equipped to use devolved powers well, and this should be reflected in local growth 
plans and the broader approach to making decisions.

Authorities should ensure local partners understand their role
Partners, including local authorities, universities and business groups, are another 
important audience. As highlighted on page 24, the Greater Manchester Strategy is 
explicitly a strategy for the whole region, rather than just for the strategic authority. 
Newcastle’s Inclusive Economy Strategy (see Box 5) includes specific action points 
and responsibilities for the university and business groups, not just the council. 
Interviewees suggested that regular communication with key stakeholders can 
help to maintain a coherent approach across organisations. For example, in Surrey, 
a joint innovation board focuses on strategy in that area, and the universities and 
the council jointly employ someone to ensure the university and strategic authority 
are working together on business growth opportunities; for example, around the 
research park. 

The private sector needs to understand a region’s offer and be able to ask 
specific questions
One of the most important audiences for an economic strategy is the private sector. 
As one interviewee told us: “What the public sector does is important, but it is 
the actions of the private sector that will ultimately drive growth.” There are two 
key private sector groups a strategy should speak to. First, big investors, such as 
pension funds, will be potential funders of important housing, transport and other 
projects. For this group, what matters are the details provided about these projects 
and the expertise of the strategic authority, which we discuss in Chapter 5. Second, 
large companies will be deciding whether to be located or scale up in a region. A 
well-communicated economic strategy should give this group confidence that the 
infrastructure and skills needs of their business will be met.
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As we noted above, a unified strategy outlining plans for a region can be helpful 
for businesses considering where to locate. But a more detailed approach is 
also needed. Greater Manchester’s dedicated inward investment organisation, 
MIDAS, which has been in place since 1997, long before the Greater Manchester 
Combined Authority, speaks with businesses already in the region or planning 
to locate there.62 It can provide assurances about access to people with the right 
skills and that connectivity will continue to improve. This will often reflect a strong 
understanding of place as well as the economic strategy: which skills does Greater 
Manchester already have, and which gaps is it looking to fill with its devolved 
powers? Not every place will have the resources for a dedicated team, and smaller 
economies might struggle to maintain conversations with large businesses. But 
where relevant, places should explore partnerships with neighbouring authorities 
to present a unified message.

Two-way communication with residents can offer useful feedback loops
Local residents are a broad and diverse audience, encompassing people of 
different ages, backgrounds and levels of engagement with local government. 
Earlier chapters have highlighted the importance of engaging residents in the 
development of a strategy, for building trust and transparency, and as a way of 
gathering information that is difficult to get from quantitative datasets. But it is 
also important that they are included as key stakeholders in the communication 
of a strategy. The success of some of the projects and programmes will rely on 
residents’ participation and behaviour change. For example, the success of new 
skills programmes will require residents or community groups to know about them 
and what they can offer if they are to engage with them. 

Feedback loops are essential for ensuring that local economic strategies are 
grounded in the lived experiences and evolving priorities of the communities 
they are based in. As well as communicating key projects to residents, strategic 
authorities should see public engagement activities as an opportunity for two-way 
conversations between the authority and local residents. Engagement events or 
activities, both online and offline, can help to bring to the surface local insights 
about what is working and what is not working, which authorities can use to inform 
how they adapt their strategies. 

Effective feedback mechanisms can take different forms and will be dependent 
on a range of factors, including staff resources and budgets. Digital tools for 
engagement can help to reduce some of the costs. These include online community 
platforms. For example, Cornwall Council set up ‘Let’s Talk Cornwall’ – an online 
community space from which the council can update residents on specific projects 
and initiatives, and residents can share their thoughts on how they are progressing 
or how they are using new programmes.63 The Greater London Authority also has a 
Talk London platform and various boroughs and councils across England, including 
Leeds City Council, have used the online Commonplace platform to consult on 
planning and regeneration projects, where residents can comment on interactive 
maps and share ideas about local developments. 



35COMMUNICATING A STRATEGY TO DIFFERENT AUDIENCES

In the democracy space, new tools are being developed, which will allow authorities 
to conduct wider and deeper engagement with local residents on strategy 
development. For example, the participation charity Demos, with funding from 
Google, recently launched Waves, which is an artificial intelligence (AI)-powered 
package designed to enable participation and deliberative engagement with 
residents.64 It is currently being trialled in the London Borough of Camden and 
South Staffordshire District Council. Instead of setting up new initiatives, some 
places may already have existing public engagement mechanisms tied to other 
projects or strategies that they can link into without creating a whole new process. 

