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AB   UT THIS REPORT
Demos’s purpose is to build a more collaborative democracy, which enables 
politicians, policy makers, citizens, and experts from business, civil society 
and academia to work in partnership to understand and tackle the enormous 
challenges facing our country today. 

The scale of the challenges – from the cost-of-living crisis to the growth challenge 
and our crumbling public services – means that politicians will have to make 
hard choices and find new ways to deliver change for the country. Mission-led 
government is central to that endeavour. This is the first report in a project, 
supported by Serco and NCVO, that is looking at what it would mean for the 
country to be ‘mission ready’. 

This provocation paper argues for a new framework for achieving the UK 
government’s missions, which enables all actors in the system – different levels of 
government, public services, businesses, unions, civil society and citizens – to rally 
around mission delivery.
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EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY
Under Keir Starmer’s leadership, Labour has put the concept of ‘missions’ at the heart of its 
programme for government. The Plan for Change, published in December 2024, reiterated the 
commitment to ‘mission-led government’ which featured in the Labour Party’s manifesto. In his 
speech, the Prime Minister stated that “our plan commits Whitehall to mission-led government: 
an approach to governing that won’t just deliver change, but also change the nature of 
governing itself.”

We are excited by the missions agenda and its potential to address deficiencies in policy 
making and in our collective ability to achieve national goals – such as chronic short-termism, 
incoherence and lack of genuine cross-sectoral partnerships. Mission-led government could 
help the UK finally address major long-standing challenges including stagnant living standards, 
housing shortages, energy insecurity and health inequalities.

However, we believe that the current approach to mission-led government will fail to achieve its 
potential without a change of course. This is because the government is mainly deploying what 
we call a ‘technological mission’ approach. This is understandable: the concept of missions 
originates in examples of brilliant technological innovation, such as NASA putting a man on the 
moon and, more recently, the development of Covid-19 vaccines. 

Yet the UK government’s missions rarely concern cutting-edge technological innovation. 
They are instead what we call ‘socioeconomic missions’, which are different in nature from 
technological missions because they primarily relate to positive change or innovation in 
relation to society and/or the economy. Socioeconomic missions require a different framework 
to technological missions: most importantly, socioeconomic missions demand partnerships 
between many different actors across different sectors and institutions. This can be described as 
mass mobilisation of the state, business, trade unions, civil society and citizens around shared 
missions. This scale of mobilisation is usually not required for technological missions, which 
tend to operate with a smaller number of actors and under more closed environments (such as 
laboratories or research centres).

Within the broad category of socioeconomic missions there is significant diversity: different 
methods and techniques are needed for different missions, and different actors should be 
mobilised to achieve each one. But the need for cross-sectoral mobilisation is a shared feature 
across the government’s missions. 

The government recognises the need to work in partnership to achieve the national missions. 
Indeed, the Plan for Change states that the missions “are not just government missions, but 
missions for the entire country”. Yet, after six months in office, so far most policy changes 
relating to missions have focused on central government. These changes are necessary but not 
sufficient. Central government must mobilise broad cross-sectoral coalitions to achieve 
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socioeconomic missions. However, the conditions for the required cross-sectoral mobilisation do 
not exist in the UK today. 

The state struggles to mobilise itself. Whitehall is highly ineffective at joined-up working, 
despite decades of initiatives to address this. Local government has been hollowed out after 
the period of austerity during the 2010s, robbing it of much of its capacity for mobilisation 
in support of national missions. Mobilising businesses and unions isn’t easy either: formal 
economic cooperation between government, business and unions where all sides are willing to 
agree compromises is rare in the UK. The relationship between government and businesses has 
at times been strained since the announcement of the increase in employer National Insurance 
Contributions at the 2024 Autumn Budget.

Many civil society organisations are struggling with fragile finances, making it hard for them to 
be active partners in national missions. The state also struggles to mobilise citizens. This was the 
lesson of the pandemic, when an astonishing 750,000 people registered with the NHS Volunteer 
Responders programme in just a few days in March 2020, but only one in three of these people 
had actually been able to do any voluntary work by July. More broadly, surveys suggest record 
low trust in government and politicians, making it less likely that citizens will be willing to 
engage in democratic processes, or sacrifice time or money to support national missions. Low 
trust results in scepticism: a survey conducted by Ipsos in January 2025 found that significantly 
more people think the government is doing a “bad job” than a “good job” across all five 
mission areas. Public scepticism and pessimism make it challenging to mobilise citizens around 
the missions.

This analysis shows that the government cannot simply set a socioeconomic mission and expect 
everyone to mobilise around it; there are structural and institutional reasons why progress is held 
back. There is a risk that the importance of this is not being recognised. The Plan for Change 
states that, “The central features of mission-led government are the missions themselves.” But 
although defining the missions is certainly important, it can only be the starting point. Missions 
must be accompanied by what we call ‘enabling reforms’ that can unlock the mobilisation 
needed to achieve them, as shown in the framework below. Initial policy directions might 
include:

•	 Strengthening central government’s ability to drive joined-up working around missions

•	 Increasing the capacity of regional and local government to be active partners in achieving 
the missions

•	 Corporate governance reform to embed long-termism in British businesses

•	 Mission-oriented partnerships with civil society organisations at both national and local levels

•	 Mobilising citizens to be involved in the development, design and delivery of missions
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A FRAMEWORK FOR ACHIEVING SOCIOECONOMIC MISSIONS

STEP 1 STEP 2 STEP 3 STEP 4 STEP 5

Set specific 
mission

Explore nature 
and type of 
mission, and 
identify key 
sectors/actors to 
mobilise in order 
to achieve the 
mission

Identify 
barriers to the 
cross-sectoral 
mobilisation 
needed to 
achieve the 
mission

Undertake 
‘enabling 
reforms’ to 
overcome 
barriers to 
mobilisation

Make progress 
towards mission, 
adapting 
approach based 
on feedback 
loops

Mission-led government has enormous potential to help bring the country together and build 
a more collaborative democracy in which, together, we can address the collective challenges 
we face. Translating a ‘decade of national renewal’ from rhetoric to reality requires the 
government to recommit to the missions agenda and embrace the bold enabling reforms 
which are needed to mobilise the whole nation to achieve them.
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SECTION 1
MISSION-LED 
GOVERNMENT: A  
SIX-MONTH REVIEW

The new Labour government won the 2024 general election on a manifesto which had the 
concept of ‘missions’ as its central theme. After the general election, the Prime Minister said that 
he would lead “a government of service guided by clear missions”.1 After six months in office, 
this is a good time to review to what extent the new government has succeeded in putting 
‘mission-led government’ into practice.

The government has made some good progress on translating its rhetoric about missions into 
reality. There is clear ministerial leadership on several of the missions, including Rachel Reeves 
on the economic growth and living standards mission, Angela Rayner on the housebuilding 
mission, and Ed Miliband on the clean power 2030 mission. In Whitehall, five Mission Boards 
have been created alongside a Mission Delivery Unit in the Cabinet Office.

These are all positive steps. However, the central argument of this paper is that to achieve the 
missions, the UK government must look beyond Westminster and Whitehall to mobilise cross-
sectoral coalitions. The government recognises this: the Plan for Change states that, “The UK 
needs a state that can prioritise long-term change, drive innovation across the public sector 
and work in partnership with all the country – businesses, civil society and the British people, all 
galvanised towards the same goals.”2 However, it is this cross-sectoral mobilisation which we 
think that the government is finding it difficult to achieve.

The government has engaged with some external partners, for example through the Industrial 
Strategy Advisory Council which includes business leaders, trade union leaders and academics. 
However, the relationship between government and businesses has at times been strained 
since the announcement of the increase in employer National Insurance Contributions at the 
2024 Autumn Budget. In January, the British Chambers of Commerce said that, “The worrying 
reverberations of the Budget are clear to see [...] Businesses’ confidence has slumped in a 

1 Starmer, K. Debate on the Address. Hansard, Volume 752: debated on Wednesday 17 July 2024. Available at https://hansard.parliament.uk/
Commons/2024-07-17/debates/E49310A5-9111-4957-905D-5471B0019D80/DebateOnTheAddress [accessed 13/02/2025] 
2 HM Government. Plan for Change. GOV.UK, 5 December 2024. Available at https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
media/6751af4719e0c816d18d1df3/Plan_for_Change.pdf [accessed 10/02/2025] 
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pressure cooker of rising costs and taxes.”3 The Financial Times reported a quote in November 
from Rain Newton-Smith, Chief Executive of the CBI, that “there’s . . . a strong feeling amongst 
the business leaders I speak with that policy is being done to business rather than designed with 
them.”4 For obvious reasons, this potentially will have a negative impact on the mobilisation of 
the private sector which is needed for the economic growth and living standards mission.

Partnership with trade unions is also looking challenging: public sector trade unions have 
criticised the government’s proposed pay offers for teachers, NHS staff and others, with Unite 
calling the offer to NHS staff “an insult”.5 The NHS waiting lists ‘mission milestone’ relies on the 
goodwill of NHS staff, which will not be aided by conflict with trade unions.

The Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) is co-creating a new Civil Society 
Covenant in partnership with leading civil society organisations. However, civil society 
organisations are expressing frustration about working with the government. This includes 
criticism of the negative impact on charities of the rise in employer National Insurance 
Contributions, while commentators have said that they have not seen the “serious cultural shifts 
in government departments” in relation to civil society, which, as this paper argues, are needed 
for mission-oriented partnerships.6

The government has also taken some positive steps towards citizen participation, including a 
£3 million engagement programme to inform the new 10 Year Health Plan and a forthcoming 
Public Participation Strategy relating to the clean power 2030 and net zero missions.7 However, 
so far these initiatives have only rarely been highlighted in government communications about 
missions. Currently the public is sceptical about the missions: a survey conducted by Ipsos 
in January 2025 found that significantly more people think the government is doing a “bad 
job” than a “good job” across all five mission areas.8 Public scepticism and pessimism make it 
challenging to mobilise citizens around the missions.

In summary, the government has made some genuine progress towards mission-led government 
in its first six months. It is good that these long-term goals have survived contact with the 
day-to-day business of governing, and that the Prime Minister remains committed to them. 
However, we are concerned that the importance of cross-sectoral mobilisation is not being fully 
recognised. This is a serious risk: the missions will not be achieved by central government on its 
own. 

In Section 2 of this paper, we consider the intellectual history of the concept of ‘missions’ and 
argue that cross-sectoral mobilisation has always been a central theme in the theory behind the 
adoption of missions in public policy. In Section 3, we argue that not all missions are the same: 
specifically, we distinguish between what we call ‘technological missions’ and ‘socioeconomic 
missions’, and propose that cross-sectoral mobilisation is essential for achieving socioeconomic 
missions. In Section 4, we examine some of the barriers to mobilising central government, 
regional and local government, businesses, trade unions, civil society and citizens around the 
government’s national missions. In our second paper (forthcoming), we will propose ‘enabling 
reforms’ to overcome these barriers to mission mobilisation.

3 British Chambers of Commerce. Budget tax hike bursts business confidence. 5 January 2025. Available at https://www.britishchambers.org.
uk/news/2025/01/budget-tax-hike-bursts-business-confidence [accessed 13/02/2025] 
4 O’Dwyer, M. ‘They don’t understand business’: Corporate Britain cools on Labour. Financial Times, 16 November 2024. Available at https://
www.ft.com/content/c592200a-772f-4c47-902c-b13f4753852e [accessed 15/02/2025] 
5 Mason, R., Campbell, D. and Weale, S. Union anger over Labour government’s ‘insulting’ 2.8% public sector pay plan. The Guardian, 10 
December 2024. Available at https://www.theguardian.com/society/2024/dec/10/union-anger-over-labour-governments-insulting-28-public-
sector-pay-plan [accessed 13/02/2025] 
6 Preston, R. In-depth: Will the Civil Society Covenant deliver the ‘reset’ charities need? Civil Society Media, 16 December 2024. Available at 
https://www.civilsociety.co.uk/news/in-depth-will-the-civil-society-covenant-deliver-the-reset-charities-need.html [accessed 13/02/2025] 
7 Department for Energy Security and Net Zero. Committee on Climate Change 2024 progress report: government response. GOV.UK, 
17 December 2024, p. 48. Available at https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/committee-on-climate-change-2024-progress-report-
government-response [accessed 13/02/2025] 
8 Skinner, G. Public continue to doubt that Labour is doing a good job at delivering on missions; are pessimistic about improvement by next 
General Election. Ipsos, 24 January 2025. Available at https://www.ipsos.com/en-uk/public-continue-doubt-labour-doing-good-job-delivering-
missions-are-pessimistic-about-improvement [accessed 14/02/2025] 
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SECTION 2
THE POLICY CONTEXT 
OF MISSIONS

The concept of ‘missions’ being applied to government policy has become increasingly 
popular in the last decade. In a Demos paper published in 2011, The Entrepreneurial State, the 
economist Mariana Mazzucato argued that governments should take a proactive approach to 
innovation policy, embracing an “entrepreneurial role”, especially through “mission-oriented” 
R&D investment.9 In 2017, Mazzucato wrote a report, Mission-Oriented Innovation Policy, 
published by the RSA, which further developed these ideas.10 Specifically, the paper argues that 
this approach “focuses on concrete problems that require system-wide transformation across 
different types of sectors, and involves partnerships between different actors (private, public, 
third sector, civil society)”.11

