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This has been written for Community Links 
by Caroline Slocock, the Director of Civil 
Exchange and co-convenor of A Better 
Way, a cross-sectoral leadership group 
committed to improving services, building 
community and creating a fairer society. 
Caroline advised the Early Action Task Force 
from early 2011 to 2021 and has written or 
contributed to many of its publications.  
She worked for many years as a senior civil 
servant, including at No 10, the Cabinet 
Office and the Department for Education, 
where she was Head of Early Years and 
Childcare, and nine years in the Treasury, 
where, amongst other things, she designed 
the existing public expenditure system. 

Community Links is a hub tackling health 
and social inequality in East London and 
beyond. It  works alongside the community 
helping people of all ages reach their full 
potential. It takes local knowledge about 
what works to influence national decision 
making. It is proud to be part of Catch22. 
Community Links set up and hosted the 
Early Action Task Force in 2010. 
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‘It’s referenced now in the Crime Plan, it’s in our recruitment, training and 
development, we run a Masters in Early Action at the University of Central Lancashire, 

and it’s in tons of front-line tool kits.  In four years, we’ve taken a department wide 
approach, we’ve secured the biggest single innovation grant in the country and are 
using it entirely for early action initiatives.  The first officers who came  out of this 
training programme were immediately assigned to work on prevention in intensive 

neighbourhoods, and an early action board has been set up to facilitate cooperation 
between different partners and agencies sharing the same purpose in the region.  We 

would never have been on this journey without the Task Force.’

For more than four decades, 
Community Links’ development 
work in East London was based 
on the principle that it is always 
better to build a fence at the top 
of a cliff than to run an ambulance 
at the bottom, ‘to tackle causes, 
not symptoms’, said our founding 
document, and for 40 odd years we 
called this early action.

In 2010, Community Links was thinking 
about the future of that work in the wake 
of the financial crash, the beginning of the 
Coalition Government and in anticipation 
of an era of austerity.  It established the 
Early Action Task Force, which was a 
cross-sectoral body - with leaders from 
academia, the private sector, public sector 
and third sector - tasked with considering 
how we could get better at being a society 
that doesn’t wait for trouble, fingers 
crossed, but is better at taking action early.  

Foreword 

The Task Force went on to produce 14 other 
reports on early action, developing and deepening 
understanding of how to make it not just common 
sense but common practice, including ones on social 
infrastructure and deep value relationships in services 
and communities.  Many other positive changes were 
achieved, many of which are detailed in this report.  
But it is also true that most of the issues which led to 
the creation of the Task Force remain and some have 
got worse, the greatest of which is underinvestment.  
The Task Force’s recommendations seem as relevant 
now as they were when first proposed.  So we 
welcome the discussion in the pages that follow about 
these challenges and about how the momentum 
established by the Task Force can be accelerated.

Caroline Slocock 
Former adviser to the 
Task Force and author 
of this report

David Robinson
Former Chair of the 
Early Action Task Force

Our first major publication in 2011 was called The Triple Dividend, 
capturing what we described as the three benefits of early 
action: thriving lives, or living at the top of the cliff; costing less, 
because when we are there, we’re less in need of state support; 
and contributing more, both economically and socially.  In that 
report, we called on the Public Accounts Committee and the 
National Audit Office to undertake a landscape review, effectively 
establishing some baselines across government by scoping the 
current extent of early action spending.  They responded with 
two landmark reports which really put the concept, the language 
and in particular the measurement tool that we devised for that 
process on the map both in Whitehall and beyond.  

What was then called the Big Lottery Fund, now the National 
Lottery Community Fund, adopted the vocabulary and the 
tools, it supported the Task Force financially and it made early 
action one its then three priorities.  Other funders followed and 
some of the biggest formed the Early Action Funders Alliance 
and also established the Early Action Neighbourhood Fund.  
Tiny neighbourhood groups and organisations as diverse as 
the Home Office and the Lancashire Constabulary joined the 
EATF’s Practitioners’ Network, creating a growing movement.  
Andy Rhodes, now the Chief Constable of the Lancashire 
Constabulary, told us that the cliff metaphor became part of 
their language, saying:
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The biggest single challenge the Task Force 
faced remains a major block to change today - 
underinvestment, exacerbated by short-termism and 
silo working.  Britain is stuck in a recurring pattern of 
underinvestment, with expensive crisis management 
leading to cutbacks in existing preventative services 
and social infrastructure, making a bad situation 
worse. Over the last decade, austerity brought on 
by the financial crisis has denuded much of the 
existing early action services and social infrastructure.  
Looking ahead, the financing of the cost of the 
Covid-19 pandemic, and with the prospect of tax 
cuts ahead, looks likely to starve early action - from 
reducing global warming to the ‘Levelling Up’ agenda 
-  of funds.  

The Task Force made a powerful case for more 
investment in early action and its recommendations 
to government and others included:

• A ‘triple dividend – thriving lives, costing less, 
contributing more’ case for investing in early 
action, including social infrastructure, delivered 
not just through public services but also through 
activities and amenities provided by the voluntary 
and private sectors as well as the public sector. 
Linked to this, it argued for a UK Well-Being 
Budget that prioritises investment in well-being; 
major investment funds including a Social 
Infrastructure Fund; and better evaluation. 

• Defining and classifying early action, making 
it clear how resources are used now.  Related 
recommendations included a shift from acute to 
early action spending and a ring-fencing of early 
action budgets to stop them being raided to fund 
short-term pressures. 

• Longer term planning, with all spending 
decisions required to take into account long-term 
costs and benefits, supported by a UK wide Well-
Being of Future Generations Act which places a 
duty on the public sector to do so, with an external, 
independent body giving the Act teeth, similar to 
the Commissioner for Future Generations in Wales. 

• Changing management and accountability 
systems to help break down silos, including a 
focus on shared outcomes and pooled budgets. 

• Changing the culture to create ‘enabling 
services’ which help connect people and develop 
their strengths, supported by deep value 
relationships both in services and in ‘ready for 
everything’ communities.

Executive summary
The Early Action Task Force (EATF) was established in 2010 by Community Links with the aim 
of making early action not just common sense but common practice. This report reviews the 
impact of its work over the following decade and considers how the challenges it identified, 
many of which still exist, might be addressed now.  
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Its work had significant impact, including these 
advances to which it directly and indirectly 
contributed:

• A raised awareness of the case for early 
action and a growing priority being given to it. 
Prevention is a key priority in both the devolved 
administrations in Scotland and Wales, for 
example.  Direct evidence of the Task Force’s 
agenda being taken forward can be found in 
the National Audit Office and Public Accounts 
Committee Reports in 2013, which called for 
a consistent definition of early action to be 
applied in Government, for the Treasury to lead 
in promoting early action and for 10 year impact 
assessments to be required in Comprehensive 
Spending Reviews. The Task Force also directly 
influenced The Big Lottery, as it was then, to 
make early action one of its three priorities, and 
other charitable foundations followed suit. 

• The creation of Wales’ Well-Being of Future 
Generations Act in 2015, together with its 
Future Generations Commissioner, was directly 
influenced by the Task Force, and Sophie Howe, 
the Commissioner, is having a significant impact 
on decisions in Wales.  There are calls for a UK 
Well-Being Budget, most notably from former 
Cabinet Secretary Lord O’Donnell, and for a UK 
wide Future Generations Act, which has been 
put forward in Parliament by Lord Bird, the 
founder of the Big Issue.  There is already some 
political traction, with Sir Keir Starmer commiting 
to putting well-being at the heart of decision-
making in The Road Ahead in 2021 and the 
Labour Party adopting a new Office for Value 
for Money, also advocated by Lord O’Donnell.  
Although there is some way to go to capture the 
long-term value of investment in early action 
in government planning and accounting, there 
have been several improvements and advances, 
including a greater focus on the delivery of long-
term outcomes in the UK Spending Review. 

• Momentum for greater integration and 
collaboration has increased, for example, in 
relation to health and social care and integrated 
care systems and partnerships in England. The 
Treasury has set up a Shared Outcomes Fund to 
promote working across silos.

• The setting up of the Early Action Funders’ 
Alliance, which brought together the National 
Lottery and other funders, was initiated by the 
EATF.  The Alliance resulted in the Early Action 
Neighbourhood Fund of £5.3 million to fund 
cross-sector initiatives led by the voluntary 
sector. One example is the Ignite project in 
Coventry, which is a case study in this report. 

• The Task Force published three reports on social 
infrastructure and set up a network of think 
tanks and policy-makers to share thinking and 
build momentum.  Social infrastructure is now 
widely recognised as a priority, and featured 
in Danny Kruger MP’s report to the Prime 
Minister on levelling up communities, which fed 
into the recent Levelling Up White Paper which 
recognises the importance of social capital.  The 
Government’s £4.6 billion Levelling Up Fund (for 
all limitations) is a step in the right direction, and 
there are other local examples of community 
wealth funds which are potential models for 
investment. 

• The Task Force initiated the Southwark and 
Lambeth Early Action Commission led by 
Margaret Hodge MP, which in turn resulted in an 
ambitious Southwark Council strategy, Common 
Purpose, Common Cause to improve health 
and reduce health inequalities in Southwark by 
working in partnership with the voluntary sector. 

• Taking on the challenge to improve the evidence 
base, the Early Intervention Foundation was 
established in 2013 to help improve and spread 
knowledge of what works for children and young 
people, and this was followed by many other 
What Works centres in subsequent years. 

• Finally, many initiatives were directly inspired 
by the EATF’s reports, for example practice in 
the Lancashire police force, and there are many 
other local examples of local authorities and 
others trying to push at the boundaries, a few of 
which are explored in the full report.
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‘What is striking is that there has been so much written often covering similar 
ground and apparently sound, setting out the well-known major determinants of 
health, but rigorous implementation of identified solutions has often been sadly 
lacking.  If we are going to capitalise on the growing cross-party support for early 
action, we must recognise and tackle the barriers, align the incentives and, first and 
foremost, we must win hearts and minds throughout Whitehall, local government, 

public services and wider civil society.’

Sir Derek Wanless in his second health review, in 2004, 
Securing Good Health for the Whole Population.

To prepare this report, we spoke to a number of senior 
stakeholders and also surveyed former members of the 
Early Action Practitioners’ Network to assess the scale of the 
challenges that remain and to consider next steps.  A clear 
picture emerged of how much the Task Force’s work was valued 
and of the need to build momentum, bring champions and 
beacons of good practice together and create common cause.  

So what can we learn from the Task Force and this 
report?

First, the EATF’s model of bringing about change works.  This 
model connects local expertise with national policy, bringing 
national experts and leaders together from across sectors 
and combining this with community based and practitioner 
knowledge. 

Second, many of its recommendations, if not all, are still 
relevant to tackling the barriers to change.

Third, it takes significant time to embed change.  A decade is a 
long time for a project like the Task Force, but it is not enough.

With this in mind, there is a good case for picking up the 
legacy of the Task Force and reinventing it for the next 
decade, with potential ways of doing so suggested below.
 
1. Assemble a new Task Force or time-limited Commission. 

This body would identify the opportunities for change, 
make recommendations and carry out awareness-
raising activities and influencing work with government 
and others to help to build a growing movement. As this 
report documents in Sections 6 and 7, there are many 
champions for new ways of working, as well as local 
beacons of change. Ideally, many of these would directly 
take part in this initiative, helping to build momentum and 
collective profile, and new champions would also emerge. 

2. Revitalise the practitioners’ network for sharing expertise, 
where ideas and best practice could be shared, and 
disseminated through a series of interactive events as well 
as regular newsletters. 

3. Create a website for sharing knowledge and ideas and 
promoting events and blogs by members of the network, 
backed up by active use of twitter and Linkedin and 
regular bulletins. 

4. Run training courses to help practitioners understand 
early action, what it might mean for them and gain 
funding.

1. 
Introduction: 
the investment 
challenge
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The new Coalition Government, elected the previous 
year, seemed open to investing more in early action, 
despite austerity.  It committed in November 2010 to 
investing more in public health to ‘protect and improve 
the nation's health and wellbeing, and reduce health 
inequalities’, with a dedicated, ring-fenced fund, a 
new body, Public Health England, and new public 
health responsibilities for local authorities.  It also 
commissioned reviews from Frank Field on Poverty 
and Life Chances and from Graham Allen on Early 
Intervention, both of which made the case for greater 
investment in support and education for babies and 
young children.  Importantly, it remained committed 
to the Sure Start programme initiated by the previous 
government, probably the biggest single investment in 
prevention in recent decades.  