Box 6 focuses on two examples of engaging with the public to support  
strategy development.

 
Box 6: Engaging the public to support strategy development
 
The London Growth Plan
London is the first statutory authority in England to publish a ‘growth plan’. In 
developing the London Growth Plan, the Greater London Authority initiated 
public engagement with London residents and local stakeholders to both inform 
the plan and provide updates on progress. The Greater London Authority ran 
consultations through Talk London – its own online opinion research platform.65 
The platform has a reach of around 14,000 London residents and received 
almost 1,300 responses to consultations. 

In addition, the deputy mayor for business and growth held several public 
webinars to provide updates on the plan’s development and set out next steps 
for residents and other stakeholders. And in the early stages of developing the 
London Growth Plan, the Greater London Authority conducted more than 60 
roundtables with stakeholders across the capital. Now that the plan has been 
published, the Greater London Authority continues to engage with Londoners 
through its Planning Engagement Portal, where residents can provide feedback 
on various projects and initiatives.66 A summary of the published London Growth 
Plan is set out in Annex 1. 

Bilbao
Bilbao, in northern Spain, has transformed from a declining industrial centre into 
a vibrant city. Social innovation and a commitment to active citizen participation 
have been at the core of its strategy for economic development.67 The city has 
engaged several innovative mechanisms, including participatory budgeting. This 
allows residents to propose and vote on projects to receive municipal funding. 
The city has also launched a Neighbourhood Advisory Council and, specifically to 
gather the views of younger residents, has set up a Children’s Council. It has also 
set up a social innovation lab in the centre of the city. The lab provides a space 
for residents to engage with each other and co-create solutions linked to the 
United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals.
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5. How can you implement 
policies consistent with  
the strategy?
 
The development of a strategy will only be worthwhile if the 
contents of the plan can be delivered. While institutions developing 
strategies, often at pace and to tight deadlines, will rightly view the 
publication of a strategy as a major milestone, it is only the start of 
the more important process of turning aspiration into reality.
 
This will require investment in ongoing strategic capacity, a clear link between the 
strategy and policy decision making processes, mechanisms to maintain a focus 
on the outcomes at the core of the strategy, and a structure that enables effective 
delivery of publicly and privately funded priority projects.

Checklist 

	� Develop a plan for how internal strategic capacity will be maintained after 
publication of the strategy. 

	� Update and refresh the strategy as necessary and engage stakeholders in 
ongoing collaboration.

	� Assign ‘champions’ to ensure that specific roles within the authority are 
responsible for pushing the strategy forward.

	� Track and publicly report on progress through regular published updates 
or an interactive webpage.

	� Develop and maintain a clear, up-to-date pipeline of priority projects to 
help co-ordinate delivery and attract funding from private investors.
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Places need to retain central strategic capacity after a strategy  
or plan is written
The development of strategies and plans is often an intense process, working to 
tight deadlines. This is especially true if the document is centrally mandated – as is 
the case with local growth plans – but it will also apply to locally initiated strategies. 
This means the strategic authority will often temporarily increase capacity – 
through temporary hires, diverting staff from other activities or contracting 
consultants – to publish the plan. Several strategic authorities we spoke to said 
the development of their local growth plan had required “all hands on deck”, with 
analysts and other staff drafted in to the team. The types of intensive stakeholder 
engagement we have highlighted in earlier chapters of this report will require even 
more capacity.

However, treating the publication of a strategy as an end point means it is unlikely 
that the strategy will ever have the intended effect. To implement the strategy, 
champions are needed within the organisation to push it forward and ensure it is 
central to key decisions. Interviewees highlighted that this is much more effective 
if there is continuity from officials developing the strategy to those responsible for 
implementation. In Cornwall, subsequent implementation roles were earmarked 
during the development of its recent Good Growth Plan.68 Several strategic 
authorities have strategy teams that will hold the pen on the documents while  
also having a cross-cutting role in the organisation, which can help ensure the 
strategy is implemented. 