Around the same time, the UK government, then led by Theresa May, became interested in 
applying missions to policy making. In 2018, Theresa May delivered a speech in which she said 
that “there is huge potential in a missions-based approach to drive faster solutions” to the four 
‘grand challenges’ identified in the government’s 2017 Industrial Strategy.12 May announced 
four missions, one for each ‘grand challenge’, relating to AI and data; ageing society; future 
of mobility; and clean growth. These were meant to be “four missions to drive businesses, 
academia, and government to meet the Grand Challenges of our time”.13 Notably, three of 
the four missions clearly related to technology, science and innovation – the policy area from 
which the concept of ‘missions’ originally emerged. But the ‘healthy ageing’ mission was much 

9  Mazzucato, M. The Entrepreneurial State. Demos, 2011. Available at https://demos.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/files/Entrepreneurial_State_-_
web.pdf [accessed 10/02/2025] 
10  Mazzucato, M. Mission-Oriented Innovation Policy. RSA, 2017. Available at https://www.thersa.org/globalassets/pdfs/reports/mission-
oriented-policy-innovation-report.pdf [accessed 10/02/2025] 
11  Mazzucato, M. Mission-Oriented Innovation Policy. RSA, 2017. Available at https://www.thersa.org/globalassets/pdfs/reports/mission-
oriented-policy-innovation-report.pdf [accessed 10/02/2025] 
12  May, T. PM speech on science and modern Industrial Strategy. GOV.UK, 21 May 2018. Available at https://www.gov.uk/government/
speeches/pm-speech-on-science-and-modern-industrial-strategy-21-may-2018 [accessed 10/02/2025] 
13  May, T. PM speech on science and modern Industrial Strategy. GOV.UK, 21 May 2018. Available at https://www.gov.uk/government/
speeches/pm-speech-on-science-and-modern-industrial-strategy-21-may-2018 [accessed 10/02/2025] 
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broader, encompassing both economic and social policy: the mission was to “ensure that 
people can enjoy five extra healthy, independent years of life by 2035, whilst narrowing the gap 
between the experience of the richest and poorest”.14

From this point, ‘missions’ began to be applied to all areas of government policy. The Levelling 
Up White Paper, led by Michael Gove and published in 2022 while Boris Johnson was Prime 
Minister, described Levelling Up itself as an overarching mission, but also had 12 specific 
missions across policy areas including R&D, transport, education, skills, crime and wellbeing.15 
According to the foreword, written by Michael Gove and Andy Haldane, “this new model is 
anchored around an ambitious set of missions, galvanising action across sectors to improve jobs, 
incomes, health, skills, transport, pride in place, safety and well-being across the UK… Meeting 
these missions will require a country-wide effort, with the UK Government working with all tiers 
of government, including the devolved administrations, civil society and the private sector.”16 As 
with Theresa May’s speech, the White Paper emphasised that an important part of the ‘mission’ 
concept is the idea that it will ‘galvanise’ partnership between the UK government and other 
actors to achieve success.

Meanwhile, others were also exploring the idea of missions in policy making. In 2021, Nicola 
Sturgeon, then First Minister of Scotland, announced a ‘national mission’ to reduce drug-
related deaths and harms in Scotland.17 In Camden, as the country emerged from the shadow 
of the Covid-19 pandemic, the Council ran a Renewal Commission in partnership with Mariana 
Mazzucato and the UCL Institute for Innovation and Public Purpose which recommended 
four local missions for Camden – for example, “Access to food for all: By 2030, everyone 
eats well every day with nutritious, affordable, sustainable food”.18 The Renewal Commission 
document emphasises that part of the inspiration was the “collective response in Camden to the 
pandemic” and that “the ambition is for the missions to create a reason for different sectors to 
collaborate and do new things together – achieving things that alone wouldn’t be possible.”19 
According to an article written by Mazzucato and Georgia Gould, then Leader of Camden 
Council, this approach has impacted both the council and wider actors:

In Camden, this approach has led to new cross-departmental collaboration within 
the council, galvanised new partnerships with the private, public, and voluntary 
sectors and inspired social action in communities. Mission partners range from global 
businesses located in Camden to a local community food co-operative. The power of 
this approach comes from multiple actors pursuing the same goal.20

Under Keir Starmer’s leadership, the Labour Party went further to adopt the concept of missions. 
While in opposition, and in its manifesto, the Labour Party set out ‘five national missions’ 
relating to economic growth, clean energy, crime, health, and education and opportunity. 
But Labour also put the idea of missions at the centre of their governing philosophy, an 
approach which they described as ‘mission-driven government’.21 According to the manifesto, 

14  May, T. PM speech on science and modern Industrial Strategy. GOV.UK, 21 May 2018. Available at https://www.gov.uk/government/
speeches/pm-speech-on-science-and-modern-industrial-strategy-21-may-2018 [accessed 10/02/2025] 
15  Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities. Levelling Up the United Kingdom. GOV.UK, 2 February 2022. Available at https://
www.gov.uk/government/publications/levelling-up-the-united-kingdom [accessed 10/02/2025] 
16  Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities. Levelling Up the United Kingdom. GOV.UK, 2 February 2022. Available at https://
www.gov.uk/government/publications/levelling-up-the-united-kingdom [accessed 10/02/2025] 
17  Cabinet Secretary for Health and Social Care. National mission on drugs. Scottish Government, (no date). Available at https://www.gov.scot/
policies/alcohol-and-drugs/national-mission [accessed 10/02/2025] 
18  Camden Renewal Commission. Developing renewal missions in Camden. 2021. Available at https://camdenrenewal.com/wp-content/
uploads/2021/12/Developing-renewal-missions-in-Camden_Renewal-Commission-Report-2021.pdf [accessed 10/02/2025] 
19  Camden Renewal Commission. Developing renewal missions in Camden. 2021. Available at https://camdenrenewal.com/wp-content/
uploads/2021/12/Developing-renewal-missions-in-Camden_Renewal-Commission-Report-2021.pdf [accessed 10/02/2025] 
20  Mazzucato, M. and Gould, G. Missions-driven Government for 21st Century Public Service. UCL Institute for Innovation and Public Purpose, 
23 February 2024. Available at https://medium.com/iipp-blog/professor-mariana-mazzucato-and-cllr-georgia-gould-leader-of-camden-council-
write-about-the-need-ebd5ec2841d2 [accessed 10/02/2025] 
21  The Labour Party. Change: Labour Party Manifesto 2024. June 2024. Available at https://labour.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/
Labour-Party-manifesto-2024.pdf [accessed 10/02/2025] 
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mission-driven government means “raising our sights as a nation and focusing on ambitious, 
measurable, long-term objectives that provide a driving sense of purpose for the country”. 
The manifesto emphasises that the missions are long-term objectives, in contrast to short-term 
policy making, and that they are designed to enable the UK government to work in partnership:

For too long, Britain has been held back by governments that, because they lack 
a relentless focus on long-term ends, are buffeted about by events. Politics has 
enormous potential to change lives for the better, but too often different parts of 
the government have pursued their own narrow goals rather than working together. 
Government is at its best when working in partnership with business, trade unions, 
civil society, faith groups, and communities. But without a shared project those 
partnerships barely get off the ground.22 

Since winning the election in July, the government has worked on bringing the five overarching 
missions from the manifesto into government. This has included appointing specific people to 
help lead missions, such as Chris Stark who was appointed ‘Head of Mission Control for Clean 
Power 2030’, and establishing Mission Boards (though little has been said publicly about these). 
There is also a Mission Delivery Unit of around 25 people in the Cabinet Office.23 Most recently, 
in December, the government published its Plan for Change, which sets out six ‘milestones’: 
objectives for the current Parliamentary term, which sit underneath the longer-term, overarching 
missions. As with the May and Johnson governments, the Plan for Change emphasises that 
the missions and ‘milestones’ are meant to encourage partnership working between the 
government and other actors:

[The missions] are not just government missions, but missions for the entire 
country – a partnership between public and private sectors, national and local 
government, business and unions, alongside the whole of civil society. Mission-led 
government represents a politics of the common good – everyone pulling together, 
galvanised by clear objectives, sharing in the pursuit of national renewal.24 (emphasis 
added)

This overview shows that the concept of missions has quickly become popular with politicians 
and the policy community. Yet at the same time, collectively we are in the early days of applying 
the concept to actual policy making, and especially to making it a central governing philosophy. 
One aspect stands out in particular: the consistent emphasis on ‘partnership’ working, which 
missions are designed to enable.

In this paper, we want to take a step back. We believe missions have much to commend them. 
The missions are a recognition that ‘national renewal’ is something which cannot be achieved by 
the government on its own.

Yet at the same time, we suggest that there is considerable work to do to create the conditions 
for successful ‘mobilisation’ of the whole country around these national missions. This paper 
argues that we need to undertake ‘enabling reforms’ to make government, and the whole 
nation, ‘mission ready’.

22  The Labour Party. Change: Labour Party Manifesto 2024. June 2024. Available at https://labour.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/
Labour-Party-manifesto-2024.pdf [accessed 10/02/2025] 
23  Worlidge, J. and others. Whitehall Monitor 2025. Institute for Government, 7 January 2025, p. 18. Available at https://www.
instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publication/whitehall-monitor-2025 [accessed 10/02/2025] 
24  HM Government. Plan for Change. GOV.UK, 5 December 2024. Available at https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
media/6751af4719e0c816d18d1df3/Plan_for_Change.pdf [accessed 10/02/2025] 
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SECTION 3
MISSIONS ARE NOT 
ALL THE SAME

Over time, as described in the previous section, the language of ‘missions’ has been applied 
to a wide range of different types of policy fields and objectives. In our view, there are risks in 
applying the same methods and techniques to every type of long-term objective which is called 
a ‘mission’. Missions are not all the same.

In this section, we make two arguments. First, we argue that there is a fundamental difference in 
nature between what we refer to as technological and socioeconomic missions. The examples 
used to popularise the concept of missions in policy making tend to be technological. Yet most 
of the Labour government’s missions are socioeconomic. It is our contention in this paper that 
the government needs a different approach to achieve ‘socioeconomic missions’ compared with 
‘technological missions’.

Second, we argue that there is significant diversity within our broad category of ‘socioeconomic 
missions’. Though it might be possible to develop a typology of missions to group them into 
categories, we argue that it is in fact more helpful to consider each mission on its own terms. Of 
course, there are some common features that missions share, and some similar ways of working 
which are more likely to lead to success. Yet there are also significant differences – to take one 
example, which we focus on in this paper, the importance of cross-sector mobilisation will differ 
between missions, as will the relative importance of different sectors and actors in achieving 
each specific mission. In our view, the government is more likely to have success if it gives time 
and attention to considering each mission separately, rather than looking for universal solutions 
for all missions.

MISSIONS: A WORKING DEFINITION 
Since coming into vogue, the term ‘mission’ has rarely been used consistently. Indeed, this 
has led some to raise concerns about ‘mission washing’.25,26 Mariana Mazzucato has defined a 

25  Tõnurist, P. 13 reasons why missions fail. Observatory of Public Sector Innovation, 13 December 2023. Available at https://oecd-opsi.org/
blog/13-reasons-why-missions-fail [accessed 10/02/2025] 
26  Stacey, K. and Elgot, J. Ministers ‘mission-washing’ spending plans in effort to avoid cuts. The Guardian, 14 February 2025. Available at 
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2025/feb/14/ministers-mission-washing-spending-plans-in-effort-to-avoid-cuts [accessed 15/02/2025] 
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mission as “a concrete goal that, if achieved, will help to tackle a grand challenge, designed to 
set a clear direction for cross-sectoral and cross-actor investment and innovation.”27 In this paper 
we follow this definition. We also have in mind five ‘criteria’ for missions, articulated in a 2019 
paper by Mazzucato and George Dibb – that missions should:

1.	 Be bold and inspirational with wide societal relevance

2.	 Set a clear direction – targeted, measurable, and time-bound

3.	 Be ambitious but realistic

4.	 Encourage cross-disciplinary, cross-sectoral, and cross-actor innovation

5.	 Involve multiple, bottom-up solutions28

TECHNOLOGICAL AND SOCIOECONOMIC MISSIONS 
Missions have their intellectual origins in the fields of innovation economics and industrial policy. 
The case studies which Mazzucato has used so successfully to popularise her ideas are almost 
all what we term ‘technological missions’, for example, “…the development of technologies 
such as computers, jet planes, civilian nuclear energy, lasers and biotechnology”, drawing 
extensively on the work of DARPA in the United States, particularly in the postwar period.29 In 
the UK, writers including Thomas Kelsey have argued that the UK also pursued ‘high technology 
missions’ during the 1960s and 1970s – most notably through the creation of the Advanced Gas-
Cooled Reactor, a type of nuclear reactor, and Concorde, supersonic passenger travel between 
America and Europe – though much less successfully than in the US.30

More recently, many have pointed to the development of Covid-19 vaccines as another 
successful example of mission-led innovation.31 In addition, the Advanced Research and 
Invention Agency (ARIA) is a new R&D funder in the UK, established in 2023 (with the support 
of Dominic Cummings) and partly modeled on DARPA.32 Although not using the specific 
language of ‘missions’, ARIA is focused on scientific and technological innovation, “fund[ing] 
teams of scientists and engineers to pursue research at the edge of what is scientifically and 
technologically possible”.33 The policy statement about ARIA explicitly states that it should have 
a “high-risk research focus” in order “to produce transformative technological change, or a 
paradigm-shift in an area of science”, which are characteristics of technological missions.34

Some technological missions have demonstrated the advantages of this approach in practice.  
In three case studies we detail some of the most famous examples of technological missions.