But good intentions soon began to unravel as the UK 
government put its foot down hard on the pedal of 
public expenditure control, requiring departments 
and local authorities to make year on year cuts to 
budgets.  The motivation was to reduce government 
borrowing, which had risen to avoid a complete 
collapse of the financial system in 2008.  Stepping 
in as major banks were on the brink of failing, and 

some had already failed, meant more had to be spent 
to prevent disaster – and this in turn led to cutbacks in 
public spending, falling most heavily on preventative 
services. The new public health budgets launched with 
such a fanfare were cut back per capita by 24 per 
cent between 2015-16 and 2020-21, and by far more 
in some areas with the highest health inequalities and 
the greatest needs.  Sure Start, essential to the future 
of young children and equalising life chances, was cut 
back drastically too: £1.8 billion was invested in the 
centres at its peak in 2009-10, but this had fallen by 
two-thirds to £600 million in 2017–18, with many Sure 
Start centre closures.  Other preventative services and 
facilities were also impacted adversely, from children’s 
mental health services to youth services, to adult social 
care to daycare centres for older people, leisure centres 
and green spaces.  Cuts fell most heavily in the most 
disadvantaged areas, and statutory services such as 
adult social care became increasingly rationed and 
less preventative. The impact on health and well-being 
will have been enormous, and some of these impacts 
will have contributed to the many deaths caused by 
Covid-19, and the immediate and long-term social and 
economic costs of the pandemic. 

The Early Action Task Force (EATF) was launched in 2010 with the aim of making prevention 
not just common sense but common practice, addressing the question, ‘How do we build a 
society that prevents problems from occurring rather than one that, as now, copes with the 
consequences?’ 

Indeed, Professor Sir Michael Marmot produced a report in 2010, Fair Society, Healthy Lives, commissioned by 
the previous Labour Government to advise on the most effective evidence-based strategies for reducing health 
inequalities, which recommended action on six policy objectives, with a framework of indicators to measure 
progress. A decade later, he produced a second report, The Marmot Review Ten Years On, which found that over 
the previous decade things had only got worse overall, with a decrease in life expectancy and an increase in the 
amount of time people spent in poor health.  He also documented a widening north/south health gap, with the 
largest decreases in life expectancy in the most deprived ten per cent  of neighbourhoods in the North East, and the 
largest increases in the least deprived ten per cent of neighbourhoods in London. Sir Michael concluded:

‘Austerity has taken its toll in all the domains set out in the Marmot Review. From rising 
child poverty and the closure of children’s centres, to declines in education funding, 
an increase in precarious work and zero hours contracts, to a housing affordability 
crisis and a rise in homelessness, to people with insufficient money to lead a healthy 
life and resorting to foodbanks in large numbers, to ignored communities with poor 
conditions and little reason for hope. And these outcomes, on the whole, are even 

worse for minority ethnic population groups and people with disabilities.’
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This pattern of low investment is not 
just seen in national and central 
government, but also in many 
organisations and institutions.  It is 
easier, as the Early Action Task Force 
put it, to pay more for an ambulance 
at the bottom of a cliff than to spend 
less putting up a fence at the top to 
stop people falling.

In 2011, the Task Force was 
launched to try to understand 
why this was happening, to make 
recommendations and try and 
reverse this seemingly inevitable 
pattern. Its work has now come 
to an end, many valuable things 
came from it, but this challenge, 
together with other aggravating 
factors, including short-termism 
in government and silo-working in 
delivery, have not gone away. We 
can learn from the Task Force’s 
recommendations, its successes 
and its failures. But there is also 
the question: now that the Task 
Force has gone, who is taking this 
work forward and is something 
more required? This is the subject 
of this report.

In 2022, it seems like history might be repeating itself.  The Johnson government committed itself to an ambitious 
programme of so-called Levelling Up, finally publishing a White Paper in February 2022 which included 12 
‘new’ missions, including very similar goals to the ones pursued by the 2010 Coalition Government in relation to 
reducing health inequalities and closing the educational attainment gap, albeit with a particular focus on closing 
geographical disparities.  The Johnson government has also committed itself to stretching targets to combat global 
warming. But once again there is a mismatch between ambition and investment –  made far worse by financial 
pressures brought on by another major exercise in crisis management, this time the Covid-19 pandemic, which itself 
would have been far less devastating if Sir Michael’s 2010 report had been heeded, or Derek Wanless’ two reports to 
government on health in the previous decade.  The words are there but not the investment.

We are seeing a vicious cycle of underinvestment in which major resources can only be found to stave off a disaster 
already upon us, rather than to invest in the well-being of our population - thereby averting or ameliorating 
the crises to come, a new deadly Covid-19 variant or another pandemic being ones that seem likely – or in the 
sustainability of our environment. Worse still, as crises come and go, it is prevention which is cut back the most.

The early action investment 
and disinvestment cycle

Long term costs 
and benefits  
of prevention 
recognised

Huge costs of 
last-minute crisis-

management  
leads to cuts in 

other expenditure

Invesment  
mostly in small-

scale or short-lived 
initiatives though 

some flagship 
projects

Preventative 
budgets bringing 
long term benefits 

hardest hit,  
as given lower 

priority

Community Links’ own ethos was entirely preventative, 
rooted in its experience with the community.  
Community Links’ mission when it set up the Task 
Force was, amongst other things, ‘to tackle causes not 
symptoms, find solutions not palliatives’ and ‘to act 
local but think global, teach but never stop learning’.  
As Community Links’ currently says, ‘We believe 
everyone can thrive if they have three basic things: 
good people around them, a good place to live and a 
purpose in life. We call these our 3Ps.’

Unlike many community-based organisations, 
Community Links also had connections to national 
politicians and policy-makers through its charismatic 
and influential co-founder, David Robinson.  David 
had already chaired the cross-sectoral Council 
on Social Action, set up by the Prime Minister, 
Gordon Brown in 2007, which looked at ways in 
which individuals, communities, organisations and 
businesses could address the social issues they cared 
about.  It was a natural step for Community Links 
to set up a similar Task Force on early action, which 
brought together a mix of leaders from across the 
sectors – voluntary, statutory, private and academia.  
A list of members is at Annex A.

This extraordinary mix, linking community-based 
expertise with national and local policy-makers, 
was the EATF’s great strength. It meant that its 
recommendations were connected to the reality of 
people’s lives and the experience of organisations at 
the coalface, as well as being informed by leading 
academics, think tanks, charities and businesses, 
and practitioners. The nationwide Early Action 
Practitioners’ Network that Community Links also led 
enriched its work and vice-versa, symbiotically.

The EATF would never have happened, however, 
without the vision and support of, first, the Barrow 
Cadbury Trust in 2010 and, from 2011, the National 
Lottery Community Fund (then named the Big Lottery 
Fund) which continued to fund it throughout its 
lifetime.  Again, these organisations knew from the 
experience of those they funded that this was a major 
strategic issue.  As well as providing financial support, 
they brought their expertise, being active members 
of the Task Force themselves. They also gave the 
EATF the gift of time: a decade is a long time for most 
initiatives.

2. 
About the Early 
Action Task Force
The EATF was founded in 2010 by David Robinson at Community Links, a community-based 
charity in Newham in East London, because it recognised from its own experience that many 
preventative initiatives were seeded by public money but not given the time and investment to 
grow into lasting change. 
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With the support of a small team, the Task Force 
produced 15 publications with examples of good 
practice and recommendations to government, 
funders and practitioners about early action, 
including social infrastructure and deep value 
relationships.  It held numerous events to publicise 
these as well as policy roundtables to explore 
particular topics, and over its lifetime had countless 
meetings with the Treasury and others in the UK 
government and devolved administrations.  It also ran 
a practitioners’ network and provided training in early 
action.  In addition, the EATF was instrumental in the 
creation of the Early Action Funders Alliance and the 
Southwark and Lambeth Early Action Commission. A 
full list of the EATF’s reports and related material is at 
Annex B.

The range of these activities was part of its success, 
creating a virtuous circle:  through its network and 
Community Links’ own work it had access to examples 
of good practice and direct knowledge of the barriers 
to change, which it fed into its policy work.  Through 
the Task Force it developed ideas which fed into 
practice and into policy making.  

Its broad remit was also unique and allowed it to focus 
on systemic barriers and solutions rather than specific 
interventions. Early action covers not just investment 
in the early years of life but all interventions that 
represent a stitch in time - from cradle to grave - and  
includes interventions that protect the environment.  
Early action also applies to administrative processes: 
getting things right first time. The focus also 
broadened over time to include not just investment 
in public services but how public services were run, 
including the impact of deep value relationships 
on prevention.  In its final years, it also looked at 
the preventative effect of what it called social 
infrastructure, which includes not just public services 
but all services, activities and facilities delivered by 
the public, voluntary and business sectors which help 
to build what the Task Force and Community Links 
called ‘ready for everything communities’.

One of its first tasks was to identify the systemic 
barriers common to all forms of prevention, which are 
looked at in the next section of this report.

3. 
The barriers: 
leadership, culture 
and systems 

‘For the most part we know what to do, but we are inhibited by the rules that we have 
made for ourselves and intimidated by custom and practice.’

The Deciding Time, 2012

The barriers to change

The Task Force recognised that ‘leadership, 
culture and systems’ were all significant barriers 
to change, and all three needed to be addressed 
together if lasting change was to be secured.  In 
its second report in 2012, The Deciding Time, it 
broke these down into six problems:

• Difficulties affording the initial funding 
required for early action.

• Short-termism in planning and funding.
• Silo-working.
• Lack of leadership skills and 

accountability structures to work 
differently, including problems with 
procurement and commissioning.

• Lack of evidence of what works.
• Lack of skills to work differently.

The barriers to early action, sadly, have not gone away, judging 
by results.  Even when governments know the solutions, they do not 
necessarily put them into practice, a pattern common to different 
administrations over decades. Derek Wanless, for example - who 
was commissioned by a Labour government to write two reports 
for Government on health, the first in 2002 and then a second in 
2004,  Securing Good Health for the Whole Population - made 
recommendations to spend more on public health and called 
for better integration of health and social care for older people 
in order to free up expensive hospital beds for more patients.  
Despite his reports nearly 20 years ago, health inequalities, lack 
of integration of health and social care and hospital bed-blocking 
are major problems still.  As mentioned in the Introduction, the 
second Marmot health and inequalities review published in 2020, a 
decade after his first report, showed overall progress in key areas 
like health inequality – which in turn reflect a great many of the 
issues that encompass the wide definition of early action - had 
gone backwards, if anything, over the previous decade, despite 
the determinants being clearly established in the first report.  
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Moreover, the Scottish Government, which had 
embraced the recommendation from the Christie 
Commission in 2011 that prevention should be one of 
the four pillars of public service reform, has it seems 
made little progress in its related commitment to shift 
the focus in budgets to more prevention activities.  A 
2021 academic symposium was in agreement ‘that 
this has not occurred at the scale needed to move the 
needle’, including in key areas like the NHS budget. 
The challenge it was noted was ‘in execution’.

As discussed earlier in this report, lack of funding on 
the scale required to make lasting change is a major 
issue.  Short-termism, including short-term budgeting 
and planning, is a related barrier and becomes 
particularly problematic when, as under the policy 
of austerity, funding is cut back, as programmes 
with longer term benefits are often the first to suffer.  
Short-termism is exacerbated by electoral cycles and 
the political pursuit of media headlines and day-to-
day popularity as well as political lobbying, and it 
doesn’t just affect public funding, but also taxation 
and regulation.  For example, despite the Westminster 
Government’s commitment to levelling up health 
inequalities, and the link between Covid-19 deaths 
and obesity, in May 2022 the Johnson Government 
reversed a decision to ban junk food adverts at times 
when children are watching TV, and buy one get one 
free offers (BOGOFs), citing the cost of living crisis, 
despite the fact that advertising has no impact on the 
cost of living and the reason that BOGOFs work as 
a marketing strategy is that they lead consumers to 
spend more.

Public opinion is often cited by politicians as a reason 
for short-termism, a practical example being the 
outcry that often follows a decision to close a local 
hospital even where community-based services 
and centres of expertise are arguably offering a 
more preventative and accessible service. In 2018, 
the National Lottery Community Fund undertook 
some research of public opinion undertaken by 
Britain Thinks which showed that the public are more 
receptive to early action arguments than politicians 
may think, and there is potential to build on this.