Stakeholder engagement to ensure broad buy-in on the strategy is also ongoing 
work. The OECD recommends that places develop an ‘implementation feasibility 
assessment’, which maps public and non-governmental stakeholders to the 
implementation of different objectives and identifies the mechanisms by which 
stakeholders will work together to ensure progress continues to be made; for 
example, through implementation boards.69 The identification of ‘ambassadors’ for 
the Leeds Inclusive Growth Strategy, mentioned in Chapter 2, has helped to ensure 
partner organisations continue to play their part.

Those people with ongoing responsibility for the strategy should also develop 
plans to update it. This includes a formal refresh of plans; for example, every five 
years or at an appropriate stage in the electoral cycle. But their role should also be 
to explain how the strategy is still relevant when circumstances change, even if it is 
not fully rewritten. 

Strategies need to be integrated into decision making processes
For a strategy to affect the key decisions an authority makes, it needs to be 
integrated into financial decision making processes. If the strategy has adequately 
tackled high-level trade-offs, it should provide authorities with a set of priorities 
and outcomes that can inform how to approach different policy questions, such 
as which transport projects should be funded first, which skills courses should be 
given extra support and where innovation spending is likely to be most effective. 
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However, in places where a strategy is developed and then forgotten, it may do little 
to inform those decisions. Many of the funding allocation decisions that strategic 
authorities make need to be sensitive to intra-region politics: local authorities will 
naturally want to make the case for funding in their area, and will complain if they 
perceive they are not getting a fair deal. This is especially acute when a ‘fair deal’ 
is easy to calculate. For example, the UK Shared Prosperity Fund (UKSPF) was the 
responsibility of combined authorities to deliver, but central government published 
the council-by-council allocation of the fund within those areas. In practice, most 
combined authorities abided by the government’s allocation. A good strategy can 
get beyond this zero-sum, input-focused negotiation, but only if it is front and 
centre when the decision is being made. 

As established strategic authorities receive integrated settlements, which provide 
more flexibility and so require better strategic decision making processes, there  
is an opportunity to ensure their priorities sit at the heart of the settlement.  
Greater Manchester and the West Midlands have already developed new processes 
for 2025/26.70

In the current integrated settlement model, this process will need to focus 
on delivering the priorities agreed with central government in the outcomes 
framework. It is therefore crucial that places are able to negotiate an outcomes 
framework that aligns with their strategic priorities, rather than making decisions 
trying to serve the two masters of local and central objectives. But this also 
provides an opportunity to improve how other funding – including the flexible 
investment fund each strategic authority receives and any flexible retained 
business rates income – is allocated. Some of this funding will go to priorities that 
sit outside the integrated settlement, which currently mostly contains economic 
levers, but decisions should be made with the same rigour and based on priorities 
for public services and other areas identified in the strategy.

Places that do not yet have integrated settlements can still put their strategies at 
the centre of decision making. They will also have an investment fund to spend, and 
face decisions about how to spend more flexible funding such as the Adult Skills 
Fund. Where central government determines funding more tightly, the strategy can 
also help to prioritise which projects strategic authorities try to get funded. Before 
Greater Manchester was formally a combined authority, it used agreed priorities 
based on the Manchester Independent Economic Review to focus a reduced 
Transport Investment Fund allocation on the area around Manchester Airport.71 

Progress against key priorities in strategies should be tracked
One way to maintain momentum around a strategy is to track progress over time. 
This is an approach central government has sometimes taken, with mixed success 
(the levelling up missions did not help that agenda retain its prominence once 
senior ministerial interest dissipated).72 This shows that tracking targets does not 
guarantee that those targets will be met, but in other contexts it has proved useful 
to ensure that mutually agreed priorities continue to be treated as priorities by 
creating public accountability. While it is important to choose metrics carefully so 
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they capture the outcomes a place cares about, identifying what success would 
look like helps to communicate and implement a strategy. It is important that places 
have a ‘theory of change’ to identify shorter term markers that indicate the strategy 
is working, as well as longer term ones.

In addition to tracking high-level outcomes, strategic authorities should track 
progress on key projects that feature within the strategy. This would work well when 
combined with a specific project pipeline (discussed further below).