 

27  Mazzucato, M. and others. Mission Critical 01: Statecraft for the 21st century. Future Governance Forum, 30 May 2024. Available at https://
www.futuregovernanceforum.co.uk/resource/mission-critical-01 [accessed 10/02/2025] 
28  Mazzucato, M. and Dibb, G. Missions: A beginner’s guide. Institute for Innovation and Public Purpose, 13 December 2019. Available at 
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/bartlett/public-purpose/publications/2019/dec/missions-beginners-guide [accessed 10/02/2025] 
29  Mazzucato, M. The Entrepreneurial State. Demos, 2011. Available at https://demos.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/files/Entrepreneurial_
State_-_web.pdf [accessed 10/02/2025] 
30  Kelsey, T. When Missions Fail: Lessons in ‘high technology’ from post-war Britain. Blavatnik School of Government, University of Oxford, 
1 December 2023. Available at https://www.bsg.ox.ac.uk/research/publications/when-missions-fail-lessons-high-technology-post-war-britain 
[accessed 10/02/2025] 
31  Carroll, S. M. and others. Learnings from the vaccines taskforce: an apotheosis in mission, purpose and handling risk. Journal of Medical 
Economics, 27(1), 1119–1123, 29 August 2024. Available at https://doi.org/10.1080/13696998.2024.2395741 [accessed 10/02/2025] 
32  Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy. Advanced Research and Invention Agency (ARIA): policy statement. GOV.UK, 19 
March 2021. Available at https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/advanced-research-and-invention-agency-aria-statement-of-policy-intent/
advanced-research-and-invention-agency-aria-policy-statement [accessed 10/02/2025] 
33  ARIA. The edge of the possible: ARIA Corporate Plan 2024. Available at https://www.aria.org.uk/media/12thsgq3/aria-corporate-plan-2024.
pdf [accessed 10/02/2025] 
34  Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy. Advanced Research and Invention Agency (ARIA): policy statement. GOV.UK, 19 
March 2021. Available at https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/advanced-research-and-invention-agency-aria-statement-of-policy-intent/
advanced-research-and-invention-agency-aria-policy-statement [accessed 10/02/2025] 
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CASE STUDY 1
THE APOLLO PROGRAM  
PUTTING A ‘MAN ON THE MOON’ 

The Apollo Program, launched by President Kennedy and NASA in 1961, represents one 
of the most influential mission-oriented projects in modern history. It was initiated with 
the ambitious goal of “landing a man on the Moon and returning him safely to Earth” 
before the end of the 1960s, as outlined by President Kennedy in his famous 1961 
speech to Congress.35 This mission was bold, inspirational, time-bound and measurable, 
encapsulating the essential characteristics of mission-oriented policy.

The success of the Apollo Program demonstrates the power of missions to mobilise 
different parts of the state, the private sector, universities and, to some extent, citizens. 
NASA, as the lead agency, coordinated efforts across the US government, private 
industry, and academia. According to NASA, the Apollo Program, directly and indirectly, 
employed 400,000 Americans at its peak, with the support of over 20,000 industrial firms 
and universities.36 Major corporations, including Boeing and IBM, contributed to the 
development of key technologies, such as the Saturn V rocket and the Lunar Module.37,38 
Spacecraft guidance and navigation systems were developed by academics at MIT.39 The 
advancements generated by the Apollo Program had significant spillover effects, fueling 
technological progress far beyond the space sector.

Rhetorically, with the aim of mobilising public opinion behind this ‘national mission’, 
President Kennedy tied the Apollo Program both to national pride and to the Cold War, 
describing the mission to put a man on the moon as “a great national effort” and arguing 
that “no nation which expects to be the leader of other nations can expect to stay behind 
in the race for space”.40 The landing of Apollo 11 drew the largest ever TV audience at  
the time, with an estimated 94% of TV-owning households watching the coverage in  
July 1969.41

The Apollo Program was enabled by enormous amounts of funding. At its peak in 1966, 
NASA’s budget accounted for around 4.4% of the US federal budget.42 Total spending 
from 1960 to 1973 was $25.8 billion, or around $257 billion after adjusting for inflation.43 
This level of financial commitment allowed NASA to invest in research, development and 
experimentation on a massive scale.

35  Kennedy, J. F. Special Message to the Congress on Urgent National Needs. 25 May 1961. Available at https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/
documents/special-message-the-congress-urgent-national-needs [accessed 10/02/2025] 
36  NASA. The First Step: Langley’s Contributions to Apollo. 22 March 2019. Available at https://www.nasa.gov/history/the-first-step-langleys-
contributions-to-apollo [accessed 10/02/2025] 
37  Amir, R. A. and Weiss, S. I. The space age. Encyclopedia Britannica, 1 July 2024. Available at https://www.britannica.com/technology/
aerospace-industry/The-space-age [accessed 10/02/2025] 
38  Boeing. Boeing Marks 30th Anniversary of Apollo 11; Built Major Components for Lunar Mission. 1999. Available at https://boeing.
mediaroom.com/1999-07-14-Boeing-Marks-30th-Anniversary-of-Apollo-11-Built-Major-Components-for-Lunar-Mission [accessed 10/02/2025] 
39  MIT Department of Aeronautics and Astronautics. History. (no date). Available at https://aeroastro.mit.edu/about-us/history [accessed 
10/02/2025] 
40  Kennedy, J. F. Address at Rice University on the nation’s space effort. John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum, 12 September 
1962. Available at https://www.jfklibrary.org/learn/about-jfk/historic-speeches/address-at-rice-university-on-the-nations-space-effort [accessed 
10/02/2025] 
41  Broadcasting. Apollo 11 turns out as biggest show on earth. 1 September 1969, p. 50. Available at https://www.worldradiohistory.com/
Archive-BC/BC-1969/1969-09-01-BC.pdf#page=50 [accessed 10/02/2025] 
42  Kluger, J. From NASA’s Moon Program to Climate Science, Space Agency Adds Big Boost to the Economy. Time, 28 October 2022. 
Available at https://time.com/6226127/nasa-moon-program-economic-impact [accessed 10/02/2025] 
43  Dreier, C. An Improved Cost Analysis of the Apollo Program. Space Policy, Volume 60, May 2022. Available at https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
spacepol.2022.101476 [accessed 10/02/2025] 
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CASE STUDY 2
THE MANHATTAN PROJECT
 
The Manhattan Project was a collaborative effort in which the US government mobilised 
various branches of government, academia and industry to meet a clear and measurable 
goal: to harness nuclear fission to create an atomic bomb before the Axis powers.

Coordinating leadership was provided by the US government, with the Army Corps 
of Engineers overseeing logistics and security under the direction of General Leslie 
Groves.44 The government’s central role ensured the allocation of resources, enforcement 
of secrecy and cross-sectoral collaboration. Scientific leadership came from academia, 
most famously through J. Robert Oppenheimer who, as the director of the Los Alamos 
Laboratory, coordinated research efforts involving some of the most prominent physicists 
of the time, including Enrico Fermi, Niels Bohr and Richard Feynman.45 Private companies 
such as DuPont and Westinghouse were contracted to construct and operate facilities, 
manufacture components and supply key materials.46,47 These partnerships demonstrate 
how government funding and procurement can mobilise industrial innovation at an 
unprecedented scale around an urgent and ambitious mission.

Much like the Apollo Program, the Manhattan Project received immense levels of funding 
to achieve its mission. At the height of the project, over 130,000 employees were involved 
in its delivery; around $2.2 billion was spent on the project as a whole, equivalent to 
around $38 billion in 2024.48,49

Moreover, the wartime context imposed time pressure. As a race to develop a crucial 
weapon before the enemy was able to do so – not dissimilar to the ‘space race’ – the 
Manhattan Project ‘mission’ had a clearly defined objective and clarity over urgency.

44  Atomic Heritage Foundation. Leslie R. Groves. (no date). Available at https://ahf.nuclearmuseum.org/ahf/profile/leslie-r-groves [accessed 
10/02/2025] 
45  Cifarelli, L. Review: The Pope of Physics: Enrico Fermi and the Birth of the Atomic Age. CERN Courier, 30 November 2018. Available at 
https://cerncourier.com/a/the-pope-of-physics-enrico-fermi-and-the-birth-of-the-atomic-age [accessed 10/02/2025] 
46  U.S. Department of Energy Office of Scientific and Technical Information (OSTI). DuPont Company. (no date). Available at https://www.osti.
gov/opennet/manhattan-project-history/People/CivilianOrgs/dupont.html [accessed 10/02/2025] 
47  Atomic Heritage Foundation. The Search for Atomic Power. 1965. Available at https://ahf.nuclearmuseum.org/voices/oral-histories/search-
atomic-power [accessed 10/02/2025] 
48  U. S. Department of Energy. Manhattan Project Background Information and Preservation Work. (no date). Available at https://www.energy.
gov/lm/manhattan-project-background-information-and-preservation-work [accessed 10/02/2025] 
49  U. S. Inflation Calculator. Available at https://www.usinflationcalculator.com [accessed 10/02/2025] 
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CASE STUDY 3
COVID-19 VACCINE DEVELOPMENT  
AND ROLLOUT
 
In response to the Covid-19 pandemic, the UK launched a ‘mission’ to rapidly develop 
a vaccine that could be mass-produced and mass-administered. To coordinate this 
national effort, the UK government established the Vaccines Taskforce in April 2020, 
providing funding and oversight while facilitating collaborations with other sectors. The 
review of the Taskforce said that, “The Vaccine Taskforce was set up in the Department 
for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy to gather together the collective efforts of 
government, academia and industry to help find a vaccine against Covid-19, to protect 
and save the lives of UK citizens.”50

This embodied a mission-oriented framework. The goal was bold and measurable: to 
secure and deliver millions of vaccine doses while ensuring high efficacy and safety 
standards. The mission was time-sensitive, driven by the urgent need to curb infection 
rates, reduce hospitalisations and prevent deaths.

Partnerships between academic institutions and the private sector were integral to the 
delivery of this mission. In particular, the University of Oxford partnered with AstraZeneca 
to develop one of the first vaccines to receive emergency use authorisation, combining 
academic expertise with the manufacturing and distribution capabilities of the private 
sector. Similar partnerships were established with companies like Pfizer-BioNTech and 
Moderna to secure additional vaccine capacity.

The rollout of Covid-19 vaccines also had elements of a mission-based approach. For 
example, the government set a series of ambitious, measurable and time-bound targets 
to offer two doses of Covid-19 vaccines to adults in England during 2021, starting with 
priority groups. The National Audit Office confirmed that the government and NHS 
England, working in partnership with volunteers and others, met all the major vaccine 
rollout targets from January to July 2021.51

A report from the Health and Social Care Committee stated that “the incredible success 
of the Covid-19 vaccine rollout showed what can be achieved with a mission-based 
attitude from government … Fundamental to that success was the wide range of 
people that were mobilised to deliver the vaccination.”52 (emphasis added)

50  Department of Health and Social Care. A review of the Vaccine Taskforce. GOV.UK, 31 August 2023. Available at https://www.gov.uk/
government/publications/a-review-of-the-vaccine-taskforce/a-review-of-the-vaccine-taskforce [accessed 10/02/2025] 
51  National Audit Office. The rollout of the COVID-19 vaccination programme in England. 25 February 2022. Available at https://www.nao.org.
uk/reports/the-roll-out-of-the-covid-19-vaccine-in-england [accessed 10/02/2025] 
52  Health and Social Care Committee. Prevention in health and social care: vaccination. House of Commons, 27 July 2023. Available at https://
committees.parliament.uk/publications/41050/documents/199887/default [accessed 10/02/2025] 
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These successful case studies of missions are all focused on technological and scientific 
innovation. Yet missions are today being used in contexts far from these origins. Indeed, the 
missions framework is increasingly being used to set what we call ‘socioeconomic missions’: 
goals that primarily relate to positive change or innovation in relation to society and/or the 
economy, rather than technology. Table 1 summarises the differences between technological 
and socioeconomic missions. The current government’s missions are clearly ‘socioeconomic 
missions’ rather than ‘technological missions’, with perhaps the exception of the clean power 
mission. 

