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About 3ni

3niis a new social value partnership bringing policy and practice together to transform
neighbourhoods across the UK. Through collaboration and innovation, we support local
government and the wider public sector in driving meaningful, lasting change from the ground up.
Our approach is rooted in what makes places thrive: strong local connections, empowered
communities, and the social infrastructure essential to long-term regeneration. Drawing on
evidence, data, and proven tools, we help our partners enable community-led change, turning
insight into real-world impact. Inspired by pioneering local authorities and initiatives like Big Local,
we know that investing in new and existing community networks leads to faster, more successful
transformation.

Where to start

All over the country, communities are facing the same reality. Neighbourhood regeneration done to
places, not with people and declining social infrastructure - spaces that bring people together to
build connection and community spirit.

On the 11th December, 3ni brought together council officers to talk about Pride in Place, the
government's new programme to put local people at the heart of regeneration and in the driving
seat of plans to shape where they live. They had the opportunity to hear directly from policy leaders,
practitioners and community groups to dig deeper into how community regeneration works in
practice.

While Pride in Place offers opportunities, it also poses a lot of questions. The session started with an
opportunity to explore what Pride in Place has brought up in different communities, the good and
the bad. Here are a few themes we explored:

» Pride in Place as a source of tension for communities: getting money to communities has been
seen as positive, but it has also created tensions within towns and cities with some feeling left
out. Also, some of the boundaries don't reflect the neighbourhoods as residents understand
them. Finally, with a pot of money comes local tensions. How can councils navigate
disagreements effectively?

e Planning an effective board: as part of Pride in Place, a neighbourhood board needs to be
setup. However, it's not clear for some councils how to create boards that are effective andwell-
run.

» Being sustainable: councils don't want this work to be a 10-year project and then go back to
the old ways, they want to make sure that this work is sustainable and think about longevity
from the get-go. Additionally, councils also see it as an opportunity to implement the learnings
and approach of Pride in Place in their wider approach.

» Rethinking leadership: councils want to explore a different type of leadership, one where they
are not in charge, but where they listen, respond and in some cases guide where things need to
go. They want to rethink their role as one where they empower and build confidence in others,
while also being available for practical support.



Key principles

Baroness Hilary Armstrong opened the session with a reality check: this isn't new stuff. The
learnings from previous programme are relevant to Pride in Place and councils can learn from
mistakes so not to repeat them. The most important guiding principle in this work is simple: real
change starts with people, not buildings. Of course, physical spaces matter; communities need
places to meet, organise, and build relationships. But the heart of regeneration is always the
people who live there.

For Pride in Place to succeed, local residents must be in the lead. The most resilient and successful
neighbourhood initiatives are those where communities are given the proper power and tools to
bring change to their community. That also means that councils need to take on a new role, one of
facilitators rather than leaders. We know trust is low in a lot of communities, so this shift will take
time, patience and a willingness to let communities move at their own pace. Councils need to
work alongside people to deliver quick wins and slowly start building trust. Equally important is
ensuring that bureaucracy doesn't smother initiative. Systems and processes should enable
people to identify what they need, not create barriers that slow them down or discourage
participation. It may also involve rethinking how councils communicate and present themselves in
communities, such as removing organisational logos, institutional branding, and the baggage
that comes with them.

One of the most critical tasks is supporting groups to understand how they will sustain themselves
financially in the long term. Examples such as community-run service stations show what's possible
when local enterprise is built into the model from the start.

Start with social infrastructure

Andrew O'Brien, Head of Secretariat, echoed Hilary's key message that people are the engine of
regeneration. There's no point trying to regenerate neighbourhoods without building social
infrastructure and social capital — the bond and connections that bring people together and offer
opportunities. They're the foundation, and without them nothing else takes hold.

There's no step-by-step guide on how to build this, but there are well-known principles that
contribute to it: give people real agency and control, create the conditions for them to talk openly
about the issues that matter, and back the skills and energy already present in the community.

This work is not a quick fix. For a lot of these neighbourhoods, it will take years before they reach
their full potential. But there's a clear approach that we can take to help them get there:

e Year 1and 2: In the early years, the work is all about confidence and connection. Investing in
social infrastructure, supporting organisations rooted in the neighbouhood, and showing
progress on the urgent issues, often around safety and public order, helps build trust and
momentum. Alongside that, you grow the practical capacity: community workers, youth
workers, the organisational backbone that keeps things moving.

e Year 3 and 4: once the foundations are in place, you can start to take on the bigger
public-service challenges around health, education, and schools.

e Year 8 and 10: it's only much later that economic development, investment, and jolbs can
genuinely land. Try to rush to that stage and it simply won't stick; the building blocks have to
come first.