The most effective examples from the UK and elsewhere present this information 
in a publicly accessible format. In both Greater Manchester and London, progress 
against key objectives is published regularly in a red/amber/green (‘RAG’) rating 
format. In Greater Manchester, this reflects a basket of metrics against each of 
the key priority areas targeted in the Greater Manchester Strategy.73 In London, 
Transport for London publishes progress against shorter term objectives.74 But even 
in these cases, the information could be presented in a more engaging way. At the 
national level in France, a website that tracks progress on various major projects 
(Baromètre des Résultats de l’Action Publique) represents a best-practice example of 
how this information could be displayed.75

The outcomes frameworks that underpin integrated settlements represent an 
opportunity for strategic authorities in England to provide information in a more 
accessible way. This could help to increase democratic engagement, while also 
ensuring that decision makers are held to account for their performance against key 
outcomes locally, as well as by Whitehall. Places should include priority outcomes 
for areas of policy outside the integrated settlement, and metrics that rely on action 
from partner organisations, to ensure this presentation captures the breadth of 
what a place is prioritising. 

The success of growth strategies will rely on delivering  
priority projects
In the long term, growth strategies will be judged on how they move key economic 
metrics, such as gross domestic product (GDP) and living standards. But in the 
short to medium term, a key indication that a strategy is working will be the 
commencement and completion of priority projects such as transport and housing. 
Strategies will include:

•	 projects that can be funded through locally determined funds such as the 
integrated settlement

•	 projects that will rely on central government – major transport upgrades,  
for example 

•	 other projects that will be financed principally through the private sector. 

All three will be important. 
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The government’s guidance for statutory local growth plans requires places to 
include an investment pipeline and provides some guidance on how to do this.76 
This is a new challenge for MSAs as most strategic authorities will be accustomed 
to projects that central government initiates, and those determined locally will look 
similar in many ways. The challenges will be the usual ones: 

•	 clarity about the scope of the project

•	 effective procurement of contracts

•	 a stable pipeline of projects to ensure the public sector works well  
with constructors. 

So far, most strategic authorities have not delivered the volume of projects that 
would require something as formal as a project pipeline. But the government’s 10 
Year Infrastructure Strategy is intending to improve the national project pipeline,77 
and places with integrated settlements will also initiate other projects. This will 
therefore be a good opportunity for places to develop regional project pipelines for 
approved projects.

The best local example of such a pipeline currently is Transport for London’s 
investment programme, which provides quarterly updates on priority projects.78 
But a more complete pipeline for a region that includes projects beyond transport 
should also be possible. The government’s existing infrastructure pipeline, while 
criticised for not always containing the most up-to-date information, aims to cover a 
wide array of national projects. 

A more novel challenge for authorities will be closer engagement with the private 
sector, and in particular with institutions with large funds that might invest 
in housing, transport and other projects. Interviewees suggested that these 
institutions have different experiences with different authorities across England. 
They expressed frustration that some had not developed investible propositions 
with enough detail to allow an external investor to proceed. In part, this reflects a 
skills gap: not all strategic authorities have access to the commercial skills required 
to do this well. 

Several regions in the UK have developed investment prospectuses to highlight 
projects seeking private funding. Interviewees told us that these can be useful 
to increase awareness of a region and opportunities among investors, but that 
prospectuses will rarely have the detail necessary to entice a large investor. The 
most successful UK investment prospectus is Opportunity London,79 which draws 
together the highest-priority schemes seeking private investment across London. 
Interviewees told us that this model worked because it is backed up by substantial 
resources. Opportunity London is a subsidiary of the Greater London Authority that 
has several full-time staff, who can help to develop propositions and engage in 
detailed investor conversations. London’s scale also means it is seeking funding in 
the hundreds of millions of pounds, which can attract larger international investors. 
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This model will not be replicable everywhere, and regions should consider whether 
partnering with neighbouring places might allow them to develop the necessary 
scale to attract a different type of investor.

However, there are many investors who will also be attracted to smaller propositions, 
but those investors report that some authorities make it easier to invest in them 
than others. In places where engagement works well, interviewees highlighted 
the importance of closer working with funders at an earlier stage to help develop 
projects, which can compensate for public sector skills gaps. This need not be formal 
partnerships – good relationships with senior stakeholders in those institutions can 
lead to a more iterative discussion over projects. Universities will also be a source of 
this expertise for some projects, such as the development of innovation parks. This 
has been the case in Surrey, where the Surrey Innovation District team has built links 
between businesses, investors, the university and the authority.80 

Interviewees also highlighted that places need to identify which types of investor, 
or investment model, will be suitable for different types of project. In Greater 
Manchester, the local government pension scheme has invested in a Legal & General 
fund that will develop affordable housing.81 But this type of model would not work 
as well for, say, a transport development where the private returns to the project 
would be likely to accrue over a much longer timeframe. Without deep commercial 
experience and expertise, it can be difficult for new strategic authorities to know 
which types of project will work for different investors. Places should take advantage 
of resources that the Office for Investment provides where relevant, and develop 
relationships with different investors to fast-track this learning.