Key findings from the 
public research

There is some spontaneous (but not 
overwhelming) concern that too little 
government and charitable spending 
goes towards preventing problems 
before they arise.

Overall support for the principle of 
early action is very high, and the 
concept is often interpreted as an 
example of ‘common sense’.

However, there are indications that 
this support is relatively ‘soft’, and 
potentially vulnerable to accusations 
of diverting funding from cherished 
frontline services.

The benefits of early action are seen 
to be relativant across the board, but 
the issues where it resonates most are 
early years, later years and, above all 
health.

The narrative is generally viewed as a 
clear and compelling statement of the 
case for early action.

Although the term early action is 
popular, ‘prevention’ is also vital in 
helping to make sense of the concept.

1

2

3

4

5

6

Have the barriers changed? 

To help us compile this report, we conducted a survey 
of former members of the Early Action Practitioners’ 
Network established by the Task Force, asking them 
whether they thought these barriers still apply and the 
extent to which they have increased or decreased over 
the lifetime of the Task Force.  We received responses 
from a wide range of social and public sector 
organisations across the country.

The great majority thought that silo-working (100 per 
cent), short-termism (100 per cent),  lack of funding 
(91 per cent) and management and accountability 
issues (91 per cent) were still problems, but only 55 per 
cent thought lack of skills was still a problem and 36 
per cent considered lack of evidence was an issue.

Almost everyone who responded thought difficulties 
affording the initial funding for early action and 
short-termism were either the same (27 per cent) or 
- even more thought - had increased (64 per cent).  
Respondents pointed directly to austerity, Covid-19 
and immediate welfare needs as a reason why funding 
was such an issue. One wrote that there was (still) 
no long-term planning to address structural issues. 
Another said that funders have been focused on the 
pandemic and worried about funding long term with 
so many unknowns. Most thought there had been little 
movement on leadership and accountability structures.

However, the survey results also gave some grounds 
for optimism on lack of evidence of what works, silo 
working and lack of skills.

Almost everyone said that lack of evidence had become 
less of a problem (91 per cent).  One reason given 
was that ‘evidence of what works has been shared 
very widely in part by the Task Force - but other 
organisations such as the ‘What Works Centre for 
Wellbeing’ etc have also delivered evidence and case 
studies’.  The majority of respondents also felt that lack 
of skills had decreased as a problem (67 per cent).

The majority of respondents to our survey felt that 
silo-working was either the same, or the problem 
had decreased (over 80 per cent) but the comments 
presented a more nuanced picture. One respondent 
thought that:

Another said that silo working has increased as 
funding and income pressures have intensified.  

The majority of respondents also felt that lack of skills 
was less of a problem (64 per cent).

Three other general barriers were mentioned in survey 
responses:

• A lack of political will to shape genuine policies 
and ensure adequate funding follows.

• The current focus on privatisation and profit 
maximisation does not incentivise early action.

• More clarity is needed on models of work and 
what early action looks like in different sectors / 
areas of society. 

‘the Covid-19 emergency 
situation made us work 
differently and showed us 
what was possible. But in 
terms of the things that 
have increased - Covid has 
increased some silos, it has 

been harder to connect.’ 
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The survey also asked questions about the operational barriers they were facing in delivering their own projects, 
and again a strong picture emerged of short-term pressures trumping early action investment.

45 per cent of respondents said that the organisation’s staffing and financial resources were tied up helping clients 
who already have problems and in individual comments the difficulty of meeting demand for people’s immediate 
needs shone through as a significant issue:

‘There have been improvements in some areas, ‘end’ of austerity, greater focus on 
lived experience led solutions, increased collaboration across areas of work, more 
people doing this work and calling it early action so easier to connect with others, 

more focus on strengths-based approaches and working holistically.’

‘I think integration and prevention are higher on the agenda.’ 

‘There is still a long way to go but, in general, the Task Force succeeded in 
improving conditions for early action. The recent context, of course (austerity, 
Covid-19) has reduced the available resources but early action is still better 
understood and more highly valued than it was 10 years ago. The Task Force 

succeeded in developing awareness.’

These comments capture the overall picture:

‘People, for example local councils, are short of money so can’t take long- termist 
decisions if these cost more in the short term.’

‘Acute need is difficult not to prioritise for funding.’

‘Balancing the urgent and the important is always a challenge.’

‘People are more interested in acute need - including our clients and think tank audience.’

27 per cent of respondents reported difficulties in 
knowing how to make bids to funding organisations 
and lack of knowledge about what other interventions 
exist was also seen as a  problem.  Only one person 
specifically commented that lack of evidence was a 
problem for delivery of their own work but one wrote 
that the Treasury is not convinced by much of the 
evidence that early action saves money, and some of 
it is inadequate in truth, they added, suggesting room 
for improvement.

Another issue raised was a difficulty separating what 
makes something specifically early action, leading to 
internal resistance and lack of buy-in because people  
think early action means only working with people at 
the beginning of the process, rather than at all points 
more preventatively. 

What might help?

Respondents were also asked what might be useful 
in future to help them with these issues, suggesting a 
range of options. The majority were in favour of:

• Network activities to share best practice and gain 
inspiration from others (73 per cent).

• A website and portal to provide up-to-date 
information and advice on early action (64 per 
cent).

• A new Task Force/Commission to consider best 
practice, identify the opportunities for change and 
make recommendations for how early action can 
move from being occasional good practice into the 
norm (64 per cent).

• Training courses, for example to help make the 
case for early action, learn about best practice 
and how to run early action programmes and 
make effective funding applications (45 per cent).

Respondents also suggested:

• Policy and lobbying to ensure political will and 
funding flows in the direction of early intervention. 

• More collaborative work with other people doing 
this work in their sectors.
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The Task Force made many 
recommendations about how to tackle 
the barriers identified in the previous 
section. Not only were these set out in 
its many widely read reports, but they 
were disseminated through its influencing 
work.  The Task Force and its support 
team discussed them in detail with policy-
makers in the Westminster government, 
particularly the Treasury, and the devolved 
administrations, with the National Audit 
Office and Public Accounts Committee, 
think tanks and charitable foundations and 
trusts, and with practitioners nationally and 
locally, sharing these regularly through its 
practitioner network.

These recommendations undoubtedly had a direct 
influence on practice in the UK, will also have 
contributed to the wider momentum for change and 
are still relevant today. This section looks at what the 
Task Force concluded and what happened during the 
decade it was working.

The recommendations are grouped into five areas:

1. The case for investing in early action, including 
social infrastructure, arguing for major investment 
funds, better evaluation of what works and a UK 
Well-Being Budget.

2. Defining and classifying early action, seeking 
a shift in existing resources from acute to early 
action and making it possible to ring-fence early 
action budgets.

3. Longer term planning which ensures decisions 
take into account the long-term costs and 
benefits of government decisions, including a 
Well-Being of Future Generations Act.

4. Changing management and accountability 
systems to help break down silos, for example 
pooled budgets and integration of services like 
health and social care.

5. Changing the culture to create enabling services, 
ready for everything communities and deep value 
relationships.

The remainder of this section looks at each of these in 
more detail.

The first set of recommendations were 
aimed at getting to the heart of why more 
investment in early action at scale makes 
sense and why it deserves greater priority.

Thriving lives, costing less, contributing more

What the Task Force said…

The case for investing in early action was first set out 
in the Task Force’s first report, The Triple Dividend, 
which argued that early action saves money and 
promotes both prosperity and well-being, yielding a 
‘triple dividend’:

• Thriving Lives: developing people who are happy 
and capable and ready for everything, creating 
strong communities, investing in deep-value 
relationships, generating social capital and 
ensuring that everyone has the support they need 
throughout their lives to reach their full potential.

• Costing less: reducing costs, helping to tackle an 
unsustainable deficit by investing in provision that 
will reduce the cost of future liabilities.

• Contributing more: strengthening growth, 
increasing the competitiveness of the UK. Building 
human, economic and social capital, so widening 
prosperity rather than simply consuming and even 
destroying these resources.

It was not uncommon at the time to try to place a 
financial cost on inaction in terms of service demand 
– indeed there were a spate of reports commissioned 
by government making this point around the time the 
Task Force was established.  For example, the Field 
Review into poverty and life chances, The Foundation 
Years: preventing poor children becoming poor adults 
published in December 2010, estimated that the 
public service costs of child poverty were between 
£10 and £20 billion a year.  But the triple dividend 
argument extended this approach to include social 
and economic benefits.

The economic case was explored in more depth in 
2016 in A Question of Growth: How earlier action can 
promote good growth, a collection of essays by Task 
Force members, which also argued that, when the 
case for early action is seen only as social and moral, 
that type of spending tends to be squeezed out; and 
it called for an alternative, positive cycle of investment 
in early action, one that reduces avoidable demand 
for services and seeks to remove any barriers that 
stand in the way of the positive economic and social 
contribution that everyone can make.  Moreover, 
contributors argued that economic growth as an end 
in itself can be destructive where it creates poverty 
and reduces social and environmental sustainability, 
creating costs that have to be funded from taxation 
and borrowing as well huge social disbenefits.  
The overall conclusion was that what is needed is 
investment in ‘good growth’.

4. 
The Task Force’s 
recommendations 

1. The case for investing in early action 
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What happened..?

The influence of the triple dividend argument can be seen directly in the Chief Medical Officer’s 2012 annual report, 
Our children deserve better: prevention pays, which devotes a whole chapter to the economic case for a shift to 
prevention, specifically citing the EATF:

With the help of its Triple Dividend arguments, the Task 
Force successfully persuaded a number of charitable 
foundations to take on early action as a priority.  As noted 
in the Task Force’s What’s next for Early Action report in  
2018, the Big Lottery Fund (BLF) was amongst the first 
major grant makers to fully embrace early action as an 
explicit priority. As the UK’s biggest independent funder 
and thought leader, this was another big step forward for 
the EATF. Other funders also committed to do so, including 
the John Ellerman Foundation and City Bridge Trust.  The 
Task Force also helped to create dedicated early action 
funds such as the Charities Aid Foundation small charities 
fund and Big Society Capital’s early action ‘focus area’.

Governments are also increasingly making prevention 
a strategic priority.  Scotland led the way by making 
it a key priority for its public services following the 
Christie report in 2011.   A few years later, and directly 
as a result of the EATF’s influence, prevention was 
made one of the five ways of working to deliver the 
Well-Being of Future Generations Act 2015 in Wales.

Social infrastructure and levelling up

What the Task Force said..

The Triple Dividend introduced the idea of readiness 
as a guiding principle for public policy, referring to ‘a 
Ready for Everything Community...Ready and able 
to seize opportunity and to cope with adversity’. The 
Task Force developed this idea in three reports about 
social infrastructure, Valuing Social Infrastructure, 
in 2018, Being in a good place: investing in social 
infrastructure in 2020 and Making a good place: how 
to invest in social infrastructure in 2021.

These defined social infrastructure broadly, saying 
that everyone should live in a good place where they 
can thrive and feel included, a place with:

• A good home that is affordable, healthy and safe, 
environmentally friendly, and well connected to 
other good quality social infrastructure.

• The services that every community needs both to 
prosper and to support people when things go wrong. 

• Physical spaces and places to meet, exercise, 
play, enjoy leisure and socialise, with green 
spaces or a park within walking distance.

• Activities which help create connection and community 
and build social capital and social integration.

• Community hubs and connecting institutions and 
individuals that bring people together, connect up 
services and ensure everyone’s voice is heard and 
needs are met.

For social infrastructure to be fully preventative, the 
reports also stressed that local people should have 
real influence over what happens in their area, and 
that the infrastructure should be accessible, inclusive 
and sustainable.

The reports also detailed extensive evidence to show 
that a place with this social infrastructure is naturally 
preventative, helping people across all ages to be 
the best they can be, and it made the case for major 
investment in it, not just to repair a decade of major 
disinvestment as a result of austerity but also to build 
resilience in the light of the pandemic, which had hit 
poorer communities disproportionately.  Just as the 
Victorians, experiencing waves of cholera and typhoid, 
invested in the social infrastructure that led to good 
health and greater well-being and resilience – from 
sewers and clean water, to schools, libraries and parks 
– it argued that we need once again to become great 
place-makers to promote health and well-being. 