Applying this in practice

Real success in regeneration comes from building a broad base of involvement. When more
people feel part of the work, the ideas get better, the energy grows, and the whole effort
becomes more resilient. While it may feel overwhelming at first, getting started doesn't need to be
complicated or delayed by process. Councils should begin with the things that naturally bring
people together, like food, sport, arts, culture, because that's where trust forms and momentum
builds.

Another key recommendation is to make decisions as they're needed; formal structures can follow.
And when those structures do take shape, they should reflect the place as it really is. If that means
multiple boards or sub-boards to capture different identities or priorities, then that's the right
approach. The harder part is keeping the work focused on what communities actually need,
rather than what programme targets might demand. That's why an intensive engagement phase
early on is so important: it anchors everything in real local priorities and gives the whole
programme a sense of direction that comes from the ground up.

It's good that neighbourhhods are firmly back on the government'’s agenda but navigating local
politics can be complicated. It will be important for councils to support MPs to stay rooted in their
role as custodians of local voice, making sure residents are heard, not spoken for.

Learning from Big Local

Rachel Rowney, CEO of Local Trust, helped to bring these ideas to life with their experience from
Big Local. She argued that a strong programme depends on mass community engagement from
the very beginning, because trust grows when people have real reasons to come together.
Investing early in the things that create social connections pays off later, as it builds the
relationships that make deeper collaboration possible. The same principle applies to governance:
an effective board doesn't need to be huge (about 15 people is ideal), but it does need to be
refreshed over time. Thinking early about how new people, especially younger residents, will be
brought in helps create a genuine movement rather than a closed group, and succession planning
should be baked in from the start. Much of this relies on a kind of learned optimism, recognising
the value of the traditional community figures who quietly convene, facilitate and connect without
any agenda of their own.

For local authorities and communities to work well together, the foundations have to be clear and
shared. A common short and long term vision, absolute clarity about roles, and a commitment not
to over-promise all help build the trust that partnership work depends on. Success also comes
from doing small things together and doing them well, because those early wins create
confidence in the relationship. And none of this can happen without resourcing the system
properly; collaboration takes time, people and support, and when those are in place, the whole
effort becomes far more resilient.

A community perspective

Mark Pepper, Development Manager at Ambition Lawrence Weston, offered a helpful insight of
how a community organisation was set up and sustained. For them, it started by knocking on
every house and asking the simplest possible questions: what's good, what's bad, what needs to
change. That early listening then shaped a resident-led community plan, which grew into a suite
of more detailed plans that fed directly into neighbourhood and planning structures. Over time,
those resident priorities became central to the process.


https://ambitionlw.org/

Crucially, they put residents in the driving seat. The core organisation was led by local people,
with a board made up of eight residents and four additional places for people with specific skills
the community felt it needed. External consultants were brought in only when residents decided
they were necessary, ensuring expertise supported rather than steered the work. And throughout,
the biggest enabler was the local authority. They embraced their role of facilitator, backing the
programme, resourcing it, and stepping out of the way when needed.

Financial independence was treated as a priority from the outset. They explored
income-generating opportunities early, developing assets like a wind turbine and laying plans for
new housing. This gave them long-term stability and the freedom to act on their own terms. They
also recognised that not everyone needs to be involved in everything; people were encouraged
to lead where they had energy and step back where they didn't. Partnerships were refreshed
regularly, and conflict-resolution skills were treated as essential rather than optional.

Mark's message to councils is clear: cede control, avoid the temptation to appear in charge, and
create the conditions for residents to lead confidently. When that balance is struck, communities
can really flourish.

Conclusion

For Pride in Place to succeed, communities have to be in control. It's time for councils to embrace
a different kind of leadership - as enablers and facilitators. What emerged from the event was a
recognition that the successes, lessons and mistakes of recent community-led regeneration
programmes like Big Local and are invaluable for Pride in Place. No one is saying it'll be quick or
easy. But across the country momentum is building. Pride in Place can be the moment to redefine
what local community-led regeneration really looks like.

To find out more about 3ni can support, get in touch with celia@3ni.co.uk
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