Places can also learn from Greater Manchester and the West Midlands, which 
have begun to develop infrastructure pipelines covering projects that will have 
an element of private finance. This fulfils a different function from a pipeline for 
publicly committed projects, which are designed to provide clarity to constructors. 
Instead, these pipelines can act as a ‘shop window’ for projects that might be 
funded, but with additional detail than would usually be found in a prospectus. 
These will be most effective where they are able to communicate how housing, 
transport and other projects are joined up. Greater Manchester has arranged its 
pipeline around six ‘growth zones’, which will also have mayoral development 
corporations to expedite planning and delivery.82

Box 7 details the two types of infrastructure project pipeline, with examples.



42IMPLEMENTING POLICIES CONSISTENT WITH THE STRATEGY

 
Box 7: Infrastructure project pipelines
 
There are, broadly, two types of infrastructure project pipelines. Construction 
pipelines track progress against delivery of (mostly publicly funded) 
infrastructure projects that have been signed off. Future project pipelines may 
contain some of the same information, but will also capture projects that are 
open to private finance. 

Examples of construction pipelines
Construction pipelines track projects from procurement through to delivery. 
Most examples of this type of pipeline operate at the national level. For example, 
the previous government’s National Infrastructure and Construction Pipeline 
fulfilled this purpose.83 But interviewees for previous Institute for Government 
research complained that this was not updated regularly enough, and even when 
it was updated it did not always include the most relevant live information. 

A best-practice example at the national level is Australia and New Zealand’s 
joint pipeline.84 This is especially effective because it includes up-to-date 
information and presents it in an accessible format, allowing projects to be easily 
filtered by project type, status and location. It shows projects by state or region, 
fulfilling many of the purposes of a local or regional pipeline. If the government’s 
new infrastructure pipeline, which will be announced alongside the 10 Year 
Infrastructure Strategy,85 does not provide a clear regional breakdown, strategic 
authorities could add their own key projects to those included in the national 
infrastructure pipeline to create a bespoke regional pipeline.

A more limited example of this type of pipeline is Transport for London’s 
investment programme, where quarterly reports highlight progress made against 
its main construction projects.86 This would be a good model as places take their 
first steps to publishing information that tracks progress against projects.

Examples of future project pipelines
Future project pipelines include a programme of future projects the authority 
would like to commence and complete, including housing and transport. 
Generally, these projects will be seeking at least some private funding.

New South Wales’ infrastructure pipeline includes all projects above 
AUD50 million where it has begun to commence planning, some of which will be 
privately funded, across different sectors.87 While the pipeline does not include 
all the information about each project, it acts as a gateway for investors to 
engage with different propositions. 

Greater Manchester is also developing a pipeline themed around six ‘growth 
locations’,88 which will provide an integrated set of projects covering housing, 
transport and other opportunities in priority places across the region. To date, 
this does not have the project-by-project detail but hopes to attract investors by 
presenting a coherent growth narrative that links projects in a place.
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6. Conclusion

Even the most mature strategic authorities in England are still young institutions 
and will continue to gain more policy responsibilities and funding flexibility over 
the next few years. A robust economic strategy – underpinned by a forward-looking 
vision for their region – will be critical to ensure they can achieve local buy-in, use 
powers well and play their role as the primary institutions supporting the regional 
economy. By following the steps laid out in this report, new strategic authorities can 
make a strong start, and more mature strategic authorities can pull further ahead.

This report has focused on the role of strategic authorities, but central government 
continues to play a crucial role in regional growth policy. Several key policy levers, 
such as major transport investments, will be decided at central government level. 
Departments making decisions with implications for regional growth should ensure 
their policies align with regional strategies, or if they diverge, understand why.  
As previous Institute for Government research has highlighted,89 central 
government also has a role to play in helping places develop good economic 
strategies, including by:

•	 setting sensible remits for local growth plans

•	 providing capacity funding and support

•	 continuing to expand devolution so places have the levers necessary to make 
their strategies a reality. 