Although some aspects of social infrastructure are 
delivered through public funding, the reports also 
stressed that both the voluntary and private sectors 
are very important parts of the social infrastructure 
eco-system. However, the Task Force also argued that 
public funding was crucial.  When withdrawn, it could 
trigger a vicious cycle of disinvestment, particularly 
by businesses, with communities increasingly run 
down.  When injected, public money could stimulate 
the reverse.

The reports also coined the phrase, civic inequality – 
the idea that certain communities have relatively low 
levels of social infrastructure - and called for greater 
mapping of these differences.  

‘Taking steps to prevent problems before they occur or deteriorate, as the Early 
Action Taskforce has argued, offers a “triple dividend – thriving lives, costing 

less, contributing more”.’
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The Task Force developed a network of think tanks and others with an interest in social infrastructure– including 
the RSA, the Centre for Progressive Policy, the Local Trust, and Danny Kruger, who was then a government adviser 
- to build momentum, share this investment case and build a deeper understanding of the importance of social 
infrastructure.  This fed into the three reports it produced on social infrastructure, and into the work of others. For 
example, the RSA’s Inclusive Growth Commission - led by the economist Stephanie Flanders and supported by the 
Core Cities Group of major UK cities – said in its final report in 2017:

What happened..?

Partly as a result of this work, thinking about social infrastructure is now mainstream, with many think tanks and 
commentators advocating for more investment in it and developing the evidence for it.  A 2019 index commissioned 
by the Local Trust from the Oxford Consultants in Social Inclusion, for example, found the most deprived areas as 
measured by other deprivation factors also lacked key civic assets.  This proved influential with politicians, not least 
because areas of high civic inequality correlated with Vote Leave areas.

Importantly, Danny Kruger became an especially influential advocate for social infrastructure, including in his 
report commissioned by the Prime Minister, Boris Johnson, Levelling up our communities: proposals for a new social 
covenant, which in turn contributed to the 2022 Levelling Up White Paper, which recognises the importance of 
social capital and commits to addressing social as well as economic inequalities.  Danny Kruger then became the 
Parliamentary Private Secretary to Michael Gove when he was the Secretary of State for Levelling Up, Communities 
and Housing in the Johnson Government.

Well-Being budgeting

What the Task Force said..

Ultimately, the case for early action and social infrastructure is that it promotes well-being, and in its social 
infrastructure reports the Task Force argued for a Well-Being Budget, similar to that adopted in New Zealand.  New 
Zealand’s Well-Being Budget judges proposals against outcomes-focused measures of well-being – for example, 
the quality and affordability of housing, healthy life expectancy and access to nature, and subjective well-being, 
as well as economic indicators. Importantly, New Zealand’s well-being ‘dashboard’ also measures the impact of 
spending decisions on the assets of the nation that generate well-being and sustainability, now and into the future. 
This includes human capital, environmental capital and social capital, not just the financial and physical capital 
which appears on the UK balance sheet. 

What happened..?

In Scotland, the government also has a performance framework against which it assesses everything it does. At its 
heart is the goal of increased well-being with sustainable and inclusive growth, with a range of indicators of how it 
will achieve this. Amongst them is a commitment to creating communities that are inclusive, empowered, resilient 
and safe.  The Welsh Government has seven well-being indicators, including a resilient, healthier and more equal 
Wales which is globally responsible.

The case for a Well-Being Budget in the UK is gaining some important champions.  Sir Keir Starmer, the Leader of 
the Labour Party, appeared to commit to one in his The Road Ahead statement of future policy published in 2021, 
saying:

The former Cabinet Secretary, and a former Permanent Secretary of the Treasury, Lord Gus O’Donnell, has also  
argued for a Well-Being Budget in the UK since 2019.  

‘Investment in social infrastructure – including public health, early years support, 
skills and employment services – should go hand in hand with investment in 
physical infrastructure, and in business development. This will have a first order 
impact on productivity and living standards. The key shift we need is from an 
economic model based on growing now and distributing later to one that sees 

growth and social reform as two sides of the same coin.’ 

‘Inspired by the ambition of Wales and New Zealand, and the experiences of the 
pandemic that kept our minds and bodies healthy, Labour would put wellbeing at 

the heart of government decision-making.’
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Investment funds

What the Task Force said..

At various stages in its work, the Task Force argued 
for the creation of significant investment funds, 
proposing new ways of funding them.  In Towards 
effective prevention: practical steps for the next 
government, published in 2014, for example, it 
set out a proposal for an Early Action Loan Fund, 
which would offer interest free loans to public sector 
agencies to invest in early action. The loans would 
be paid back over 3 – 7 years through savings 
in acute provision or welfare spending. It would 
promote innovation and system change within public 
provision and be independently administered.  This 
partly built on the idea of social impact bonds and 
social finance, which it saw as valuable instruments 
for levering in non-governmental funds for piloting of 
innovative ideas, but this fund would be on a much 
larger scale and would be financed by Government.
 
The EATF’s social infrastructure reports also called 
for major investment to address civic inequality 
and improve social infrastructure in poorer areas, 
with an ambitious national social infrastructure 
fund, financed through borrowing and taxation, 
for example, taxation on internet-based companies 
and social polluters such as the gambling industry, 
and bringing together various micro pots of existing 
funding. Again, the Task Force said that this should 
be managed at arms-length from government, with 
a long-term perspective.  Crucially, it said that funds 
should be allocated to local areas to spend as they 
chose, within broad criteria, rather than competing 
for funds against narrow criteria.  It argued that 
it should be used to seed local investment funds, 
to which others might contribute, giving several 
examples of such funds already in existence 
including Bristol’s City Funds and Barking and 
Dagenham’s new community endowment fund.

To make it go further, the Task Force also suggested 
that some of the fund’s resources could be invested 
in social infrastructure capital assets within 
communities, with annual revenues from these being 
used to help other projects, and existing public 
land and buildings could be repurposed for social 
infrastructure and kept in public or community 
ownership.  The MOD and NHS as well as local 
authorities own considerable assets which might be 
used in this way, as do local authorities.

Making a Good Place also explored ideas for 
innovative investment by local people in their areas, 
such as looking at the current regulatory framework 
for credit unions and covid-recovery bonds.

What happened..?

Although the Government did not take up the idea of 
an Early Action Loan Fund in its entirety, it did set up a 
number of so-called outcomes funds to promote social 
impact bonds, for example the Life Chances Fund, 
an £80 million fund managed by the Big Lottery Fund 
on behalf of the government, which was launched in 
2016 and sought to tackle issues around key themes: 
drug and alcohol dependency, children’s services, 
early years, young people, older people’s services and 
healthy lives. In 2019, the Treasury also created a £200 
million Shared Outcomes Fund, which was doubled 
in 2020, for pilot projects to test innovative ways of 
working across the public sector, with an emphasis on 
thorough plans for evaluation.

The Johnson Government’s new £4bn Levelling Up 
fund was announced in 2020 for investment in social 
infrastructure but the EATF noted several limitations:

• Its top-down nature, with nationally determined 
priorities for each round, reduces the ability for 
local areas, particularly local people, to determine 
what works best for them.

• Despite the apparent scale of the fund, it will be 
spread very thin, especially as bids for large capital 
items such as by-passes, are encouraged, and it is 
available for use in every local authority.

• The process of selection seems to encourage ‘visible 
projects’ enjoying the support of local MPs, which 
may lead to less glamorous projects not being 
successful; and some areas are given some priority 
based on deprivation factors that have proved 
controversial.

• It provides no current expenditure for the ongoing 
costs of projects.

• It does not look holistically at social infrastructure, 
or have any clear definition.

• Local areas will have to bid competitively for funds, 
which can be a time-consuming and costly process 
that will not necessarily lead to the best value for 
money.

What works

The Task Force said..

In order to strengthen the case for investment in early 
action, the Task Force called for improvements in 
evaluation.

What happened..? 

Over the last decade there have been significant 
advances, with the Government establishing first, the 
Early Intervention Foundation in 2011,  which is now an 
independent charity, and then a number of What Works 
Centres were set up in 2013 ‘to embed robust evidence 
at the heart of policy-making and service delivery’. This 
includes one on well-being created in 2014. 
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What the Task Force said..

As noted earlier, the Task Force had a very broad definition of early action.  The focus at the time was on the importance 
of investing in the early years of children’s development, which had been coined ‘early intervention’.  However, the Task 
Force took a wider view, defining early action as a generic term applying to preventative action of all kinds, including 
help which gets it right first time, and encompassing social infrastructure and social assets as well as public services.

The early action cliff edge: moving early action upstream

The Task Force also broke early action down into different stages as shown below, revealing the important truth that 
some action which is called preventative is often only triggered when issues reach some form of crisis.  Earlier action is 
often less expensive in the short run and generally has much greater impact over the longer term.

How to classify early action spend was published 
by the Task Force in 2014 as a practical guide for all 
organisations, not just government, to do this. 

The Task Force also recommended so-called Transition 
Plans to shift spending toward early action and 
away from acute interventions over time; and it also 
suggested that early action budgets be ring-fenced in 
a similar way to capital expenditure to prevent them 
being raided to fund short-term pressures, on the 
grounds that spending on early action created long-
term benefits and assets, akin to capital expenditure, 
and so should be given a preferential status.  

What happened..?

At first, according to its What’s next for Early Action 2018 
report, the Task Force found little understanding of early 
action in government and no reliable data distinguishing 
spending on prevention from spending on picking up 
the pieces.  In its Triple Dividend report, the Task Force 
had called on the Public Accounts Committee (PAC) and 
the National Audit Office (NAO) to look at this, having 
identified them as the routes to raising the profile of 
early action in Westminster and Whitehall, establishing 
a base line for measurement, introducing a process for 
setting Transition Targets and positioning early action 
as the most effective way to reduce needs and cut 
costs over the long term.  After a meeting with Margaret 
Hodge MP, the Chair of the PAC, the Committee agreed 
to address these issues and the Task Force advised 
the NAO on its Landscape review of Early Action in 
government. Launching the report in January 2013, 
Amyas Morse, the then head of the NAO, said:

Although some dedicated funds have been established by the government to invest in early 
action and social infrastructure, they are not of sufficient scale to make a major impact, 
especially against a backdrop of damaging cuts to basic services and infrastructure.  The Task 
Force also explored whether it might be possible to shift existing funding toward prevention 
gradually over time and to protect existing early action funding from being raided to protect 
short-term pressures.  Their second tranche of recommendations addressed this. 

2.  Defining and classifying early action 

‘A concerted shift away from 
reactive spending towards 
Early Action has the potential 
to result in better outcomes, 
reduce public spending over 
the long term and achieve 
greater value for money. 
Government has signalled its 
commitment to Early Action 
as a principle, and taken 
some tentative steps towards 
realizing that ambition. 
There remains much room 
for improvement, however. 
Short-term thinking, a lack of 
integration in many areas and 
poor evidence gathering are 
impairing effective adoption 
and implementation of Early 
Action across government.’Secondary prevention

Targetting individuals or 
groups at high risk or showing 

early signs of a particular 
problem to try to stop it 

occurring. For example Family 
Nurse Partnerships, screening 
programmes, or the Reading 

Recovery Programme.

Primary prevention
Preventing or minimising 

the risk of problems 
arising, usually through 

universal policies like health 
promotion or a vaccination 

programme.

Tertiary prevention
Intervening once there is a 
problem, to stop it getting 

worse and redress the 
situation. For example work 
with ‘troubled families’ or to 

prevent reoffending.

Acute spending
Manage the impact of a 

strongly negative situation 
but does little or nothing 
to prevent the negative 
consequences or future 

reoccurence. For example 
prison, or acute hospital care.

From A Rough Guide to Early Action
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Applying the definition to the spending of the 
Departments of Health and Education, the Home 
Office and the Ministry of Justice, the NAO found in 
2013 that only 6 per cent of their total spending was 
early action. 

The PAC in its 2013 report on the NAO’s early action 
landscape review reiterated the NAO’s concern that 
there was a lack of leadership in Government, that 
planning and budgeting was too focused on the 
short-term, that there were not enough incentives to 
encourage early action, that the evidence base needed 
to be improved and that joint working was poor.  It 
recommended amongst other things that a common 
definition should be applied across the public sector, 
that the Treasury should take on the responsibility 
for promoting early action in government and that 
early action budgets should be ring-fenced.  These 
recommendations were not taken up.

However, the Scottish Government did commit to 
increase the proportion of their spending on early 
action though, as noted earlier, the goal has not 
yet been achieved.  A key reason, as explored in this 
evidence to Scotland’s Finance Committee, is the lack 
of a consistent working definition and other barriers 
include short-termism in planning. 