TABLE 1 
COMPARISON OF TECHNOLOGICAL AND SOCIOECONOMIC MISSIONS

DEFINITION EXAMPLES
Technological 
mission

An ambitious goal to create 
a new form of technology 
and/or enact a significant 
technological breakthrough

•	 Putting a man on the moon

•	 Concorde

•	 Covid-19 vaccines

Socioeconomic 
mission

An ambitious goal to 
deliver significant social and 
economic change, perhaps 
through social and/or 
economic innovation

•	 New Labour’s target of reducing the 
numbers of rough sleepers by two-
thirds by 200253

•	 The Johnson government’s Levelling 
Up White Paper’s many missions, such 
as higher living standards in every area 
of the country and improving healthy 
life expectancy54

•	 The current Labour government’s 
overarching missions such as ‘Kickstart 
economic growth’ and ‘Safer streets’

It is our contention in this paper that the government needs a different approach to 
‘socioeconomic missions’ compared with ‘technological missions’. Why? 

First, socioeconomic missions operate under conditions of high complexity. We are 
using the term complexity here in a technical sense, as defined by systems theory in recent 
decades.55 This work has shown that economic and social systems – the environments in which 
the government’s missions operate – are often governed by complexity and adaptivity.56 These 
systems are complex because the forces driving them are many and interconnected; they 
are adaptive because they change over time. Take obesity, mapped in Figure 1 by the UK’s 
Government Office for Science in 2007 – a highly complex web of relationships and actors. This 
is not to say technological missions aren’t complex. But they often operate under more closed 
conditions, such as a laboratory or a research centre, subject to less complexity of the type 
described in Figure 1.

53  Social Exclusion Unit. Rough Sleeping. Cabinet Office, July 1998. Available at https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/
ukgwa/20010428171911/http://www.cabinet-office.gov.uk:80/SEU/1998/rough/srhome.htm [accessed 10/02/2025] 
54  Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities. Levelling Up the United Kingdom. GOV.UK, 2 February 2022. Available at https://
www.gov.uk/government/publications/levelling-up-the-united-kingdom [accessed 10/02/2025] 
55  Chapman, J. System failure: Why governments must learn to think differently. Demos, 2004 (2nd ed.) Available at https://demos.co.uk/wp-
content/uploads/files/systemfailure2.pdf [accessed 10/02/2025] 
56  Chapman, J. System failure: Why governments must learn to think differently. Demos, 2004 (2nd ed.) Available at https://demos.co.uk/wp-
content/uploads/files/systemfailure2.pdf [accessed 10/02/2025] 
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FIGURE 1 
OBESITY SYSTEM MAP

57  Government Office for Science. Tackling Obesities: Future Choices - Obesity System Atlas. 2007. Available at https://assets.publishing.
service.gov.uk/media/5a7b8811ed915d4147620fb2/07-1177-obesity-system-atlas.pdf [accessed 11/02/2025] 
58  Sabel, C. F. Experimentalist Governance. (no date). Available at https://charlessabel.com/papers/Sabel%20and%20Zeitlin%20handbook%20
chapter%20final%20(with%20abstract).pdf [accessed 10/02/2025] 
59  McFadden, P. Reform of the state has to deliver for people. GOV.UK, 9 December 2024. Available at https://www.gov.uk/government/
speeches/reform-of-the-state-has-to-deliver-for-the-people [accessed 10/02/2025] 

Source: Government Office for Science, 200757

Complexity demands a different approach. The technological mission approach of setting a 
clear goal; piling resources behind it; and seeing a result with enough pressure applied – a 
‘brute force’ model – is less likely to be successful. In the realm of socioeconomic missions, a 
more adaptive approach is likely to be required, with a strong emphasis on learning. Charles F. 
Sabel’s ‘experimentalist governance’ responds to the challenges and demands of complexity 
and may be helpful here.58 Sabel argues for an approach which prioritises experimentation, since 
at different places and different points in time, different approaches will be more or less suitable. 
‘Agile’ methods, rapid experiments and ‘test-and-learn’ approaches are also relevant, and in 
a recent speech Pat McFadden talked about applying some of these ideas to public service 
reform, recognising the complex environments in which public services operate.59 Another 
response is the idea of ‘systems leadership’, which we think is relevant for central government’s 
role in leading national missions. According to Professor Richard Bolden:
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Systems leadership is “a collective form of leadership” drawing on “the concerted 
effort of many people working together at different places in the system and at 
different levels”, which “crosses boundaries, both physical and virtual”. The emphasis 
on working across boundaries most clearly differentiates systems leadership from 
earlier concepts and makes it particularly well suited to complex, multi-stakeholder 
environments, such as public services.60

A Harvard Kennedy School publication discusses systems leadership in the context of achieving 
UN Sustainable Development Goals, which are to some extent comparable to the national 
missions set by the UK government:

The 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda includes 17 inter-related Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), each representing complex systems – such as climate, 
food, health, cities – with myriad stakeholders. Achieving progress on this agenda 
requires a departure from traditional top-down, hierarchical and linear approaches to 
implementing change. Instead it requires innovative and adaptive approaches that 
engage broad networks of diverse stakeholders to advance progress toward a shared 
vision for systemic change. This approach is called Systems Leadership.61

In the context of public services, ideas associated with ‘Human Learning Systems’ are also 
relevant: this is a paradigm of public management which emphasises that the purpose of public 
services is to support human freedom and flourishing; that in complex environments, learning 
is the only viable management strategy; and that outcomes in people’s lives are created by the 
workings of complex systems.62 The paradigm of Human Learning Systems was designed as an 
alternative to the dominant public service paradigm of ‘new public management’.63

 
Second, social and economic innovation operate differently to technological innovation. 
Geoff Mulgan has defined social innovation as “innovative activities and services that are 
motivated by the goal of meeting a social need and that are predominantly developed and 
diffused through organisations whose primary purposes are social”.64 Social innovations are 
distinct from technological innovations which, as defined by Heiskala, are “new and more 
efficient ways to transform the material reality”.65 Similarly, Alijani and Wintjes suggest that “a 
major difference between social and technological innovation resides in the fact that social 
innovations are manifested by changes in social practice whereas technological innovations  
are associated with the use of technological artefacts.”66 Social innovation can also be 
differentiated from “business innovations which are generally motivated by profit maximisation 
and diffused through organisations that are primarily motivated by profit maximisation”.67 

60  Bolden, R. Systems Leadership:  Pitfalls and possibilities. GOV.UK, (no date). Available at https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
media/5f881ec88fa8f50429658795/NLC-thinkpiece-Systems-Leadership-BOLDEN.pdf [accessed 10/02/2025] 
61  Dreier, L., Nabarro, D. and Nelson J. Systems Leadership for Sustainable Development: Strategies for Achieving Systemic Change. Harvard 
Kennedy School, 2019. Available at https://www.hks.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/centers/mrcbg/files/Systems%20Leadership.pdf [accessed 
10/02/2025] 
62  Brogan, A. and others. Human Learning Systems: Public Service for the Real World. June 2021. Available at https://www.humanlearning.
systems/uploads/Public-service-for-the-new-world.pdf [accessed 10/02/2025] 
63  Brogan, A. and others. Human Learning Systems: Public Service for the Real World. June 2021. Available at https://www.humanlearning.
systems/uploads/Public-service-for-the-new-world.pdf [accessed 10/02/2025] 
64  Mulgan, G. and others. Social Innovation: What it is, why it matters and how it can be accelerated. The Young Foundation, 2007. Available 
at https://youngfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/Social-Innovation-what-it-is-why-it-matters-how-it-can-be-accelerated-March-2007.
pdf [accessed 10/02/2025] 
65  Heiskala, R. Social Innovations: Structural and Power Perspectives. Available at https://doi.org/10.4337/9781847206992.00009 [accessed 
10/02/2025] 
66  Alijani, S. and Wintjes, R. Interplay between Technological and Social Innovation. SIMPACT Working Paper, 2017(3). Available at https://
www.simpact-project.eu/publications/wp/WP_2017-03_AlijaniWintjes.pdf [accessed 10/02/2025] 
67  Mulgan, G. and others. Social Innovation: What it is, why it matters and how it can be accelerated. The Young Foundation, 2007. Available 
at https://youngfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/Social-Innovation-what-it-is-why-it-matters-how-it-can-be-accelerated-March-2007.
pdf [accessed 10/02/2025] 
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Although these can all be related, some examples are:

• Concorde: primarily an example of technological innovation

• Ford assembly line: primarily an example of business innovation

• The Open University: primarily an example of social innovation68

 
It is important the government recognises that most of its missions are socioeconomic in nature, 
and therefore it must aim to create the conditions for social innovation. Aspects of technological 
and business innovation are also relevant, but social innovation is distinctly different from them 
and operates under different conditions.

Third, and perhaps most importantly, it may be possible for a fairly small number of actors to 
deliver a technological mission, and indeed those actors may be housed in the same institution 
with a clear sense of shared purpose. This is clearly not the case for socioeconomic missions, 
which require partnerships between many different actors from different sectors and 
institutions, often with competing interests (as we will explore further in Section 4). We 
illustrate this in Table 2 with reference to four of the government’s missions. What emerges is a 
picture of high complexity and a need for mass mobilisation across all sectors. 

68  Mulgan, G. and others. Social Innovation: What it is, why it matters and how it can be accelerated. The Young Foundation, 2007. Available 
at https://youngfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/Social-Innovation-what-it-is-why-it-matters-how-it-can-be-accelerated-March-2007.
pdf [accessed 10/02/2025] 
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TABLE 2 
EXAMPLES OF DIFFERENT ACTORS’ POTENTIAL ROLES IN HELPING TO ACHIEVE THE GOVERNMENT’S OVERARCHING MISSIONS

UK 
GOVERNMENT 
MISSION AREA

STATE CITIZENS CIVIL SOCIETY TRADE 
UNIONS

BUSINESS

Kickstart 
economic growth

Build infrastructure 
(especially larger-
scale projects which 
the private sector 
might not be able to 
deliver)

Change laws (e.g. 
laws related to the 
planning system)

Change taxes (e.g. 
capital allowances, 
Full Expensing for 
businesses)

Citizens partner 
with government to 
negotiate the trade-
offs of economic 
growth (e.g. to 
reach compromise 
about planning 
decisions)

Participate in 
lifelong learning 
and develop new 
skills (human capital)

Support / accept 
new infrastructure 
being built nearby 
(physical capital)

Help people to move into 
employment

Role in strengthening social 
capital which in turn boosts 
economic growth69

Investing in / managing 
social infrastructure70

Provide opportunities for 
volunteering which can 
increase skills (human 
capital) and productivity71 

Represent 
workers to 
improve 
working 
conditions, 
which can 
boost labour 
supply and 
productivity

Partner with 
businesses 
to increase 
productivity in 
a positive way 
for workers72 

Invest in capital (forgoing 
shorter-term profits)

Invest in innovation and 
technology to improve 
productivity

Invest in training for 
workers

Partner with devolved, 
regional and local 
government to improve 
place-based economic 
growth

69 Haldane, A. and Halpern, D. Social Capital 2025: The hidden wealth of nations. Demos, 12 January 2025. Available at https://demos.co.uk/research/social-capital-2025-the-hidden-wealth-of-nations [accessed 
10/02/2025] 
70 Snelson, S. and Nielsen, E. Impacts of social infrastructure investment. Frontier Economics, 20 July 2021. Available at https://www.frontier-economics.com/uk/en/news-and-insights/news/news-article-i8602-
impacts-of-social-infrastructure-investment [accessed 10/02/2025] 
71 Jemal, J. A pro bono bonus: The impact of volunteering on wages and productivity. Pro Bono Economics, March 2024. Available at https://www.probonoeconomics.com/a-pro-bono-bonus [accessed 
10/02/2025] 
72 Acemoglu, D. and Johnson S. Power and Progress: Our Thousand-Year Struggle Over Technology and Prosperity. Basic Books, 2023. 