If both central government and strategic authorities play their parts well, the new 
devolution settlement in England will be set up to deliver the government’s growth 
mission – and other objectives besides. 
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Annex 1: The London Growth 
Plan

Context
The London Growth Plan was published in spring 2025.90 Work had already begun 
on the plan in summer 2024, before the government asked mayors to produce 
statutory growth plans. It is a joint City Hall and London Councils plan, which was 
developed based on extensive stakeholder engagement, including more than  
60 roundtables. 

Structure
The plan includes an accessible summary, which includes clarity on the purpose of 
the plan and the city’s priorities. The plan then lays out ‘six big shifts’ that London 
will need to respond to: 

•	 a changing workforce

•	 the changing nature of work

•	 the city’s role in innovation

•	 growth across the city region

•	 climate 

•	 trade. 

It then highlights the big ambitions and priorities at the heart of the plan: 
productivity, household weekly income, net zero and service exports (a key 
London strength), including specific actions authorities commit to take to deliver 
these. The penultimate section focuses on the places and sectors with the highest 
potential for growth in London.

The final section, the longest, details the actions the mayor and councils will take. 
For each, it lays out what they will do in the next 10 years (the timeframe of the 
plan), and the immediate actions they will take within a year.

Analysis
There is high-quality analysis embedded throughout the plan. Each of the 
‘big shifts’ is evidenced by UK-wide and London-specific data, and London is 
benchmarked to international comparator cities. The most detailed analysis comes 
in the section on places and sectors, where the analysis lays out how each of the 
sectors is distributed across the region, helping to highlight what appropriate 
interventions might be in different places. 
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Annex 2: The West Midlands 
Futures Green Paper

Context 
The West Midlands Futures Green Paper, published in April 2025, represents 
a milestone in the region’s strategic planning as it approaches 10 years of 
devolution.91 It is the culmination of more than a year’s work under the West 
Midlands Futures programme, which was established to develop a comprehensive 
evidence base on the region’s economic, social and environmental challenges. 
Consultation and outreach activities shaped this process and the experiences and 
expertise of local people and organisations informed it. The green paper integrates 
four major strategic plans at different stages of development, including the local 
growth plan and a proposal for updating the net zero plan. The paper is designed 
as a consultation document and is accompanied by broader activity to engage 
stakeholders and generate feedback on these plans. 

Structure
The green paper sets out a 10-year vision for the West Midlands in a single, 
accessible document. A one-page introduction by the mayor of the West Midlands, 
Richard Parker, outlines three central messages:

•	 the region’s commitment to inclusive growth

•	 its readiness for investment, with High Speed 2 (HS2) highlighted as a key project

•	 the essential role that the strategic authority sees for partnerships across local 
government, anchor institutions, businesses and communities. 

The section on page five clearly explains the document’s intended audience, 
purpose and how it will be used to inform decision making. 

The main body of the paper is structured over four chapters: 

•	 the West Midlands Growth Plan

•	 the spatial development strategy with key investment sites

•	 the plan for public service innovation

•	 the next net zero five-year plan. 

Each chapter sets out expected outcomes and poses consultation questions. A final 
chapter briefly outlines the role of the West Midlands Combined Authority and 
local partnerships in driving these forward and sets out a high-level timeline for the 
following 12 months. 
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Analysis 
Much of the detailed analysis underpinning the green paper is presented in 
supporting documents published under the West Midlands Futures programme,92 
including a study benchmarking the region against comparable international 
regions.93,94 The West Midlands Theory of Growth document provides the evidence 
for and the economic context to the strategies outlined in the green paper. The 
document sets out the conceptual framework for the region’s economic ambitions 
over 12 interconnected subsystems such as R&D, business leadership, investment, 
skills, transport and energy.95 A summary of the evidence base in the Theory of 
Growth document is included in annex 1 of the green paper.

Consultation
The green paper is a centrepiece of a consultation programme running from April 
to June 2025. The West Midlands Combined Authority has launched an online 
consultation featuring 20 questions across six thematic areas, and is hosting a 
series of webinars focused on each of the four plans described in the green paper.96
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