In 2019, the Chartered Institute of Public Finance 
Accountants (CIPFA) and Public Health England 
produced a report, Evaluating Preventative 
Investments, based on a series of roundtables in 
which the Task Force took part, in which Public Health 
England estimated that £5.2 billion was invested in 
prevention, only 4.7 per cent of total health spending 
in England in 2014.

The Early Intervention Foundation also produced 
a report which used the classification approach to 
identify the proportion of early action spending on 
children and young people, with the aim of shifting to 
more early intervention.  Moreover, the EATF worked 
with some charitable foundations to apply this 
approach to their work, and used the classification in 
its training, including a section in the Business in the 
Community ‘Business Connectors’ programme. 

Everyone responding to our survey of the EATF’s 
practitioners’ network recognised the definition, 
confirming that it was understood not just by 
specialists but also practitioners outside of central 
government.

Despite these advances, a consistent definition 
of early action has not yet been adopted by the 
Treasury and this remains a major weakness in its 
management of public expenditure.

Little or no progress has been made in protecting 
early action investment. The Government removed 
most of the ring-fences from existing early action 
budgets to give local authorities more discretion at 
a time of austerity - taking away the one from the 
Sure Start budget in 2011 for example - which made it 
easier to cut Sure Start back, unfortunately.  Indeed, 
capital expenditure was also raided to plug shortfalls 
in acute spending during this period, despite being 
held in a separate budget in order to protect it.

What the Task Force said..

The Task Force made a number of recommendations to 
shift the incentives in planning toward the longer term:

• The Comprehensive Spending Review (CSR) and 
other forms of budgeting in central and local 
government should adopt a ten-year planning 
horizon. All existing and proposed spending in the 
CSR should be assessed against its impact on the 
future, through an ‘intergenerational test’, with 
provisional ten year plans introduced in the CSR 
and reassessed in the light of developments every 
3-5 years.

• Outside of the Spending Review, there should be a 
ten year test for all new spending proposals, which 
identifies their longer term costs and benefits and 
any impact on other areas of spending.

• Future costs and liabilities should be calculated 
and ideally recorded in the government’s accounts.

• There should be a Well-Being and Future 
Generations Act, policed by an external body.

What happened..?

The biggest single change that happened directly in 
response was the creation of the Well-being of Future 
Generations Act 2015 in Wales.  When the Labour 
Party won the 2011 election in Wales on the promise 
of ‘A more sustainable Wales’ the initial focus was on 
the natural environment. The EATF encouraged and 
supported ministers and officials to embrace more 
broadly the ‘social, economic, environmental and 
cultural well-being of Wales’ and to require public 
bodies to ‘think more about the long term, work 
better with people and communities and each other, 
look to prevent’.  The Act is monitored by a Future 
Generations Commissioner who has an influential 
role, as explained in Section 7 of this report.

Lord John Bird has sought to introduce a similar bill 
in Westminster, so far unsuccessfully, though with 
growing support.

3.  Longer term planning
One of the critical barriers identified by the Task Force, and indeed the PAC and NAO in 
their reports, is short-termism in the existing financial planning and budgeting system. It is 
too geared towards the immediate needs of the economy at the expense of well-being and 
sustainability, including the needs of future generations. Inevitable future financial, social 
and environmental costs, such as global warming, the increasing costs of obesity and the 
social and economic costs caused by lack of good housing, are ignored. At the same time, the 
positive benefits of early action are not sufficiently taken into account.  
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The Treasury has not introduced longer term 
budgeting in the CSR but in the 2020 Spending 
Review it has introduced a longer term perspective by 
introducing planning around longer term outcomes, 
including some cross-cutting outcomes where there 
are shared responsibilities, with Outcome Delivery 
Plans which encourage joint working.  These capture 
the government’s long-term policy objectives, 
from maximising employment and improving skills, 
to achieving net zero by 2050.  Moreover, the 
Government did introduce something similar to the 
Task Force’s recommendation for the NHS in 2018, 
giving it a firm five year spending envelope and asking 
it to produce a ten year plan including that five years. 

The PAC, in its early action report described earlier in 
this section, called for ten year impact assessments 
for all spending in the Spending Review, but this was 
rejected by the Treasury who said that all spending 
is subject to its Green Book (the guidance followed 
by government for calculating costs and benefits of 
new spending proposals), which is supposed to take 
into account longer term impacts. However, use of 
the Green Book is patchy in practice and there were 
limitations in its cost benefit analysis.  

However, in 2014 the Treasury did adopt as a 
supplement to its Green Book a cost benefit model 
which more fully reflected social and economic 
benefits, which was initially developed by the Greater 
Manchester Combined Authority Research Team 
(formerly New Economy) in 2011.

There is still room for improvement in evaluation across 
government. The NAO in a 2021 report on evaluation 
found that:

However, the NAO did note that in 2020 the Treasury 
gave departments additional funding for some 
programmes where it assessed that evaluation 
arrangements were particularly good. Following 
its review of departments’ evidence bases and 
evaluations, and in concluding the Spending Review, 
the Treasury set conditions to improve the quality 
of evaluation. It asked each department to agree 
at least five priority evidence gaps to be addressed 
with robust evaluation and to appoint its Director of 
Analysis or equivalent to be accountable for delivery, 
robustness, and use of evaluation. 

‘While individual departments have undertaken initiatives to improve evaluation, the 
use of evaluation continues to be variable and inconsistent, and government has 
been slow to address the known barriers to improvement. As a result, government 
cannot have confidence its spending in many policy areas is making a difference.’

Measuring assets and liabilities

One of the things that would dramatically improve 
longer term thinking would be a clear assessment 
of future costs and liabilities.  The independent 
Office for Budget Responsibility does this to some 
degree through its long-term fiscal projections 
but there is a need for more precise and targeted 
information. In 2019, CIPFA and Public Health 
England’s report on evaluating investments in 
prevention commented that:

It recommended that spending on prevention should 
be assessed in the same way as capital investments, 
using the Prudential Code used by Local authorities 
in connection with borrowing. As it points out, in the 
Prudential Code guidelines it is possible to assess the 
impact of under-investment on the balance sheet, 
whereas on the revenue side this is not seen in the same 
way. The creation of ratios parallel to those applied in 
the Prudential Code might provide a means by which 
future organisational and whole system costs of failure 
to invest in preventative action are more explicit, it said. 

‘Any decision on spending or investment should take account of the potential impact on 
future financial sustainability. This is particularly important in preventative investment 
as the future costs and benefits must be considered, but also the potential future 
impact of not making the investment. Again, this links to the idea that investment and 
spending decisions may be inappropriately made with an over-emphasis on short-

term consequences, instead of taking into account the full impact.’

34 www.community-links.org

Why don’t we invest in early action? Lessons from the Early Action Task Force, 2010 -2021

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/outcome-delivery-plans
https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/publications/nhs-10-year-plan
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-green-book-appraisal-and-evaluation-in-central-governent
https://www.greatermanchester-ca.gov.uk/what-we-do/research/research-cost-benefit-analysis/
https://www.greatermanchester-ca.gov.uk/what-we-do/research/research-cost-benefit-analysis/
https://www.greatermanchester-ca.gov.uk/what-we-do/research/research-cost-benefit-analysis/
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Evaluating-government-spending.pdf


The Task Force said..
It made a number of recommendations in this area, 
many of which were set out in Towards effective 
prevention: practical steps for the next government in 
2014, including:

• Pooled budgets, including integrating health 
and social care budgets, where public bodies 
contribute to a joint fund for tackling issues 
where they would not otherwise have an incentive 
because the savings of their investment would fall 
to another part of government. 

• Social profit agreements, where different 
parties agree to invest in early action on the 
understanding that any future savings are shared 
to a pre-agreed formula. 

• Responsibility charging, a charge where one public 
body passes on costs to another because of inaction 
or systems failure. The same principle could be 
applied to ‘social polluters’ outside of Government 
such as the alcohol and gambling industries. 

• Mapping the connections between spending on 
services (as set out in Departmental Expenditure 
Limits (DEL)) and spending on benefits and other 
demand driven expenditure (as set out in Annually 
Managed Expenditure (AME)), as cuts in one area 
could increase spending in another, or investment in 
services might reduce spending in AME or vice versa. 

• Whole systems analysis, of the kind used by 
Vanguard Consulting as set out in Locality’s 
report, Saving Money by Doing the Right Thing, 
which looks at the whole system, not individual 
public services, that contribute to social 
outcomes.  The aim is to understand how services 
work together and to recognise how getting it 
right first time makes sense, rather than passing 
individuals from one service to another without 
resolving an issue.

What happened..?

There are a number of examples of pooled budgets 
introduced during the time of the Task Force, for 
example the Better Care Fund, which encouraged 
integration by requiring clinical commissioning groups 
(CCGs) and local authorities to enter into pooled 
budget arrangements and agree an integrated 
spending plan. The Government is now committed 
to integrating health and social care and ambitious 
integrated social care systems and partnerships are 
being introduced.  Other local examples are included 
in the Towards Effective Prevention report.

The introduction of cross-cutting outcomes in the 
2020 Spending Review has already been mentioned 
earlier.  The Treasury has also committed to better 
mapping of DEL and AME links.

4.  Changing management and 
accountability systems

The EATF identified silo-working as a major barrier to investment in early action, as did the 
NAO and PAC in their early action reports, and as noted earlier in this report this remains a 
significant barrier.
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5. Changing the culture
The Task Force was clear that it is not just 
leadership and systems that stand in the 
way of early action, but also culture.

The Task Force said..

Across its reports, the Task Force emphasised the 
importance of a different way of working, including 
what it called ‘enabling services’ which empower 
individuals and communities and play to their 
strengths, listening to people and making sure they 
have a say, ensuring social infrastructure is inclusive 
and bringing leaders together to help create a good 
place.  In a series of reports, it set out how this might 
look in practice, including Looking forward to later 
life: taking an early action approach to our ageing 
society, Secure and ready: towards an early action 
social security system, both published in 2014, and 
Thriving Minds: acting early on mental health, in 2016.

One important strand of this work is a focus on 
relationship-building, based on the view that 
lives are transformed by the human connections 
created through strong, meaningful and consistent 
relationships. This is what Community Links calls Deep 
Value, first explored by the Community Links report 
in 2011 of that title. The Task Force’s follow up report, 
The power of deep Value Relationships in Services and 
Communities, published in 2020, reviewed what had 
been happening since, and also drew on insights from 
a roundtable of people with first-hand experience. 

It found that, since 2011, the evidence has only grown 
that creating strong relationships in services such as 
health and education, as well as where people are 
facing complex problems, leads to better outcomes. 
Experts increasingly recognise that the problems 
people face are increasingly complex, social isolation 
is a major challenge and an increasingly diverse 
population requires a more individualised approach. 
At the same time, human contact is undervalued by a 
‘factory model’ of service delivery and reduced through 
a loss of personal services caused by cuts in services 
and by automation. Our existing service delivery model 
is beginning to crack too, with major contracts and 
payment by results models failing, it concluded.

The report highlighted the value not just of better 
deep value relationships in the delivery of services 
but also the value of the arts and the sports in 
helping to create agency and purpose and unlock 
creativity. Moreover, sometimes the best deep value 
relationships are provided by communities and the 
deep value activities they create, it found; and it 
concluded that ‘community anchors’ like community-
based organisations such as Community Links, or 
universities, and indeed other institutions rooted in 
and committed to a particular geographic area, can 
play a strong role.

What happened..?

There are many examples across the country of these 
kinds of changes being put into practice, for example 
the increasing use of social prescribing in the health 
service, and some of these are explored later in this 
report.  But we are still a long way from these changes 
becoming common practice.

The Early Action Funders Alliance

In response to the Task Force’s work, and with the 
encouragement of David Robinson, a group of funders 
formed the Early Action Funders Alliance, which aimed 
to make the public case for early action, help funders 
to embed it in their work, and ultimately help the shift 
towards early action. A number of them already had 
early action threaded through their priorities, and 
everyone used the classification (sometimes called 
‘bucketing’)  tool devised by the EATF and described 
earlier.  It held regular meetings and employed a small 
secretariat.