UK 
GOVERNMENT 
MISSION AREA

STATE CITIZENS CIVIL SOCIETY TRADE 
UNIONS

BUSINESS

Build an NHS fit 
for the future

Invest in productivity-
enhancing measures 
(e.g. buildings, 
machines)

Invest in public 
health and other 
preventative 
measures

Help people to live 
more healthily (e.g. 
policy to change the 
food environment 
and reduce obesity)73 

Citizens partner 
with government 
to negotiate the 
social covenant for 
the health system, 
the roles and 
responsibilities and 
the limits of publicly 
funded health care

Individual actions 
to improve health: 
e.g. exercise, diet, 
stopping smoking

Provide community groups 
and services to help people 
live more healthily (e.g. 
exercise)

Help to provide well-
maintained parks and other 
green spaces

Be involved in ‘social 
prescribing’ systems locally

Provide opportunities for 
volunteering which can 
support good mental 
health74 

Partner with 
workforce, 
NHS 
England and 
Department 
of Health and 
Social Care 
to improve 
productivity

Invest in health-related 
technology and innovation

Provide occupational health 
to employees

Follow the principles of 
providing ‘good work’ and 
work environment which 
enhances health75 

Safer streets Fund more police 
officers

Provide funding for 
approaches which 
can help to prevent 
crime76

Reduce reoffending 
(e.g. through 
probation services)

Volunteer with local 
police force77

Join local 
community groups

Support people facing 
disadvantage or complex 
challenges – preventative 
role

Support former prisoners 
and people with criminal 
records

Partner with 
government 
and police 
forces to 
improve 
quality of 
policing

Be willing to employ former 
prisoners and people with 
criminal records

Procurement: Help to 
deliver high-quality public 
services to support mission 
goals (e.g. employment 
support programmes; 
prisons)

24

73 Nesta. Nesta’s blueprint for halving obesity. 2024. Available at https://www.nesta.org.uk/feature/nestas-blueprint-for-halving-obesity [accessed 10/02/2025] 
74 Wicks, C. Volunteering and mental health: A review of the evidence. University of Essex, 25 August 2022. Available at https://www.essex.ac.uk/blog/posts/2022/08/25/volunteering-and-mental-health [accessed 
10/02/2025] 
75 Marmot, M. and others. Fair Society, Healthy Lives: The Marmot Review. Strategic Review of Health Inequalities in England post-2010, February 2010. Available at https://www.instituteofhealthequity.org/
resources-reports/fair-society-healthy-lives-the-marmot-review/fair-society-healthy-lives-full-report-pdf.pdf [accessed 10/02/2025] 
76 Youth Endowment Fund. YEF Toolkit. (no date). Available at https://youthendowmentfund.org.uk/toolkit [accessed 10/02/2025] 
77 Muir, R. Police volunteering: It’s time to use citizen power. The Police Foundation, 17 May 2024. Available at https://www.police-foundation.org.uk/2024/05/police-volunteering-its-time-for-citizen-powered-
policing [accessed 10/02/2025] 
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UK 
GOVERNMENT 
MISSION AREA

STATE CITIZENS CIVIL SOCIETY TRADE 
UNIONS

BUSINESS

Break down 
the barriers to 
opportunity

Help to provide 
a good start for 
children’s lives 
through support for 
families and the early 
years sector

Support schools to 
provide high-quality 
education

Work with businesses 
to provide 
apprenticeships and 
technical training for 
young people

Families partner 
with schools to help 
children learn at 
home and at school

Voluntary support 
for local school

Support families and 
children facing disadvantage 
through local activities and 
programmes

Training, skills and education 
provision

Advocacy about challenges 
children and families are 
facing

Partner with 
workforce and 
government 
to improve 
quality of 
teaching in 
schools

Represent 
teachers’ 
perspectives 
to help recruit 
and retain 
teachers

Procurement: Work with 
central and regional 
government to provide 
high-quality skills and 
training courses (e.g. via 
Adult Skills Fund)

Businesses act as 
responsible employers 
ensuring their staff 
recruitment and 
progression plans 
are supportive of 
social mobility (e.g. 
apprenticeships)

Provide flexible working 
arrangements for parents
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THE GOVERNMENT NEEDS TO ADOPT DIFFERENT APPROACHES TO ACHIEVE ITS SOCIOECONOMIC MISSIONS
One potential barrier to achieving the government’s missions is a lack of clarity about what they actually are. The ‘missions’ referenced above 
in Table 2 are the ones included in Labour’s 2024 general election manifesto. However, they lack the specific ‘concrete goals’ and timelines 
to be true missions under the definition we use in this paper. The government recognises this: in opposition Labour developed more specific 
missions/goals which sit under the five overarching mission areas, and in December 2024 the government announced six ‘mission milestones’ 
in the Plan for Change. These are summarised in Table 3 below. We have highlighted the missions/milestones/goals that in our view meet the 
definition of a ‘mission’ (see definition and criteria referenced earlier). 

TABLE 3 
THE GOVERNMENT’S OVERARCHING MISSION AREAS, SPECIFIC MISSIONS AND ‘MISSION MILESTONES’

OVERARCHING MISSION 
AREA

MISSIONS/GOALS ADOPTED BEFORE THE 
ELECTION

‘MISSION MILESTONES’ IN THE PLAN 
FOR CHANGE – TO BE ACHIEVED BY 
THE END OF THE PARLIAMENT

Kickstart economic growth Secure the highest sustained growth in the G7 – with 
good jobs and productivity growth in every part of the 
country making everyone, not just a few, better off

Increase the working-age employment rate to 80%

Higher living standards in every part of the 
United Kingdom by the end of the Parliament – 
higher Real Household Disposable Income per 
person and higher GDP per person

Build 1.5 million homes in England this 
Parliament

Reform planning rules and fast-track 150 
planning decisions on major infrastructure by 
the end of this Parliament

Make Britain a clean energy 
superpower

Deliver a cheaper, zero-carbon electricity system by 
2030

“Accelerate” towards net zero greenhouse gas 
emissions by 2050

Secure our energy supply with home-grown, 
clean power by being on track to achieving at 
least 95% of low carbon generation by 2030
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OVERARCHING MISSION 
AREA

MISSIONS/GOALS ADOPTED BEFORE THE 
ELECTION

‘MISSION MILESTONES’ IN THE PLAN 
FOR CHANGE – TO BE ACHIEVED BY 
THE END OF THE PARLIAMENT

Take back our streets Halve the level of violence against women and girls 
within a decade

Halve the incidents of knife crime within a decade

Raise confidence in every police force to its highest 
levels

Reverse the collapse in the proportion of crimes solved

Place 13,000 additional police officers, PCSOs 
and special constables into neighbourhood 
policing roles, with each neighbourhood having 
a named, contactable officer dealing with local 
issues

Break down barriers to 
opportunity

(This mission is defined in the 
Plan for Change as: “Break the 
link between young people’s 
backgrounds and their success: 
all children should have every 
opportunity to succeed, no 
matter who they are, where 
they’re from, or how much their 
parents earn”)

Boost child development with half a million more 
children hitting the early learning goals by 2030 – 90% 
of children achieving “a good level of development at 
the end of Reception”

See a sustained rise in young people’s school 
outcomes over the next decade, while building young 
people’s life skills

Expand high quality education, employment and 
training routes so more people than ever are on 
pathways with good prospects – 80% of young people 
qualified to Level 3 (A-Level equivalent) by 2035, 
and over 85% of young people to be in a sustained 
destination by 2030 after their 16-18 education

75% of five-year-olds reaching a good level of 
development in the early years foundation stage 
assessment by 2028
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OVERARCHING MISSION 
AREA

MISSIONS/GOALS ADOPTED BEFORE THE 
ELECTION

‘MISSION MILESTONES’ IN THE PLAN 
FOR CHANGE – TO BE ACHIEVED BY 
THE END OF THE PARLIAMENT

Build an NHS fit for the future An NHS that is there when people need it: reduce 
waiting times for ambulances, A&E, hospital 
appointments and GP appointments

Fewer lives lost to the biggest killers:

•	 Improve cancer survival rates by hitting all NHS 
cancer waiting time and early diagnosis targets 
within five years

•	 Reduce deaths from heart disease and stroke by a 
quarter within ten years

•	 Reverse the rising trend in the rate of lives lost to 
suicide so they are declining within five years

 
A fairer Britain where everyone lives well for longer: 
improve healthy life expectancy for all and halve 
the gap in healthy life expectancy between different 
regions of England

Meet the NHS standard that 92% of patients 
should wait no longer than 18 weeks from 
referral to start consultant-led treatment of non-
urgent health conditions

Almost all the government’s genuine missions are broadly socioeconomic in nature. The mission to achieve 95% low-carbon electricity 
generation by 2030 is arguably the only technological mission, although it is important to note the differences compared to, for example, the 
Apollo Program: achieving the clean power 2030 mission is mostly about accelerating deployment of existing technology, rather than funding 
cutting-edge innovation. And even though it is technological in nature, it does require cross-sectoral partnership – with central government, 
regional/local government and the private sector all having critical roles. Even though this is the most technologically-oriented mission, 
citizens also have an important role to play: a clean electricity system requires changes in consumer behaviour, such as embracing greater 
demand-side flexibility and ‘smart’ devices.78 Citizens also need to be willing to accept new energy infrastructure being built near them – the 

78  National Energy System Operator. Clean Power 2030. November 2024. Available at https://www.neso.energy/publications/clean-power-2030 [accessed 10/02/2025] 
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National Energy System Operator has emphasised that planning processes will need to be 
completed significantly faster to achieve the clean power 2030 mission.79

There are significant differences within the broad category of ‘socioeconomic missions’. Some 
are highly complex and systemic. The missions to raise living standards via economic growth, 
and to improve healthy life expectancy, are both examples: these outcomes are influenced 
by an enormous number of different factors, and involve every sector of society. These are 
also examples where many factors that influence these outcomes are outside the control of 
the UK government. Citizens have an important role to play directly: for example, exercise 
and diet choices are relevant to the healthy life expectancy mission. Collectively, citizens also 
have choices about the level of government regulation designed to help make healthy choices 
easier: previous governments have not taken bolder policy action on food and diet for example 
because of fears about citizens rejecting ‘nanny state’ interventions. This is a good example 
where involving citizens in policy making at the national level, as set out in Demos’s Citizens’ 
White Paper, could help the government move towards achieving its mission.80

Other missions, such as the mission to build 1.5 million homes, are complex and difficult to 
achieve, but not as systemic, and involve fewer actors. Work published by the Institute for 
Government and Nesta identified three different roles for the UK government to drive mission 
delivery and mobilisation: encouraging public service innovation; shaping markets; and 
harnessing intelligence, including from citizens.81 However, the UK government will need to 
adopt a different combination of these roles for each mission.

Different methods, techniques and ways of working are needed for different missions. For 
example, the mission to halve incidents of knife crime could be a good candidate for a ‘test 
and learn’ approach, with multidisciplinary teams trialling different approaches in specific 
local areas where knife crime is known to be a problem, as set out in a recent speech by Pat 
McFadden, and in Nesta and Public Digital’s The Radical How.82,83 Similarly, McFadden’s speech 
referenced multidisciplinary test-and-learn teams being set up around the issues of temporary 
accommodation and family support services: both of these policy areas are relevant for the 
mission of 75% of five-year-olds reaching a good level of child development.

James Plunkett, formerly Chief Practices Officer at Nesta and author of the book End State, has 
written about the potential for a new approach to policy making in relation to social issues, like 
knife crime or child development. Plunkett argues that instead of using the ‘medical paradigm’ 
of policy making – trying to find a single universal solution which can then be ‘scaled’ or ‘rolled 
out’ across the whole country – policy makers should aim to “create the conditions in which 
good things happen” by encouraging citizen and professional agency, innovation, and diffusion 
of good practice.84 Mobilisation of different actors around missions is, potentially, one way 
to help achieve this kind of paradigm shift in policy making.85 These ideas helped to inspire 
Demos’s vision for public service reform, Liberated Public Services.86 By contrast, the clean 

79  National Energy System Operator. Clean Power 2030. November 2024. Available at https://www.neso.energy/publications/clean-
power-2030 [accessed 10/02/2025] 
80  Levin, M. and others. Citizens’ White Paper. Demos, 19 July 2024. Available at https://demos.co.uk/research/citizens-white-paper [accessed 
10/02/2025] 
81  Nesta and Institute for Government. What does a ‘mission-driven’ approach to government mean and how can it be delivered? 15 July 
2024. Available at https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publication/mission-driven-approach-government [accessed 10/02/2025] 
82  McFadden, P. Reform of the state has to deliver for people. GOV.UK, 9 December 2024. Available at https://www.gov.uk/government/
speeches/reform-of-the-state-has-to-deliver-for-the-people [accessed 10/02/2025]
83  Greenway, A. and Loosemore, T. The Radical How. Public Digital and Nesta, 2024. Available at https://options2040.co.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2024/02/The-Radical-How.pdf [accessed 10/02/2025] 
84  Plunkett, J. Are policies like medicines? Medium, 29 October 2024. Available at https://medium.com/@jamestplunkett/are-policies-like-
medicines-1962f8daf495 [accessed 10/02/2025] 
85  Plunkett, J. Are policies like medicines? Medium, 29 October 2024. Available at https://medium.com/@jamestplunkett/are-policies-like-
medicines-1962f8daf495 [accessed 10/02/2025] 
86  Glover, B. Liberated Public Services: A new vision for citizens, professionals and policy makers. Demos, 29 May 2024. Available at https://
demos.co.uk/research/liberated-public-services-a-new-vision-for-citizens-professionals-and-policy-makers [accessed 10/02/2025] 
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power mission requires more centralised planning, for example by the National Energy System 
Operator in relation to grid capacity. 

There are also significant differences in the types and scale of cross-sector mobilisation needed 
to achieve the different missions. A key question to consider is who the most important actors 
are for each mission, and how the UK government wants to influence or change their behaviour 
(if at all). For example:

•	 Building 1.5 million homes requires close working with housing associations and private 
sector housebuilders to encourage and enable them to build more homes than they currently 
do; with regional and local authorities responsible for planning decisions; and with citizens 
so that people are willing to accept new houses being built near them. Demos is currently 
exploring the latter through our Unlocking Housebuilding project.