Five members of the Alliance committed resources 
to the Early Action Neighbourhood Fund to test and 
demonstrate the potential impact of early action work 
and funding in England. The grant funding came from 
The National Lottery Community Fund, Comic Relief 
and the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation, with Barrow 
Cadbury Trust and the Legal Education Foundation 
providing additional support and guidance. They 
funded three projects:

• Changing Futures North East (providing £1.56 
million over five years). Changing Futures 
aimed to reduce spending on acute children’s 
services in Hartlepool by ten per cent, as well 
as improving school attendance and children’s 
emotional wellbeing, and reducing parental and 
family conflict. It did this by improving the way 
its services and staff relate to each other and by 
building stronger family relationships through 
intensive support.

• Mancroft Advice Project (providing £1.64 million 
over five years). The Mancroft Advice Project 
aimed to reduce acute spending in Child and 
Adolescent Mental Health Service budgets in 
Norwich and unlock a percentage of the future 
budget for preventative work, as well as improving 
children and young people’s social and emotional 
wellbeing, and reducing the number of young 
people not in education, employment or training. 
It did this by targeting 13-14 year olds in three 
schools with a range of interventions, mentoring 
and family support.

• Coventry Law Centre (giving them £1.53 million 
over five years). Coventry Law Centre’s Ignite 
project aimed to reduce demand on specialised 
services (for example, children’s services and 
housing) and initiate a shift in how resources are 
allocated in Coventry, as well as raising people’s 
aspirations for their lives and expectations of 
themselves, improving communities’ ability to 
resolve their own problems and ensuring fewer 
people reach crisis point. It did this by building 
legal knowledge, confidence and skills in people to 
help them deal with everyday law-related issues.

These projects generated significant learning, as 
shown in the Coventry case study in the box below.  

5. 
Sharing good 
practice and ideas
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The Early Action Neighbourhood Fund project in Coventry

Ignite was a five-year programme led by Central England Law Centre and Grapevine in partnership with two 
partners: Coventry City Council Children’s Services and Whitefriars Housing Group (now Citizen Housing).  The 
purpose of the programme was to explore how to redesign public sector support to help people earlier and build 
resilience in those least able to cope.

Overall, the Ignite project sought to generate a new model of ‘early help’:

‘Early help brings a focus on strengths and possibilities, rooted in the here and now, 
that looks to enable people to benefit from opportunities and support to create 
something that people want to see happen. This stands in contrast to a deficit-based 

approach that seeks to act to prevent something from happening in the future.’

Ignite worked alongside front-line housing staff to 
create a new face-to-face pre-tenancy process to 
build early relationships and trust with tenants. This 
helped to reduce the time to relet an empty property, 
saving money and time and reducing the potential for 
disruption for staff and prospective new tenants. The 
staff told them that they really felt the benefits, were 
able to spend time with people and so were able give 
them more information earlier. 

As a result of their work with local authority children’s 
services, they published a jointly agreed Blueprint 
for Action that continues to guide the ongoing work 
with Children’s Services. This articulated a better 
understanding of how to activate early help and the 
key ingredients. 

They shared the following lessons with us, in what 
they described as a ‘bumpy experience’, set out in 
their own words

• ‘There is always something you can do at a very 
practical level. Our work was a ‘call to action’, 
helping to challenge notions that as poverty is so 
pervasive and entrenched, professionals can do 
little more than tackle the symptoms. 

• It is all about relationships. Early help starts 
with building trust, developing relationships at a 
personal level through honesty, empathy, and 
availability. 

• The ability to be alongside and work relationally 
with people is a crucial skill. The words used and 
how people speak all impact on the willingness of 
a person to accept help. 

• Connecting people to community-based support 
can address problems before they escalate. 

• Creating partnerships is essential for early action 
to succeed. 

• The practical activation of rights and community-
level help has generated a ‘sense of hope’, 
building the agency and resilience of people in the 
community and the practitioners. 

• Commitment at a senior level is important, but it 
is no guarantee of success; it’s worth asking “who 
are the best people to make change happen?”’ 

‘The conditions that continue to hold the problems in place include pervasive poverty 
that impedes early action and effective responses. As we look to support recovery and 
renewal from Covid-19 and the deepening and extended austerity on the near horizon, 
we want to restate our learning about how the failure of services to take account of 
poverty is a significant barrier to system change; this compromises their attempts to 
meet people early in their problems. We hope that sharing the bumpy experience of 
being a third sector organisation trying to create change in wider systems will initiate 

more conversations about this important and, for us, still unfolding work.

A big part of what has made our learning possible has been the attitude of the 
funders. Their approach has been genuinely exploratory and enabling, allowing us to 
go where the work led us. They have understood that the work is both experimental 
and experiential, that needs to be rooted in shared learning. In this kind of work, 
there can be pressure to demonstrate or ‘prove’ that specific contributions have led 
to the outcomes established at the start or test the original theories of change. This 
has conceptual, ethical, and practical difficulties, some of which were uncovered in 

the programme evaluation of the EANF.’

Extracts from a draft report shared with the author of this publication.

It is clear that the five-year support of the Alliance and the Fund was critical to this project, but one lesson is that 
change takes even longer to embed, particularly at scale.  The work of the Alliance and Neighbourhood Fund came 
to an end in 2019 for a variety of reasons, including staff changes, and some of the energy of funders has gone into 
a new focus of place-based working and asset-based approaches, which builds on some of this learning.  Although 
the pilots were valuable, there is no longer an active Early Action Practitioner Network in Community Links with 
which to share it, as this too effectively came to an end when the Task Force’s funding expired.

www.community-links.org
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An important part of the Task Force’s work was 
disseminating ideas and best practice through its 
practitioner network.

In July 2018, Community Links audited that network, 
and found that it had a mailing list of 796 individuals 
coming from 385 organisations and a small number 
of Parliamentarians. Most of these organisations were 
part of the voluntary sector (184), with a significant 
minority in the public (68) and private sectors (61), 
working across a range of areas and based mainly in 
England and Scotland.

An outstanding example of the impact that sharing 
the Task Force publications and other ideas and 
examples of good practice is the way in which Andy 
Rhodes in the Lancashire Constabulary took the 
Task Force’s ideas and applied them in their work to 
develop a new early model of local policing – the story 
is in his own words here.

‘The work of the Task Force 
has helped us to light 
some candles instead of 
complaining about the dark.’

Andy Rhodes, Chief Constable of 
Lancashire Constabulary

The Early Action Practitioner Network

The impact of the EATF on my work, by Andy Rhodes, 
Chief Constable, Lancashire Constabulary

‘Actually aiming to have fewer calls to 999 in the first place, not charging around under 
flashing lights catching criminals, is where I want us to be. From the outside, people 
see the police as enforcement. But policing is about social impact, it’s about people 
feeling safe where they live, about people who are vulnerable being protected. The 
lock-up-and-throw-away-the-key-system isn’t working. We need to spend upstream.

I came across Triple Dividend [Community Links’ first Early Action Task Force report] 
when I was Deputy Chief Constable. The report wasn’t aimed at the police, but we 
feel at the bottom of the cliff too sometimes – where prevention and early action 
have failed. Its cliff metaphor became part of our language, from our crime plan to 
tons of frontline toolkits. It’s a department-wide approach. We’ve secured the biggest 
Police Innovation Fund grant in the country and are using it entirely for early action 
initiatives. The first Early Action police cohort that came out of this was immediately 
assigned to work on prevention in intensive neighbourhoods and an Early Action 
board has been set up to facilitate collaboration between different partners and 

agencies sharing the same purpose in the region.

We would never even be on this journey without the Early Action Task Force set up 
by Community Links. We are experiencing real challenges through austerity and the 
work of the Task Force has helped us to light some candles instead of complaining 
about the dark. I remember telling the Task Force that the Lancashire Constabulary 
was spending 48 per cent of its time dealing with issues that might have been 
prevented had they been addressed earlier. The Task Force offered positive language 
and a useful framework in which to develop preventative action and, above all, a 
new interpretation of success: a systemic view with people at its centre rather than a 

statistical account of narrow achievements.

I am now leading on a national consensus that’s developing a new model of local 
policing, integrated with partners and community assets. Despite the huge cuts 

everyone is facing it’s an amazing opportunity, for positive and lasting change.’

From 40 Stories, published by Community Links in 2017.
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Training

The EATF initially provided some ad hoc training 
and support to members. However, in 2018, based 
on the findings of the network audit and in depth 
interviews, the EATF developed and then ran an early 
action training programme, targeted at voluntary 
organisations in the practitioner network. The aim 
was to provide greater support to smaller voluntary 
organisations to enable them to better understand 
early action, how they can deploy it in their own work 
and how they can attract funding for early action 
projects. 

The Southwark and Lambeth  
Early Action Commission 

The Task Force was instrumental in setting up the 
Southwark and Lambeth Early Action Commission, 
which was supported by the New Economics 
Foundation and funded by the Health and Well-being 
Boards of Southwark and Lambeth.  It was chaired 
by Margaret Hodge MP and published its final report 
in 2015. It applied the EATF’s thinking and tools to 
the two London boroughs, and made many similar 
recommendations, advocating for:

• Resourceful communities where residents and 
groups are agents of change, ready to shape the 
course of their own lives. To achieve this people 
need not just actual resources (but in the broadest 
sense), connections and control, it said. 

• Preventative places where the quality of 
neighbourhoods has a positive impact on how 
people feel and enables them to lead fulfilling lives 
and to help themselves and each other. 

• Strong, collaborative partnerships where 
organisations work together and share knowledge 
and power, fostering respectful, high-trust 
relationships based on a shared purpose. 

• Systems geared to early action where the culture, 
values, priorities, and practices of local institutions 
support early action as the new ‘normal’ way of 
working.

This resulted in an ambitious local strategy, Common 
Purpose, Common Cause, for the voluntary sector 
and Southwark to work together to improve outcomes 
in ways that reduce and prevent future demand on 
high cost, high demand services; and to sustain and 
build strong cohesive communities where no group 
or community is left behind.  Hopes were high, and 
one of the ambitions was to create an Age Friendly 
Borough, bringing voluntary and public services 
together to co-create outcome-based commissioning, 
with everyone working to a common outcome 
framework.  Talking to one person who was very 
active in this process at the time, it is clear that not 
everything went to plan in this area at least, with high 
staff turnover in the local authority and long-standing 
power dynamics resulting in a more traditional form of 
commissioning in the end, with the local authority in 
the lead, rather than a genuine partnership.  

A key lesson going forward is it is far easier to identify 
barriers and recommendations than to make and 
change last on the ground, especially against a 
background of changing staff and pressures.

6. 
The scale of the 
challenge still 
ahead: some 
perspectives
In 2015, the Task Force asked a number of prominent 
thinkers and practitioners to give their advice to an 
incoming Government in One Hundred Days for Early 
Action: Time for Government to put prevention first.  
The agenda in One Hundred Days was ambitious and, 
sadly, much of it remains unfulfilled. Contributors 
asked for many of the key recommendations of the 
Task Force and also, amongst other things:

• New methods for co-ordinating local delivery, 
building on City Deals, Health and Well-Being 
Boards.

• Development of some existing models for pooling 
budgets and working collaboratively, such as 
Community Budgets and Our Place.

• Putting power into the hands of front-line staff to 
work in new ways.

• Shifting financial incentives to reduce pressure on 
existing services (for example, raising council tax 
bands to generate revenue and reduce incentives 
to under-occupy).

• Shifting existing public sector contracts toward 
outcomes, finding ways to work with the voluntary 
and community sectors more effectively and 
moving away from big contracts.

• Encouraging personal action such as investing in 
parenting skills and resilience in young people, 
home sharing, and encouraging better health and 
reducing food poverty by a public campaign to 
‘grow your own food’ and reduce food waste.

In preparing this report, we spoke to a number of the 
essayists to get their views on the progress that has 
been made and the challenges ahead and how to 
meet them. We also spoke to individuals with whom 
the Task Force had an ongoing relationship, most 
notably Dame Margaret Hodge MP, who chaired the 
PAC at the time of their 2013 Early Action report, and 
led the Southwark and Lambeth Early Action Task 
Force in 2015, as well as taking the views of Jennifer 
Wallace at Carnegie UK, which is a leading advocate 
for the well-being agenda. 