•	 The mission to halve incidents of knife crime requires partnering at a local and 
neighbourhood level with communities and with civil society

•	 The mission to reverse the rising rate of lives lost to suicide involves health and social care 
services, civil society and citizens – but business and trade unions are less important for this 
mission

 
These examples show that, although all the missions require cross-sectoral working, they also 
all differ in respect of the partnerships, methods and policies required. Each mission needs its 
own adapted approach to partnership working to give the best chance of success. Given this 
context, in the next section we examine the barriers to achieving ‘mission mobilisation’ across 
the country and with different actors.
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SECTION 4
THE BARRIERS TO 
MOBILISATION

In this section we identify the barriers to building a ‘mobilisation nation’ across four domains:

•	 The state (central, devolved, regional and local government)

•	 Business and trade unions

•	 Civil society

•	 Citizens

By ‘mobilisation’, we mean creating the conditions in which people, organisations and 
institutions work together towards achieving a specific, shared goal – in this case, the national 
missions. The scope of this definition is deliberately wide, covering everything from support 
in public opinion through to individuals, organisations and institutions directly working to help 
achieve a mission.

BARRIERS TO STATE MOBILISATION
Central government is poor at mobilising around shared objectives 
Joined-up working – that is, the mobilisation of different departments and agencies around 
a shared objective – remains a perennial struggle in Whitehall, despite countless remedial 
initiatives, such as New Labour’s ‘joined-up’ government agenda.87 Indeed, researchers have 
gone as far as describing the many attempts to enable joined-up working as ‘initiativitis’, 

87  Hood, C. The Idea of Joined-Up Government: A Historical Perspective in Bogdanor, V. (ed.), Joined-Up Government, British Academy 
Occasional Papers, 2005, pp. 19-42. Available at https://doi.org/10.5871/bacad/9780197263334.003.0002 [accessed 10/02/2025] 
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identifying at least 55 occasions in the last 25 years when central government has sought to join  
up public services.88 Yet recent experience suggests central government remains poor at joined-
up working and mobilising around shared goals. 

Take the Johnson government’s ‘levelling up’ agenda. Described by Boris Johnson, then Prime 
Minister, as a grand mission “to break the link between geography and destiny so that no 
matter where you live you have access to the same opportunities”, the initiative has now been 
abandoned by the new Labour government, with broad agreement the agenda failed.89 As 
researchers have highlighted, one reason for its failure was a lack of Treasury buy-in and a failure 
to build broad support across central government. As Diamond et al. describe, “The Treasury 
response throughout 2022 has at best been lukewarm about levelling up, making clear that no 
additional money would be available.”90 Michael Gove, then Secretary of State for Levelling Up, 
Housing and Communities, leading a department far from the heart of Whitehall, was left to 
push the agenda, to little lasting effect.91 

Political and institutional factors are barriers to the UK government partnering with  
the devolved governments in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland
The UK government extended devolution significantly to Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland 
in 1999. With the devolved governments holding important policy responsibilities, it is vital 
for the UK government to partner with them to help achieve its national missions. The Plan for 
Change states that “where our milestones and missions are devolved matters, we will work with 
the respective governments to share best practice and align effort across all nations on these 
islands.”92

However, in recent years political and institutional factors have been barriers to the UK 
government partnering effectively with the devolved governments. This included disagreement 
over specific policy issues, such as the UK Internal Market Act or how funding associated with 
‘levelling up’ was distributed, as well as political tensions between the UK Prime Minister 
and devolved government leaders from different political parties. During the pandemic, the 
first ministers of Scotland and Wales criticised the Prime Minister, then Boris Johnson, for not 
meeting with them to discuss the policy response to Covid-19.93 The devolved governments 
were critical of the existing structures for intergovernmental relations, and a new structure was 
adopted in 2022.94 However, both political tensions and weak institutional structures remain 
barriers to mobilisation around missions.

Since the 2024 general election, the new government has established the Council of the Nations 
and Regions, including the leaders of the devolved governments, with the aim of “facilitat[ing] 
partnership working” and “tackling some of the biggest and most cross-cutting challenges the 

88    Gibson, M., van Lier, F.-A. and Carter, E. Tracing 25 years of ‘initiativitis’ in central government attempts to join up local public services in 
England. Government Outcomes Lab, 16 June 2023. Available at https://golab.bsg.ox.ac.uk/knowledge-bank/resource-library/tracing-25-years-
of-initiativitis-in-central-government-attempts-to-join-up-local-public-services-in-england [accessed 10/02/2025]
89  Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities. Levelling Up the United Kingdom. GOV.UK, 2 February 2022. Available at https://
www.gov.uk/government/publications/levelling-up-the-united-kingdom [accessed 10/02/2025] 
90  Diamond, P., Richards, D., Sanders, A. and Westwood, A. Levelling Up the UK: If not the Conservatives, will Labour Learn the Lessons from 
Past Policy Failings? The Political Quarterly 94: 358-367, 15 February 2023. Available at https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-923X.13234 [accessed 
10/02/2025] 
91  Diamond, P., Richards, D., Sanders, A. and Westwood, A. Levelling Up the UK: If not the Conservatives, will Labour Learn the Lessons from 
Past Policy Failings? The Political Quarterly 94: 358-367, 15 February 2023. Available at https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-923X.13234 [accessed 
10/02/2025]  
92  HM Government. Plan for Change. GOV.UK, 5 December 2024. Available at https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
media/6751af4719e0c816d18d1df3/Plan_for_Change.pdf [accessed 10/02/2025] 
93  Morris, S. and Brooks, L. Welsh and Scottish leaders: Johnson hasn’t talked to us for months. The Guardian, 18 September 2020. Available 
at https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2020/sep/18/welsh-and-scottish-leaders-johnson-hasnt-talked-to-us-for-months [accessed 10/02/2025] 
94  Paun, A., Henderson, D. and Mitchell, M. Explainer: Intergovernmental relations. Institute for Government, 4 November 2022. Available at 
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/explainer/intergovernmental-relations [accessed 10/02/2025] 
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country faces, on a structured and sustained basis”.95 This is a positive development, and has 
potential to help improve partnership working with the devolved governments around missions. 

Local government’s capacity has been hollowed out
Central government is just one part of the state; local government is vitally important too. 
Yet since 2010, local government in England has experienced its most challenging period for 
decades, meaning its ability to be a mobilisation partner to support national missions is much 
denuded. 

In particular, local government finances are in a highly precarious state.96 The roll call of councils 
that have issued section 114 notices since 2018 has hit various parts of the country and councils 
of different shapes and sizes: Northamptonshire, Slough, Thurrock, Woking, Birmingham.97 The 
state of Birmingham City Council has drawn particular public attention. In 2024, Birmingham 
City Council, the most populous local government district in England serving over 1.1 million 
people, approved a budget which included cuts to almost every service including transport for 
children with disabilities, libraries and bin collections – the budget even included dimming street 
lights to save money. At the same time, Birmingham’s council tax increased by 10% in 2024-25. 
Many more councils are close to the edge of financial sustainability, with 18 councils relying on 
Exceptional Financial Support from the government in 2024-25.98  

England’s regional tier of government is under construction
In both the Levelling Up White Paper (2022) and the English Devolution White Paper (2024), 
the UK government committed to expanding the model of a ‘regional’ tier of local government 
in England. These Combined Authorities – now renamed Strategic Authorities – are usually 
led by a directly elected Mayor and have a range of policy responsibilities including transport, 
skills and economic development. The English Devolution White Paper commits to creating 
Strategic Authorities across the whole of England, and extending the powers given to them.99 
Given their increasing significance in the landscape of government in England, the Mayors and 
their Strategic Authorities are important actors to mobilise to help achieve the government’s 
missions.

Some of the Strategic Authorities are generally thought to be successful and mature 
organisations, such as Greater Manchester and West Midlands Combined Authorities. However, 
many of the Strategic Authorities have only existed for a few years, or have not yet been fully 
established. Mayors for Greater Lincolnshire and for Hull and East Yorkshire will be elected 
for the first time in May 2025, for example. With so many new institutions, this makes mission 
mobilisation challenging. 
 
 

95  Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government and the Cabinet Office. Council of the Nations and Regions: Terms of Reference. 
GOV.UK, 17 October 2024. Available at https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/council-of-the-nations-and-regions-terms-of-reference/
council-of-the-nations-and-regions-terms-of-reference [accessed 10/02/2025] 
96  Phillips, A. and O’Brien, A. Beyond the Sticking Plaster: A vision for long-term reform of local government finances. Demos, 29 October 
2024. Available at https://demos.co.uk/research/beyond-the-sticking-plaster-a-vision-for-long-term-reform-of-local-government-finances 
[accessed 10/02/2025] 
97  Levelling Up, Housing and Communities Committee. Financial distress in local authorities. House of Commons, 29 January 2024, p. 5. 
Available at https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/43165/documents/214689/default [accessed 10/02/2025] 
98  Local Government Association. Autumn Budget and Spending Review Submission 2024. 13 September 2024. Available at https://www.
local.gov.uk/publications/autumn-budget-and-spending-review-submission-2024 [accessed 10/02/2025] 
99  Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government. ​​English Devolution White Paper​: Power and partnership: Foundations for growth. 
GOV.UK, 16 December 2024. Available at https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/english-devolution-white-paper-power-and-partnership-
foundations-for-growth [accessed 10/02/2025] 



34

The UK government will need to:

•	 build strong working relationships with individual Mayors and Strategic Authorities to 
mobilise them around the shared national missions

•	 discuss shared opportunities and challenges relating to missions with the regional tier of 
government collectively, for example through the Council of the Nations and Regions and 
the Mayoral Council100

•	 use new Integrated Settlements, to be set at the 2025 Spending Review, to help fund 
Strategic Authorities to deliver missions and to hold them accountable for outcomes related 
to missions

•	 manage the potential tensions or conflicts between the UK government’s national missions, 
and local priorities which might be different, including for political reasons

 
BARRIERS TO BUSINESS AND TRADE UNION MOBILISATION 
Corporatism is weak in the UK 
Corporatism can be defined as “a political economic system in which economic decisions are 
achieved through negotiation between centralised corporate bodies representing interest 
groups”.101 (The related concept of ‘tripartism’ refers to systems or structures that enable 
economic cooperation between government, business and trade unions.) It is important to 
note that ‘corporatism’ may also be used with a specific negative connotation – here we are 
using it in its technical or academic sense, following the definition above. Related concepts are 
neocorporatism and social corporatism, the latter often associated with the use of collective 
bargaining and collective agreements between ‘social partners’ in the economies of the Nordic 
countries.102

More formal or institutional types of corporatism have historically been weak throughout British 
history compared to similar European countries. Our capitalism has been of a more liberal 
variety, often closer to the US than Europe. This makes mobilisation of business and unions 
around national missions harder.  

Though unions have agglomerated in recent decades, the Trades Union Congress (TUC) – the 
umbrella organisation for trade unions – remains relatively weak compared to comparator 
organisations in similar countries.103 This splintering is mirrored in the organisation of business. 
There are many different business groups, all representing different parts of business interests: 
the CBI represents large employers, the British Chambers of Commerce and the Federation 
of Small Businesses represent medium and small employers, and the Institute of Directors 
represents business leaders. Crucially, these bodies have little autonomy to act independently. 
Recent scandals at the CBI have also rocked the reputation of this once-powerful organisation. 

Trade union coverage and membership are also potential barriers to effective partnership with 
business, unions and workers around national missions. Trade union membership declined from 
52% in 1980 to 23% in 2021, and is significantly lower in the private sector than in the public 

100  Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government. Deputy Prime Minister launches first-ever Mayoral Council. GOV.UK, 10 October 
2024. Available at https://www.gov.uk/government/news/deputy-prime-minister-launches-first-ever-mayoral-council [10/02/2025] 
101  Oxford Dictionary of Economics. Corporatism. Oxford Reference, (no date). Available at https://www.oxfordreference.com/
display/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803095640547 [accessed 10/02/2025] 
102  Perraton, J. Social Corporatism and Capital Accumulation: The Fate of the Nordic Model. Intereconomics, Volume 53, 2018. Available at 
https://www.intereconomics.eu/contents/year/2018/number/4/article/social-corporatism-and-capital-accumulation-the-fate-of-the-nordic-model.
html [accessed 12/02/2025] 
103  Jeary, R. Democracy at Work: 150 years of the TUC. History & Policy, 18 December 2018. Avaliable at https://www.historyandpolicy.org/
trade-union-forum/meeting/democracy-at-work-150-years-of-the-tuc [accessed 10/02/2025] 
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sector.104 Collective bargaining now more frequently occurs at the level of the individual business 
or workplace, rather than at a higher level such as the national or industrial/sectoral level.105 
This matters for the government’s economic growth mission in particular, which requires both 
successful profit-making businesses and workers in ‘good jobs’ to help increase productivity and 
to ensure the benefits of economic growth are shared between businesses and workers.106

FIGURE 2
Trade union membership has been trending downwards
Proportion of UK workers who are union members, 1975-2021

Source: Resolution Foundation, 2022107 

Throughout history there have been attempts to engender greater cooperation between 
government, business and unions. In the 1960s, there was a cross-party consensus in favour of 
planning – which sought to bring government, business and unions together around shared 
national objectives (not then called ‘missions’ but with similarity to priorities today). Harold 
Macmillan, Conservative Prime Minister from 1957 to 1963, and Harold Wilson, Labour Prime 
Minister initially from 1964 to 1970, were both big believers in the power of planning. But this 
was relatively short-lived. As David Edgerton describes, “From the late 1980s… the tripartite 
apparatus that involved trade unions in public life was abolished or ignored. The National 
Economic Development Council (NEDC) was sidelined, though not abolished till 1992.”108 Yet 
it was in the post-war period, when there was more formal corporatism than today, that the 
country achieved sustained economic growth and rising living standards.