It is fair to say that, although everyone felt some 
advances had been made, they all thought that there 
was still a long way to go to make early action not just 
common sense, but common practice.
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Reflecting on the big ambitions of the PAC’s early action report (which is described in Section 4) and how little 
progress had been made since 2013, Margaret Hodge said:

‘Far from a push toward more investment in early action over the last decade,  we’ve 
gone backwards, with key areas like Sure Start, youth services, Child and Adolescent 
Mental Health Services, and special educational needs being drastically cut back 
as a result of austerity, creating an even bigger hill to climb now.  Going forward, I 
think we need additional ways to hold Government to account on its record on early 
action and to raise the profile with the public, building on the successful model of the 

Children’s Commissioner and the Future Generations Commissioner in Wales.’

However, for such an independent role to be 
appointed with such a wide-ranging and potentially 
powerful remit, there would need to be a step change 
in political buy-in to radical action on early action, 
which only another Early Action Task Force or some 
other way of building momentum could achieve. 

Lord Bird, the founder of A Big Issue, has been a 
strong proponent of such a Well-being of Future 
Generations Act for the UK, introducing a Bill through 
the House of Lords recently, and getting as far as it 
being debated in the House of Commons. This also 
included external independent scrutiny of progress 
of the kind suggested by Margaret Hodge, a Future 
Generations Commissioner and a role for the Office 
for Budget Responsibility. He spoke passionately 
about the challenge of making change happen and in 
favour of such an Act at the Early Action Task’s Force’s 
final webinar, 'A step change in investment in early 
action including social infrastructure', in May 2021.

Sophie Howe, the current Future Generations Commissioner in Wales, spoke about her role at the same event, and 
it is clear that she is being enormously influential on the actions the Welsh Government is taking.  She identified 
income insecurity as perhaps the biggest factor in poor health in Wales and said that she had been advocating for 
universal basic income as a consequence, which the Office’s modelling suggested would reduce overall poverty by 
50 per cent.  The Welsh Government had agreed to trial it in response.  She also explained that housing is another 
determinant of health and her office was working on proposals to finance retro-fitting to improve housing.  She 
gave a striking example of her power to make the Welsh Government change its mind on a major investment:

‘One of the earliest interventions I made was on government plans to use the entirety 
of their borrowing capacity to build a 13 mile stretch of road because of its economic 
benefits.  Now when you start applying a well-being economics lens to that, and 
when you have an independent Commissioner who is going to ask you questions 
like, please explain to me how you think that £1.4 billion is going to meet the goal 
of a prosperous Wales, please explain to me how it’s going to contribute to the goal 
of a healthier Wales, when actually what we need to do is get people travelling on 
public transport rather than sitting in their cars in congestion and adding to the 
environmental crisis that we already have, and please explain to me how it’s going to 
contribute to the goal of a more equal Wales when a high percentage of the poorest 
people in that region don’t even have access to a car and you’ll be spending that 
money to no benefit to them whatsoever.  Please explain to me how this meets your 
goals of cohesive communities, when what we want is communities interacting, 
travelling, and talking, locally – and so on.  When you put that to the Government, 
its own legislation, it was completely at odds, and the Government then took a 
completely different decision, so they’re now investing £800 million in six new train 
stations and massive investment in public transport in the region, because that gives 
you a better return on investment in terms of those broader concepts of well-being.’

Anna Coute from the New Economics Foundation, and at an earlier point the Secretary to the Southwark and 
Lambeth Early Action Commission, and an Early Action Task Force member, remains ambitious for early action.  
She is now a passionate advocate for universal basic services – extending universal access to more of life’s 
essentials including social care, childcare, housing, digital information and communications, energy, and transport 
service.  She also co-authored The Social Guarantee, a guarantee that would combine universal basic services with 
living income. She also feels that something like a new Early Action Task Force or UK wide Commission on early 
action is required to continue to build momentum. 
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Professor Anne Power, Emeritus Professor of Social Policy and Head of Housing and Communities at the London 
School of Economics, a member of the Early Action Task Force and an essayist in One Hundred Days, is equally 
ambitious for this agenda.  She wrote in 2015 that major action was needed particularly on housing, income 
insecurity, food, public health and the environment, and, like Margaret Hodge, she lamented the loss of investment 
in early action in key areas.

Looking back on what had been achieved since, she said that:
‘Back in 2015, I argued that the five giants - poverty, ignorance, disease, squalor, 
and want  - that led to the foundation of the welfare state after World War Two - 
were still haunting us. If anything, I would argue that these conditions are worse 
today because of the impact of two years of a worldwide pandemic; and because 
of leaving the European Union. This double whammy has made things much worse 
for people at the bottom. I suggested ten early actions then which I think should 
stand today. Some of them have moved a little, but most are still in urgent need 

of a policy response. 

These are the ten actions that need taking today: 
1. No demolition of social rented housing, or any housing.
2. Use small spaces in our existing built environment to produce additional homes, 

commonly known as ‘infill’. 
3. Raise council tax at the top band, since it is very regressive and could be a 

ready source of revenue for councils. 
4. Ensure that the minimum wage is fixed at a living wage, and link it to some sort 

of regulation of zero hours contracts especially for the lowest paid.
5. Accelerate light-handed regulation of the private rented sector, given that it 

now houses more people than the social rented sector.
6. Fight against climate change through energy saving measures and a radical 

reduction in food waste, clothes waste, and other material wastes. 
7. Protect all our vital ecosystems, such as forests and woodlands, rivers, air, soil, 

biodiversity – they are all under threat.
8. Adopt a more flexible approach to planning that favours and facilitates infill 

building and protects green belts and green spaces. 
9. Develop special programmes to help young people in their transition from 

school to further study, work, or training so that the most disadvantaged young 
people do not fall through the net. Develop special protective programmes to 
tackle knife crime and drugs.

10. Work much harder on our social care to make it truly viable and affordable.’ 

Specifically, she added that:

‘The EATF was very successful in raising the profile of the argument that early action 
makes sense. This is obvious and the government seems to accept it. However, 
actions speak louder than words and we are still falling very far short on the actions 

necessary. There is a lot to do.’  
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Rob Whiteman, Chief Executive of the Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accounting, wrote back in 2015 in 
One Hundred Days about the need for investment in social care, housing, public health and for more collaboration 
– systems leadership – with the structures to support them, including aligning local public spending (ALPS) so that 
partnerships can better assess the totality of local resources.  Talking to him in preparation for this report, it is clear 
that there has been some progress on accountability structures and monitoring of expenditure but mostly at local 
level. Reflecting on the overall progress made, he said:

‘The Early Action Taskforce has brought welcome focus to the case for prevention. We 
see that examples of good practice have improved outcomes and made more optimal 
use of resources. But we still need a concerted effort and fresh ideas to deliver earlier 
prevention on an industrial scale, not least to see the wider determinants of poor 

outcomes assessed and carried as liabilities in the way we think and report.’

Back in 2015, Ray Shostak, an international Adviser and former Head of the Prime Minister’s Delivery Unit and Director 
General for Performance, at HM Treasury, felt the common sense case for early action had been made and the focus 
should be on changes to systems, and especially on empowering the front line and creating a movement.  But he is 
less sanguine now that the case for change has been won, pointing to large scale disinvestment in early action:

‘Back in 2015, I wrote that we no longer needed to make the case for both central 
and local government to invest upstream - but events since have proved me wrong. 
As austerity and government policy began to seriously impact on services, one of the 
casualties was early action – against both logic and the commitment of those who 
actually work with people and communities at risk. There are still some great local 
examples of early action - but, for example, we’ve seen the systemic initiatives like 
Sure Start, Every Child Matters and the funding of public health unravel.  Even though 
front-line staff still recognise the importance of prevention and are focusing more 
on the outcomes they want to achieve - the significant financial and bureaucratic 
barriers have again begun to stop progress in doing what they know is right.  It’s 
clear to me that we need to re-make the case for early action if we are going to stop 

forcing people to get worse before action is taken.’

Dan Corry - the Chief Executive of New Philanthropy Capital, and a former head of the Number 10 Policy Unit and 
Chair of the Council of Economic Advisers at HM Treasury, and also a Task Force member – called back in 2015 for 
changes to how government plans, including ten year impact assessments and a commitment to spending more of 
early action as a proportion of total spending.  He also threw a challenge back to the sector to improve its evaluation. 

In 2022, Dan Corry saw a mixed picture and is enthusiastic about the need to build on the EATF’s legacy through 
an Early Action Commission or something similar:

‘The ‘missions’ set out in the Levelling Up White Paper are potentially a positive sign 
that the current Government has some commitment to early action and the new 
Outcome Delivery Plans recently introduced in the Spending Review are also welcome 
- it’s good to see that both have a longer term focus in a hark back to the Public 
Service Agreements (PSAs) of the Labour years.  But have there been more resources 
devoted to early action? – not really. The What Works centres and Early Intervention 
Foundation have worked hard to improve the evidence, and the voluntary sector has 
put more effort into making the case for investment in its early intervention work.  But 
it is not clear how much difference this has made. Some of the language has moved 
from early action to systems change, including in the government, but whatever it is 

called, the emphasis is still on short term alleviation of problems.
 

I think the Early Action Task Force was very important in pushing this agenda over a 
long period of time, and we had good access to Government: for example, numerous 
meetings with the Treasury.  I do think it would be very useful to have an Early Action 

Commission, or something similar, to continue this work and raise awareness.’
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‘If we could just start to use the very good data we are generating, you could 
start to build a [government] Budget and Spending Review around the impact on 
people’s lives. Other countries are starting to do this: New Zealand, for example, 
has a Well-Being Budget, and to an extent it is also being done in Scotland and in 
Wales.  Pro-bono Economics have estimated about £172 billion is being spent on 
Building Back Better, with £163 billion of that allocated to physical infrastructure, 
which is important but so is human and social capital: which comes back to a basic 
principle which is that prevention is better than cure and if you want to improve the 
well-being of our nation we should start with our kids.  We measure our children to 
death on things like maths and English but [research shows that] a better predictor 
of their future well-being - how happy they are in their lives - is their well-being 
earlier when they were at school and it’s better for getting them jobs… So what does 
this mean? First, you would prioritise prevention rather than cure.  This would be 
massive for the health service. First, mental health is an enormous issue and it is a 
scandal in this country that so many people who have been diagnosed with mental 
health issues get no treatment. And on physical health we spend an enormous 
amount of money toward the end of life and on drugs and spend a tiny fraction on 

prevention to stop people needing all of that…

We need to intervene early, building human and social capital and resilience and 
think for the future, prioritising things that have a massive impact on well-being.’

Lord Gus O’Donnell, Chair of Pro-Bono Economics and a former Cabinet Secretary, advocated in his One Hundred 
Days essay for a five year Spending Review with a focus on well-being, a reprioritising of spending toward early 
action, for example on health, borrowing to finance investment in prevention, including some dedicated pooled 
budgets,  and for a new independent Office of Taxpayer Responsibility (OTR) to approve major spending proposals. 
He added that funds should be shifted to enhance children’s education to build character, resilience and mindfulness, 
thereby raising their future productivity and wellbeing, and reducing their future demands on the taxpayer.

Speaking to him in 2022, he said he was pleased that the Labour Party had now adopted the idea of the OTR; that 
David Cameron as Prime Minister had improved the measurement of well-being through the Office of National Statistics, 
which was ‘massively important’, and had raised its profile.  He also felt that the Levelling Up agenda with its 12 missions 
did in some respect carry forward elements of the well-being agenda, and welcomed the fact that the Education Select 
Committee is currently undertaking a review of children’s well-being.  Changes to how Gross Domestic Product is 
measured to create better incentives for early action would have been another step in the right direction, he thought, but 
have not happened. His overriding message was how important it is for government to focus on well-being, especially 
improving the well-being of those with least.  This is what he said at the Task Force’s May 2021 webinar on that subject:

‘At Carnegie UK we believe that those involved in campaigning for early action have 
won the moral argument on the need for change. The challenge now is to focus on 

the how of early action as much as the why. 

We need the tools for policy development, implementation, funding and evaluation 
to adapt. Current systems were designed for discrete (single-department or 
professional unit) linear interventions. The system, codified in government guidance, 
manuals and toolkits, sustains that illusion against the wealth of knowledge that 
we have to the contrary. But an emerging model of government, which we call well-
being governance, promotes early action by breaking down these assumptions 
and asking governments to think about their investments in social, economic, 

environmental and democratic wellbeing ‘in the round. 

This paradigm shift to well-being governments would mean that policy appraisals 
would not be judged on the benefits to the funding department but to society as 
a whole. These are early days for budgeting for collective well-being but we have 
some innovations that we can learn from, New Zealand and Wales being global 
leaders (and founding members of the Well-being Economy Governments Alliance). 

What they show us is that this is a generational shift that takes time and sustained 
effort, at every opportunity the existing paradigm will seek to reassert itself. 

The challenge for early action champions is to maintain efforts over the long-term. 
In doing so, they have much in common with those in sustainable development, 
anti-poverty and human rights fields. While groups have different focus, those 
in this broad but loosely formed ‘well-being movement’ share the ultimate goal 
of improving people’s wellbeing by reducing predictable harms.  By finding this 

common cause, we may just shift the paradigm together.’

We asked Jennifer Wallace, the Director at Carnegie UK, the Trust which is a leading advocate for Well-Being, to give 
her assessment of progress on early action for this report. She said:

It seems the challenge is how we can continue to build the momentum, find common cause and maintain our efforts 
over the long-term, as Jennifer Wallace suggests. In the final section of this report, we consider how that might be 
done but first we briefly survey some of the other champions and beacons in the field.
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7. 
Champions 
and beacons
There are many beacons and champions 
across the country still taking this agenda 
forward and in some respects the agenda 
has arguably moved on.

Some of these have already been showcased in this 
report. Lord O’Donnell and Lord Bird in the House 
of Lords, Carnegie UK on well-being and the Future 
Generations Commission in Wales are all examples 
included in the previous section. Both the Welsh and 
Scottish administrations are leading the way but, as this 
report has shown, significant practical obstacles still 
stand in their path.

To name but a few of the thinkers and practitioners who 
are contributing to improving practice:

• Toby Lowe and Collaborate are powerful champions 
for complexity and systems thinking.

• John Seddon and Vanguard Consulting help 
practitioners to stop focusing on individual services 
and start thinking about how to improve the system.  

• Hilary Cottam in her enormously influential book, 
Radical Help, has led many to think about a more 
relational welfare state in which people are not 
‘done to’ by individual services but where human 
connection is supported. 

• Danny Kruger MP now holds an influential role 
in government and is a proponent of social 
infrastructure, amongst other things.

• Cormac Russell is an international proponent of 
community based asset development.

David Robinson, the former Chair of the Task Force, 
has himself set up the Relationships Project and is 
working with councils across the country to embed deep 
value relationships in their practice.  He is calling for a 
fundamental shift in design so that relationships are built 
into all services - private as well as public - and within 
communities. Poverty remains a huge determinant of 
health inequalities and other social issues.  As mentioned 
in the previous section, Anna Coote and the New 
Economics Foundation, are deepening the argument 
for universal basic services, and Sophie Howe in Wales 
is championing universal basic income. There are senior 
academics, such as Professor Sir Michael Marmot and 
Professor Anne Power who are major players. And of 
course there are the What Works centres and the Early 
Intervention Foundation.

There are also networks of practitioners and policy-
makers.  The Better Way network, for example, which 
was founded by a small group of leaders including David 
Robinson and Caroline Slocock, a key adviser to the Task 
Force, has as its first founding principle that prevention 
is better than cure, and has developed thinking and 
practice around this in its network of nearly 900 people 
across the country.  

There are also many local examples of ambitious 
practice.  To name but a few, Leeds is committed to 
being a child-friendly city and has an inclusive growth 
strategy – as set out here:

Inclusive growth is about:

Ensuring all people and communities 
can contribute towards and benefits 
from our economy

Tackling inequality - through low pay,  
in-work progression, improving skills 
and opportunities

Supporting all sections of our society 
into better jobs

Supporting people to live healthy 
and active lives, through good 
housing, social values, green and 
transport infrastructure, regenerating 
neighbourhoods, low carbon initiatives 
and involvment in sport.

Raising skills levels and increasing 
productivity

Improving the health of the poorest the 
fastest

Leeds’ Inclusive Growth Strategy 

Inclusive Growth

Manchester is seeking to implement the thinking of the Marmot review and build back better, with its framework for 
action shown below. 

Framework for Building Back 
Fairer in Greater Manchester

And the North of Tyne is leading 
on well-being and creating an 
investment fund.

There are many other beacons 
out there, but still early action 
remains more the exception than 
the rule.  Is there a way in which 
we can take up Carnegie UK’s 
challenge in the previous section 
and create common cause and 
build momentum, going forward?
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8. 
What next? 
Conclusion and 
future work
There is no doubt that the Early Action Task 
Force achieved a great deal, raising the 
profile of early action and seeding critical 
ideas and good practice through its many 
reports, policy roundtables and events and 
its wider influencing work and through its 
practitioners’ network and training.  But 
many challenges remain and this concluding 
section explores the case for further 
investment in capacity to take on the legacy 
the Task Force has created.

The Task Force’s recommendations

As set out in detail in Section 4, the Task 
Force produced many significant ideas and 
recommendations, arguing for:

• A ‘triple dividend – thriving lives, costing less, 
contributing more’ case for investing in early 
action, including social infrastructure, delivered 
not just through public services but also through 
activities and amenities provided by the voluntary 
and private sectors as well as the public sector. 
Linked to this, it argued for a UK Well-Being Budget 
that prioritises investment in well-being; major 
investment funds including a Social Infrastructure 
Fund; and better evaluation. 

• Defining and classifying early action, making 
it clear how resources are used now.  Related 
recommendations included a shift from acute to 
early action spending and a ring-fencing of early 
action budgets to stop them being raided to fund 
short-term pressures. 

• Longer term planning, with all spending decisions 
required to take into account long-term costs 
and benefits, supported by a UK wide Well-Being 
of Future Generations Act which places a duty 
on the public sector to do so, with an external, 
independent body giving the Act teeth, similar to the 
Commissioner for Future Generations in Wales. 

• Changing management and accountability 
systems to help break down silos, including a focus 
on shared outcomes and pooled budgets. 

• Changing the culture to create ‘enabling services’ 
which help connect people and develop their 
strengths, supported by deep value relationships both 
in services and in ‘ready for everything’ communities.

These ideas are just as relevant today as when they 
were first made.

What has changed?

Some of these ideas have already borne fruit, as 
explored in in Section 4 and 5 of this report, including: 

• A raised awareness of the case for early action and 
a growing priority being given to it. Prevention is a 
key priority in both the devolved administrations in 
Scotland and Wales, for example.  Direct evidence 
of the Task Force’s agenda being taken forward 
can be found in the National Audit Office and 
Public Accounts Committee Reports in 2013, which 
called for a consistent definition of early action to 
be applied in Government, for the Treasury to lead 
in promoting early action and for 10 year impact 
assessments to be adopted in Comprehensive 
Spending Reviews. The Task Force also directly 
influenced The Big Lottery, as it was then, to make 
early action one of its three priorities, and other 
charitable foundations followed suit. 

• The creation of Wales’ Well-Being of Future 
Generations Act in 2015, together with its Future 
Generations Commissioner, was directly influenced 
by the Task Force, and Sophie Howe, the 
Commissioner, is having a significant impact on 
decisions in Wales.  There are calls for a UK Well-
Being Budget, most notably from former Cabinet 
Secretary Lord O’Donnell, and for a UK wide Future 
Generations Act, which has been put forward in 
Parliament by Lord Bird, the founder of the Big 
Issue.  There is already some political traction, with 
Sir Keir Starmer commiting to putting well-being at 
the heart of decision-making in The Road Ahead 
in 2021 and the Labour Party adopting a new 
Office for Value for Money, also advocated by Lord 
O’Donnell.  Although there is some way to go to 
capture the long-term value of investment in early 
action in government planning and accounting, 
there have been several improvements and 
advances, including a greater focus on the delivery 
of long-term outcomes in the UK Spending Review. 

• Momentum for greater integration and 
collaboration has increased, for example, in 
relation to health and social care and integrated 
care systems and partnerships in England. The 
Treasury has set up a Shared Outcomes Fund to 
promote working across silos.

• The setting up of the Early Action Funders’ 
Alliance, which brought together the National 
Lottery and other funders, was initiated by the 
EATF.  The Alliance resulted in the Early Action 
Neighbourhood Fund of £5.3 million to fund cross-
sector initiatives led by the voluntary sector. One 
example is the Ignite project in Coventry, which is 
a case study in this report. 

• The Task Force published three reports on social 
infrastructure and set up a network of think tanks 
and policy-makers to share thinking and build 
momentum.  Social infrastructure is now widely 
recognised as a priority, and featured in Danny 
Kruger MP’s report to Boris Johnson on levelling up 
communities, which fed into the recent Levelling 
Up White Paper which recognises the importance 
of social capital.  The Johnson Government’s £4.6 
billion Levelling Up Fund (for all limitations) is a 
step in the right direction, and there are other 
local examples of community wealth funds which 
are potential models for investment. 

• The Task Force initiated the Southwark and 
Lambeth Early Action Commission led by 
Margaret Hodge MP, which in turn resulted in an 
ambitious Southwark Council strategy, Common 
Purpose, Common Cause to improve health 
and reduce health inequalities in Southwark by 
working in partnership with the voluntary sector. 

• Taking on the challenge to improve the evidence 
base, the Early Intervention Foundation was 
established in 2013 to help improve and spread 
knowledge of what works for children and young 
people, and this was followed by many other 
What Works centres in subsequent years. 

• Finally, many initiatives were directly inspired by 
the EATF’s reports, for example practice in the 
Lancashire police force, and there are many other 
local examples of local authorities and others 
trying to push at the boundaries, a few of which 
are explored in this report.
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The challenges that remain

However, there remain major challenges in achieving 
the Task Force’s mission of making early action not 
just common sense but also common practice. As we 
explore in the introduction and throughout this report, 
investment in early action and social infrastructure 
has gone into reverse, largely as the result of 
austerity.  Sadly, it seems likely that this pattern may 
be repeated in the next decade as the Government 
seeks to repay the massive costs of the Covid 
pandemic crisis and to deal with other crises, most 
recently rising inflation. Indeed, the EATF identified 
many barriers to action but, as the interviews and 
survey evidence gathered for this report underline, 
the greatest of these now is the difficulty finding 
funds for early action while acute pressures are being 
managed, aggravated by the related challenges of 
short-termism and silo working. Systems are partly to 
blame, but so is leadership and culture.

There has never been a greater need for investment 
at scale in early action, particularly to avert the 
existential threat of global warming, but also to tackle 
rising poverty and increasing health inequalities, 
as well as to ensure that future pandemics are less 
deadly than the last.  

Yet the gap between the level of Government ambition 
and the investment required is, if anything, even 
worse than it was back in 2011. The 12 missions of the 
UK Government’s Levelling Up agenda include, for 
example, commitments to reduce health inequalities 
and the education gap by 2030.  Yet no extra 
investment has been given, despite the fact that 
the Marmot review ten years on showed that no 
progress had been made in the last decade on health 
inequalities, even though the determinants had been 
clearly identified ten years ago.  Indeed, things have 
got worse.

Our survey and interviews carried out for this report 
also suggest considerable support for more action to 
help achieve the Task Force’s original mission, as we 
explore throughout the report.

So what can we learn from the Task Force and this 
report?

First, the EATF’s model of bringing about change 
works.  This model connects local expertise with 
national policy, bringing national experts and leaders 
together from across sectors and combining this with 

community based and practitioner knowledge. 

Second, many of its recommendations, if not all, are 
still relevant to tackling the barriers to change.

Third, it takes significant time to embed change.  A 
decade is a long time for a project like the Task Force, 
but it is not enough.

With this in mind, there is a good case for picking 
up the legacy of the Task Force and reinventing it 
for the next decade, with potential ways of doing so 
suggested below.
 
1. Assemble a new Task Force or time-limited 

Commission. This body would identify the 
opportunities for change, make recommendations 
and carry out awareness-raising activities and 
influencing work with government and others to 
help to build a growing movement. As this report 
documents in Sections 6 and 7, there are many 
champions for new ways of working, as well as 
local beacons of change. Ideally, many of these 
would directly take part in this initiative, helping 
to build momentum and collective profile, and new 
champions would also emerge. 

2. Revitalise the practitioners’ network for sharing 
expertise, where ideas and best practice could 
be shared, and disseminated through a series of 
interactive events as well as regular newsletters. 

3. Create a website for sharing knowledge and ideas 
and promoting events and blogs by members of 
the network, backed up by active use of twitter 
and Linkedin and regular bulletins. 

4. Run training courses to help practitioners 
understand early action, what it might mean for 
them and gain funding.
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ANNEX A ANNEX B
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