104  Altunbuken, U., Bukowski, P., Machin, S. and Slaughter, H. Power plays: The shifting balance of employer and worker power in the UK 
labour market. Resolution Foundation, 7 July 2022. Available at https://economy2030.resolutionfoundation.org/reports/power-plays [accessed 
10/02/2025] 
105  Altunbuken, U., Bukowski, P., Machin, S. and Slaughter, H. Power plays: The shifting balance of employer and worker power in the UK 
labour market. Resolution Foundation, 7 July 2022. Available at https://economy2030.resolutionfoundation.org/reports/power-plays [accessed 
10/02/2025] 
106  Resolution Foundation. Stagnation nation: Navigating a route to a fairer and more prosperous Britain. 13 July 2022. Available at https://
economy2030.resolutionfoundation.org/reports/stagnation-nation [accessed 10/02/2025] 
107  Altunbuken, U., Bukowski, P., Machin, S. and Slaughter, H. Power plays: The shifting balance of employer and worker power in the UK 
labour market. Resolution Foundation, 7 July 2022, Figure 1. Available at https://economy2030.resolutionfoundation.org/reports/power-plays 
[accessed 13/02/2025] 
108  Edgerton, D. The Rise and Fall of the British Nation. Penguin Books, 2018, p. 454. 
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Today, corporatism is weak in the UK, but there is interest in reviving it. Recommendations 
from the Resolution Foundation and The Productivity Institute include several which could 
move the country in the direction of a modern corporatism, including the development of an 
overarching economic strategy to tackle low growth and high inequality; a new Growth and 
Productivity Institution including business and worker representatives; worker representatives on 
the boards of UK firms; and industry-wide ‘Good Work Agreements’ to bring together workers 
and employers to solve problems about the quality of work.109,110 There is significant potential 
for formal partnership working to be effective in achieving cross-sectoral mobilisation to meet a 
specific mission, as explored in the case study below.

A modern corporatism for the UK in the 21st century would also need to take account of 
changes since the mid-20th century: in particular, the increased importance of private finance 
as a source of capital and the larger number and size of universities. This means that, as well 
as partnering with business and unions in traditional ‘tripartism’, the government also needs to 
work closely with corporate bodies representing private finance and universities, as they too are 
essential to mobilise around the national missions.

CASE STUDY 
‘PANDEMIC CORPORATISM’ – THE  
RE-EMERGENCE OF A TRIPARTITE  
SYSTEM OF COOPERATION DURING  
THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC
 
In the 1960s, indicative planning was introduced in the UK with a similar prescription to 
the current government’s missions: it “entailed the attempt to rationalise spending, avoid 
unnecessary waste and forge a mutually understanding socially-cohesive bond between 
government, employers and the unions in order to minimise the industrial conflict … and 
agree on a growth target.”111 The National Economic Development Council (NEDC) was a 
non-statutory, tripartite economic advisory forum with a few independent members; it was 
supported by the National Economic Development Office (NEDO), while smaller, sector-
specific Economic Development Committees (EDCs) scrutinised individual industries and 
developed improvements. This model of institutional partnership was a feature of mid-
20th century industrial policy when, during the post-war era, trade unions, employers and 
the state collaborated to shape industrial policy, economic growth, and labour relations. 
However, neoliberal economic reforms, new public management in the public sector, an 
emphasis on market-based solutions and a decline in trade union membership and power 
eroded formal dialogue between these actors. 

109  Resolution Foundation. Ending Stagnation: A New Economic Strategy for Britain. 4 December 2023. Available at https://economy2030.
resolutionfoundation.org/reports/ending-stagnation [accessed 10/02/2025] 
110  Valero, A. and van Ark, B. A new UK policy institution for growth and productivity – a blueprint. The Productivity Institute, 27 November 
2023. Available at https://www.productivity.ac.uk/research/a-new-uk-policy-institution-for-growth-and-productivity-a-blueprint [accessed 
10/02/2025] 
111  Davis, J. M. Prime Ministers & Civil Service Reform 1960-74. Queen Mary, University of London. Available at https://core.ac.uk/download/
pdf/30695613.pdf [accessed 10/02/2025] 
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The Covid-19 pandemic created conditions that necessitated the revival of this 
tripartite collaboration between the UK government, business and trade unions: an 
unprecedented economic shock, the risk of mass unemployment and a shared imperative 
to stabilise the economy and protect workers. The government’s goal of protecting jobs, 
preventing business collapse and maintaining economic stability possessed the defining 
characteristics of a ‘mission’: a bold, time-bound objective requiring systemic, cross-
sectoral coordination. Unlike incremental policy interventions, the scale and urgency of the 
pandemic demanded a transformative response that necessitated cooperation between 
government, business and unions.

The success of this cooperation, particularly through the design and implementation of 
the furlough scheme, highlights the potential for mission-oriented policy making to deliver 
systemic solutions through tripartite partnership. Announced in March 2020, the furlough 
scheme provided state-backed wage subsidies covering 80% of workers’ salaries up to 
£2,500 per month. The scale of the scheme was unprecedented, ultimately supporting 
over 11.7 million jobs across 1.3 million businesses.112 This intervention not only stabilised 
employment but also aimed to prevent long-term scarring effects on businesses and 
workers, including skill erosion, productivity decline and increased social inequality. The 
Treasury committed £70 billion to the scheme with the view that long-term savings would 
accrue from the prevention of mass unemployment and economic scarring.113

The successful design and implementation of the furlough scheme relied on close 
collaboration between the government, TUC and CBI.114 The Treasury and then-Chancellor 
Rishi Sunak acted as the architect of the scheme; Treasury officials engaged directly 
with both the TUC and the CBI, incorporating their insights into the policy’s design and 
delivery. The TUC, representing workers, ensured that wage protection and fairness were 
prioritised in the government’s response, including the wage subsidy rate, coverage of 
low-paid and insecure workers, and safeguards against redundancies during furlough.115 
The CBI worked with the government to ensure that the scheme was administratively 
feasible and sufficiently flexible to protect self-employed people, SMEs and larger 
businesses with many employees that operate across multiple markets.

Successful collaboration was enabled by a shared sense of urgency. The unprecedented 
scale of the economic crisis created an alignment of interests between government, 
labour, and business. Protecting jobs and livelihoods became a unifying priority, 
overcoming traditional ideological divisions. The organisational infrastructure of the 
TUC and CBI, along with their expertise and legitimacy, meant that they had the trust 
and the capacity to act as intermediaries between the government and their respective 
constituencies, a feature of corporatist models.

112  HM Treasury and HMRC. The Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme final evaluation. GOV.UK, 17 July 2023. Available at https://www.gov.uk/
government/publications/the-coronavirus-job-retention-scheme-final-evaluation/the-coronavirus-job-retention-scheme-final-evaluation [accessed 
10/02/2025] 
113  HM Treasury and HMRC. The Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme final evaluation. GOV.UK, 17 July 2023. Available at https://www.gov.uk/
government/publications/the-coronavirus-job-retention-scheme-final-evaluation/the-coronavirus-job-retention-scheme-final-evaluation [accessed 
10/02/2025] 
114  TUC. Beyond furlough: why the UK needs a permanent short-time work scheme. 10 August 2021. Available at https://www.tuc.org.uk/
research-analysis/reports/beyond-furlough-why-uk-needs-permanent-short-time-work-scheme [accessed 10/02/2025] 
115  TUC. Beyond furlough: why the UK needs a permanent short-time work scheme. 10 August 2021. Available at https://www.tuc.org.uk/
research-analysis/reports/beyond-furlough-why-uk-needs-permanent-short-time-work-scheme [accessed 10/02/2025] 
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The globalisation of British capitalism is a barrier to mobilisation of business
As documented by David Edgerton in The Rise and Fall of the British Nation, British capitalism 
has become much less British since the 1980s: 

• International ownership of UK listed companies has increased from less than 5% in the early 
1980s to more than 50% in 2022 (Figure 3).116,117

• UK firms increasingly do more of their business overseas. As Edgerton describes, many FTSE 
100 companies had more employees abroad than in the UK; this was true of the leading 
manufacturing firms in the index, some of the main banks and probably true of the large 
pharmaceutical firms.118 Few truly national firms remain: they include Sainsbury’s, Marks and 
Spencer, and Lloyds Bank.119

FIGURE 3 
PROPORTION OF UK SHARES HELD BY OVERSEAS INVESTORS BY MARKET VALUE,  
1963 TO 2022

Source: ONS, 2023120

 
International ownership of listed UK firms can bring significant economic benefits, such 
as greater private investment, new technological or technical knowledge, and additional 
competitive pressure in markets.121 However, the increase in international ownership makes 
mobilising businesses around the national missions more challenging. First, overseas owners 
are understandably not as likely to be as engaged with the priorities, or missions, of the UK 
government. Second, there may be differences in business practice and business culture which 
make mission mobilisation and partnership working more difficult. Third, high international 

116 Edgerton, D. The Rise and Fall of the British Nation. Penguin Books, 2018, p. 454 
117 Brandily, P. and others. Beyond Boosterism: Realigning the policy ecosystem to unleash private investment for sustainable growth. 
Resolution Foundation, 22 June 2023. Available at https://economy2030.resolutionfoundation.org/reports/beyond-boosterism [accessed 
10/02/2025] 
118 Edgerton, D. The Rise and Fall of the British Nation. Penguin Books, 2018, p. 473. 
119 Edgerton, D. The Rise and Fall of the British Nation. Penguin Books, 2018, p. 473. 
120 Office for National Statistics. Ownership of UK quoted shares: 2022. 4 December 2023. Available at https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/
investmentspensionsandtrusts/bulletins/ownershipofukquotedshares/2022 [accessed 11/02/2025] 
121 Kakkad, J. Transparency, Accountability, Predictability: Protecting National Security Through the UK’s Foreign-Takeover Regime. Tony 
Blair Institute for Global Change, 14 March 2023. Available at https://institute.global/insights/economic-prosperity/transparency-accountability-
predictability-protecting-national-security-through-uks-foreign [accessed 12/02/2025]
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ownership is one of the reasons the UK has an unusually high proportion of firms which 
lack concentrated ownership, as highlighted by the Resolution Foundation.122 The lack of 
‘blockholders’ – that is, a shareholder able to impact firm decisions by exercising their voting 
rights – is “problematic, since evidence suggests that blockholders are central to promoting a 
culture of long-term value creation in firms”.123 This is a concern since mobilising business to 
focus on the long term is a central aim of the economic growth mission. Fourth, commentators 
have raised concerns about the potential negative impacts of international ownership on the 
UK’s industrial and national-security capabilities.124 Fifth, when businesses pay international 
shareholders via dividends, these financial resources leave the UK.

Together, these factors resulting from the global nature of British capitalism may make it harder 
to mobilise businesses around the UK government’s missions. This is compounded by broader 
developments in business practice in the UK, such as the increasing primacy of shareholder 
value. This has been widely documented as contributing to the UK economy’s short-termism, a 
challenge when delivering transformative missions is an inherently long-term affair.125 

BARRIERS TO CIVIL SOCIETY MOBILISATION

The twin shocks of the Covid-19 pandemic and cost-of-living crisis in quick succession brought 
intense challenges for the civil society sector. This was made all the worse by the fact that 
civil society went into the pandemic with weak foundations; a decade of austerity had been 
particularly damaging for the finances of charities. While the NCVO’s 2024 Civil Society 
Almanac, an audit of the sector’s health, finds green shoots of recovery, including an increase 
in charitable activity, the sector remains bruised by the last decade or so.126 The fragile finances 
of civil society organisations are a major barrier to the sector being an active partner in the 
government’s missions.

Another barrier is the capacity of sectoral and umbrella organisations, at a national and local 
level, representing civil society organisations. These include national organisations such as 
NCVO, ACEVO and NAVCA as well as local organisations such as voluntary sector councils. 
This national and local infrastructure is important to mobilising civil society around missions, 
but the capacity of these organisations varies: a survey in 2021 highlighted that finances and 
recruiting/retaining volunteers are challenges local VCSE umbrella organisations face.127 These 
are the organisations which national, regional and local government need to work with given the 
fact that the majority of individual VCSE organisations are small.128 The small size of most VCSE 
organisations – 80% have an annual income of below £100,000 – itself presents a potential 
barrier to effective mobilisation around national missions, highlighting the need for high-quality 
communication as well as engagement with umbrella organisations with sufficient capacity.129

122  Brandily, P. and others. Beyond Boosterism: Realigning the policy ecosystem to unleash private investment for sustainable growth. 
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The UK government is currently working with civil society organisations to develop a new 
Civil Society Covenant.130 The aim is “to reset the relationship with civil society and build a 
new partnership that can harness civil society’s full potential to rebuild our country and deliver 
against the government’s five missions”.131 This process has the potential to help address some 
of the barriers described above, but further reforms will be needed beyond the Covenant itself 
to mobilise civil society around the national missions.

BARRIERS TO CITIZEN MOBILISATION 
Mobilisation of citizens can come in many forms, since there are many different ways in which 
citizens can contribute to missions. This could include:

•	 Mobilising citizens to help shape the development and design of missions (e.g. through 
public participation and deliberation)

•	 Mobilising public opinion behind missions

•	 Mobilising citizens to pay (higher) taxes which contribute to funding mission delivery

•	 Mobilising citizens to volunteer (formally and informally)

•	 Mobilising citizens to contribute to missions through paid work (e.g. by working for a 
business or VCSE organisation aligned with a mission)

 
Low political trust is a significant barrier to citizen mobilisation
Despite the mass mobilisation during the pandemic, there are other indications that citizens may 
not be willing to sacrifice their own time or money to support national missions. For example, 
the proportion of people engaged in formal volunteering has gradually but consistently 
declined over the last decade (as shown in Figure 4 below). Voter turnout was historically low 
at the 2024 general election, and is much lower in local elections. Although support for higher 
taxation has risen in public attitudes research since 2010, politicians remain unwilling to sell 
significantly higher taxes to the public, suggesting they do not believe the findings of such 
research.132

A significant underlying problem is declining trust in government, politicians and democracy. 
Low trust in the government and politicians makes it less likely that people will be willing to 
engage in democratic processes, or sacrifice time or money to support national missions. 
The 2023 British Social Attitudes survey found that trust in government and politicians is at a 
record low.133 For example, “45% would ‘almost never’ trust British governments of any party 
to place the needs of the nation above the interests of their own political party, more than ever 
before.”134 In Demos’s research project Trustwatch 2024 we explored some of the key drivers of 
low political trust, including speaking with a panel of 32 members of the public.135 As we argued 
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in our Trustwatch report, a lack of political trust is a serious barrier to mobilising citizens  
around missions for a ‘decade of national renewal’.136

The state is often poor at successfully mobilising and partnering with citizens
On the ‘demand side’ of citizen mobilisation, the state is often poor at successfully mobilising 
and partnering with citizens. For example, in March 2020 during the Covid-19 pandemic, the 
government appealed for volunteers to support the NHS.137 This ambition resonated deeply 
with the public, inspiring a groundswell of civic engagement as 750,000 people signed up in 
just six days, reflecting citizens’ desire to contribute to this national ‘mission’ at a moment of 
crisis.138,139 Yet many volunteers were never assigned tasks, and journalists reported people’s 
frustration at delays and poor communication during spring 2020.140,141 Indeed, a review of the 
academic literature on Covid-19 pandemic volunteering in the UK concludes that “...despite 
the efforts of a few official public institutions and councils, there has been limited community 
engagement and collaboration with volunteering groups and other community-based 
organisations.”142 In the case study below, we discuss some of the reasons the government and 
the NHS struggled to make the most of citizens’ enthusiasm and willingness to volunteer.

 

CASE STUDY 

FAILURE OF THE STATE TO  
MOBILISE NHS VOLUNTEERS  
DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC
 
The mobilisation of NHS volunteers during the Covid-19 pandemic highlights a 
breakdown in mission-oriented policy execution. Despite having a clear goal – 
rapidly to recruit and deploy a volunteer workforce to alleviate pressures on the NHS 
and support vulnerable communities – problems with communication and a lack 
of engagement with local community organisations undermined the mobilisation, 
utilisation and retention of volunteers. 

136  Goss, D., Huband-Thompson, B. and Curtis, P. Trustwatch 2024: A playbook to rebuild trust in politics. Demos, 7 October 2024. Available 
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138    NHS England. NHS volunteer responders: 250,000 target smashed with three quarters of a million committing to volunteer. 29 March 
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- April to August 2020. November 2020. Available at https://www.royalvoluntaryservice.org.uk/media/pbclxyoz/working_paper_two_volunteer_
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the literature. BMC Public Health 21, 1470, 28 July 2021. Available at https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-021-11390-8 [accessed 10/02/2025] 
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At the very early stages of the pandemic and the imposition of nationwide lockdown 
in March 2020, the UK government, in partnership with NHS England, launched the 
NHS Volunteer Responders programme, with an initial target of recruiting 250,000 
volunteers to assist vulnerable individuals and to support NHS services.143 In just six 
days, 750,000 people signed up to volunteer before recruitment was paused.144

NHS England worked with the Royal Voluntary Service (RVS) to organise volunteers. 
The GoodSAM digital app was used to connect volunteers with individuals or health 
services that needed support. However, it proved inadequate for the scale and 
complexity of the programme as it lacked the capacity for coordinating such a large 
number of volunteers. In the initial few weeks, the number of volunteers outnumbered 
requests by six-to-one and many were never assigned tasks.145 The low rate of demand 
relative to the size of the pool of volunteers meant that many volunteers were entirely 
uncontacted and ultimately deleted the app out of frustration that they were not being 
utilised.146 The GoodSAM app, while functional for smaller-scale initiatives, struggled 
to handle the volume of volunteers and lacked integration with NHS systems. This 
technological bottleneck prevented timely matching of volunteers to tasks and failed to 
account for the complexities of local healthcare needs.

Partnerships in missions are only effective when they are well coordinated; the failure 
to engage local voluntary umbrella organisations, community groups and social 
care providers resulted in a fragmented approach, undermining the programme’s 
impact. According to research about volunteering during the pandemic: “There was 
a disconnect between the ‘top down’ response being driven nationally and what was 
happening at a local level, with the ‘NHS responders’ scheme cited as an example 
where the perception in some areas was that local volunteering infrastructure and 
knowledge was overlooked or underutilised.”147

This top-down model of volunteer management resulted in problems like delays and 
failures to utilise volunteers. There was more rapid action where a more decentralised 
model was used, such as mutual aid groups.148 Moreover, people could only make 
use of the NHS Volunteer Responders service if they were UK residents who formally 
registered as vulnerable; this resulted in some genuinely vulnerable people falling 
through the cracks as they were not officially registered as such.149 Hence, despite there 
being countless volunteers waiting to engage, there was still unmet need.
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Citizens’ engagement in formal volunteering has declined
On the ‘supply side’ of citizen mobilisation, one way in which citizens can contribute to 
the national missions is through formal volunteering. However, the proportion of people 
volunteering formally has declined over the last decade, as shown in Figure 4. 

FIGURE 4 
PARTICIPATION IN FORMAL VOLUNTEERING, 2013/14 TO 2023/24
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152  NCVO. Time Well Spent 2023: A national survey on the volunteer experience. 27 June 2023. Available at https://www.ncvo.org.uk/news-
and-insights/news-index/time-well-spent-2023 [accessed 10/02/2025] 
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Sources: DCMS, 2023 and DCMS, 2024.150,151 Changes in survey methodology over time, including 
during the pandemic, may affect the comparison between different years’ surveys.

According to NCVO’s Time Well Spent report, the most important reasons people give for 
volunteering are “I wanted to improve things/help people” and “The cause was really important 
to me”.152 This shows that, among people who do volunteer, the value of the cause and a desire 
to improve things are powerful motivators, which could potentially be harnessed by the national 
missions. 

A potential barrier is that people may volunteer mainly because they care about causes specific 
to their local area; they might not be motivated by ‘national missions’. However, it is certainly 
possible to mobilise citizens around national missions, although the obvious examples, like 
mobilisation during World War II or during the Covid-19 pandemic, are national crises. It is 
unlikely the same scale of mobilisation is possible around long-term socioeconomic missions, 
but nonetheless it seems reasonable to think that some citizens – in greater numbers than 
currently – could be motivated by the sense of contributing to a national mission. Rebuilding 
political trust is also essential: where the government, politicians or institutions are not trusted, 
they cannot inspire action.153
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Another potential barrier is time. According to NCVO research, the top three reasons people 
give for not volunteering are “I don’t want to make an ongoing commitment”, “I do other things 
with my spare time” and “I have work or study commitments”.154 In the Community Life Survey, 
by a considerable margin the most significant barrier to volunteering which people give is “I 
have work commitments” (cited by 51% of respondents).155 If citizens are to be mobilised around 
national missions, they need the time to do this. 

One positive is that, given increases in life expectancy, we now have more time at the end of our 
lives free from work, which could enable citizens to contribute to national missions. However, 
during our working lives – when we are most fit and healthy – the reduction of working hours 
seen throughout the twentieth century has stalled, as shown in Figure 5. It is reasonable to 
suppose that if this reduction had continued, citizens would have more free time to support 
national missions through volunteering. However, since a reduction in working hours in the short 
term seems unlikely given the poor performance of the UK economy since the financial crisis, we 
should consider how to enable more people to volunteer during their working lives.

FIGURE 5 
WEEKLY WORKING HOURS FOR FULL-TIME WORKERS, 1856 TO 2023, UK

154  NCVO. Time Well Spent 2023: A national survey on the volunteer experience. 27 June 2023. Available at https://www.ncvo.org.uk/news-
and-insights/news-index/time-well-spent-2023 [accessed 10/02/2025] 
155  Department for Culture, Media and Sport. Community Life Survey 2023/24: Volunteering and charitable giving. GOV.UK, 4 December 
2024. Available at https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/community-life-survey-202324-annual-publication/community-life-survey-202324-
volunteering-and-charitable-giving [accessed 11/02/2025] 
156  Bank of England. A millennium of macroeconomic data. 2017. Available at https://www.bankofengland.co.uk/statistics/research-datasets 
[accessed 11/02/2025] 
157  Office for National Statistics. Average actual weekly hours of work for full-time workers (seasonally adjusted). 21 January 2025. Available 
at https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earningsandworkinghours/timeseries/ybuy/lms/previous [accessed 
11/02/2025] 

Sources: Bank of England, 2017 and ONS, 2025156,157 
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CONCLUSION 
SOCIOECONOMIC MISSIONS 
NEED ENABLING REFORMS TO 
BUILD A ‘MOBILISATION NATION’

In the previous section, we examined a range of barriers to building a ‘mobilisation nation’. In 
our view, these barriers are significant and threaten to prevent the country achieving the national 
missions. Therefore, in this project’s second paper, we will propose what we call ‘enabling 
reforms’: reforms that aim to make the state, business and unions, civil society and citizens 
‘mission ready’. The relationship between missions, mobilisation and enabling reforms is set out 
in Table 4.

TABLE 4 
A FRAMEWORK FOR ACHIEVING SOCIOECONOMIC MISSIONS 

STEP 1 STEP 2 STEP 3 STEP 4 STEP 5
Set specific 
mission

Explore nature 
and type of 
mission, and 
identify key 
sectors/actors to 
mobilise in order 
to achieve the 
mission

Identify 
barriers to the 
cross-sectoral 
mobilisation 
needed to 
achieve the 
mission

Undertake 
‘enabling 
reforms’ to 
overcome 
barriers to 
mobilisation

Make progress 
towards mission, 
adapting 
approach based 
on feedback 
loops

The Prime Minister cannot simply set ambitious missions and expect our systems of government, 
economy and society to deliver them; they are structurally unable to work in the mobilising and 
coordinated fashion needed for socioeconomic missions to be successful. In our second paper, 
we will consider in more detail the enabling reforms needed to unlock a ‘mobilisation nation’. 
Some of the questions we will consider, in order to address the barriers identified in section 4 of 
this paper, include:

•	 Could the UK government embrace a role as a ‘systems leader’, recognising the highly 
complex environments which influence the outcomes of socioeconomic missions?

•	 What reforms within central government might be needed?
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•	 How can the UK government ‘mobilise’ devolved, regional and local government around 
missions?

•	 How can devolved, regional and local state capacity be strengthened to enable them to 
contribute to missions?

•	 How could public procurement be adapted to help mobilise private and third sector 
organisations around missions?

•	 Could reforms to corporate governance help mobilise businesses to make long-term 
decisions which contribute to missions?158

•	 How can the government’s new Industrial Strategy help to mobilise businesses around 
missions?

•	 How could government, business and trade unions work together towards missions?

•	 How can the UK government mobilise civil society around missions, including through the 
Civil Society Covenant?

•	 How can the UK government involve citizens in the development and design of missions?

•	 How can citizens be mobilised to help achieve missions, such as through volunteering?

Future historians should associate Keir Starmer with mission-led government and its 
achievements in the same way Clement Attlee is associated with the welfare state, Harold 
Wilson with pioneering social reform and Tony Blair with modernisation. 

Yet there is a real risk this won’t happen. This is because the government is using a framework 
grounded in technological missions, when its missions are in fact socioeconomic in nature. This 
different context demands a different framework, embedding cross-sectoral mobilisation as the 
method for achieving missions, which can only be unlocked by a bold programme of ‘enabling 
reforms’ to mobilise the state, business and unions, civil society and citizens.

There is time to correct this. This is a government with a 150-seat majority, with more than 
four years until the next election. In that time, Attlee created the NHS; Wilson legalised 
homosexuality and abolished capital punishment; Blair introduced a minimum wage and an 
independent Bank of England. Failure to deliver on the promise of ‘mission-led government’ 
would be an enormous missed opportunity, with deleterious consequences for the legacy of 
this government. Mission-led government is the best of Starmer and a bold, world-leading 
proposition. It has to work.

158  O’Brien, A. The Purpose Dividend. Demos, 28 November 2023. Available at https://demos.co.uk/research/the-purpose-dividend [accessed 
10/02/2025] 
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