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manchester as a 
world class city
Manchester has gone through an incredible amount of change over the past 
20 years. The city is now a major international hub for business, culture and 
tourism, with the population expanding by more than 20 per cent since 2001 
– making Manchester the fastest growing city in the UK. 

This represents a significant turnaround from 
the post-war period: the population declined 
markedly from a pre-war peak of 766,000 to 
422,000 by 2001 as the manufacturing sector 
slumped, losing 150,000 jobs by the early 1980s. 
Indisputably, people and industry drive cities 
and these statistics reflect the significant 
challenge that has faced the city’s leaders over 
the past 20 years. They also serve to highlight 
the magnitude of the achievement in turning 
around the decline. 

This growth has been driven by an increasingly 
diverse economy, being supported by a culture 
and infrastructure that enables the city to be 
more resilient to market shocks and offering 
increased opportunities to residents. 

This report examines how Manchester has 
achieved this and explores what challenges still 
exist as it develops its position as a global city. 
All cities in the UK face challenges; however,
Manchester has taken the opportunity to
cement itself as one of the UK’s Core Cities.  
This report explores insights from both public  
and private sector partners to understand  
what has helped create the “Manchester family”.

We focus on what kind of behaviours, attributes 
and structures have helped shape the revival of 
the city. The insights of the 23 key leaders from 
across the private and public sectors help us 
understand why Manchester has been so 
successful over the past 20 years.

No city is perfect, but this report will provide 
useful reading to all Place leaders and their 
partners. It provides a different lens, exploring 
both public and private sector perceptions of the 
leadership of the city and articulating the key 
behaviours and foundations that have enabled 
it. It will explore how the city has brought 
together public and private sector leaders from 
across the city to drive forward both investment 
and aligned public services, breaking down 
organisational barriers for the good of the city. 
Finally it will explore the challenges the city 
and its leaders will need to tackle to ensure  
they can continue to drive it forward.
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contributors
We have interviewed leaders from across the Manchester city region to 
understand what behaviours have driven Place leadership and engagement 
with partners, gaining insight on how the leaders of these organisations 
work with the city.
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Essentially, it knew that its AGMA partner authorities 
held the workforce that was required to make the city  
a success. Having a strategic understanding of what it 
means to drive a Place agenda was key to the creation  
of AGMA and the combined authority that exists today. 
AGMA (created 20 years ago) was the stepping stone for 
the 10 Greater Manchester local authority partners to 
solidify their relationship and become the first combined 
authority in the country that central government  
felt could cope with devolved powers. However, the 
combined authority did not stop there. It has recently 
been awarded the powers to align health and social  
care in a more integrated way.

“ Manchester does not approach Place conversations 
through the ‘narrow prism of social care’ as other 
cities do – it looks at the wider socio-economic 
picture in the long term.”

Today, no Greater Manchester decisions are made 
outside of the Greater Manchester Combined Authority 
(GMCA) framework, but all decisions made across 
Manchester and the combined authority are driven by 
the concept of Place. Everyone understands the role they 
play in delivering this. This key attribute is the one that 
drives Manchester and its partners’ decision making, 
but is the foundation for all the other key attributes that 
have been shown during discussions with the public 
and private sector. For example, across the public sector, 
the concept of Place is built on the need to provide 
citizens with the right type of public services that will 
have the most impact to their health and economic 
wellbeing. When working with the private sector, this 

is about understanding that companies need the right 
infrastructure (transport, skills, housing, for example)  
to help them achieve their strategies and therefore be 
profitable and successful. This ability to articulate what 
Place means to the different parts of the economy is 
what has driven Manchester’s rise to be one of the UK’s 
Core Cities.

“ Manchester’s success is that it has always tried to 
develop a well-thought-out plan that is driven by the 
concept of Place. The approach is based on this – if it 
wasn’t focused on Place then they couldn’t do their 
jobs. Everyone is focused on delivering for the Place 
and Place is everything; how skills, the economy, 
health and business all interact with each other.”

driven by place
Manchester was one of the first cities to recognise that its boundaries 
should not constrain thinking about economic development. It recognised 
as the urban hub it held the infrastructure and transport network to attract 
inward investment to the whole city region. 
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visionary leadership
Good leadership is about seizing an opportunity and aligning it to strategy. 
Manchester has shown that it had the ability to do this throughout the past 
20 years. People often refer to the 1996 IRA bomb as the catalyst for the 
change in Manchester’s city centre. 

However, when you speak to the Manchester 
leadership, this event didn’t define the city: it provided 
an opportunity to turn a terrible event into a scenario 
that allowed the leadership to forward the plans laid 
out in their city masterplan. The thinking around 
where they wanted the city to be had already been 
completed and they had a framework that they could 
build around with confidence, pace and direction.

Manchester’s leaders recognise the long term 
importance of engaged partners and have worked to 
ensure that leaders from across the public and private 
sector are part of long term decision making. This 
ensures buy-in from everyone and guarantees that 
they are aligned to the same vision for the city. The 
leadership in Manchester has brought consistency that 
has enabled the city region to have a long term game 
plan that coheres people across the private and public 
sector. This visionary focus has helped make things 
happen, but more importantly provided confidence 
that short term shocks will not destabilise the city  
and its economy.

“ The combined authority is really important. 
Discussion started five years ago and Manchester 
is now punching above its weight. Talking with one 
voice is what helped get the deal through.”

This type of visionary leadership – encouraged 
throughout the economy – has meant that political  
and private sector collaborative platforms have been 
created that ensure they have the right type of 
executive capacity in place to deliver.

“ The reason Manchester’s combined authority 
worked from the outset was that all 10 councils 
had already had the strategic conversations 
around what a city region would do and what  
the priorities are. Manchester already knows.  
We have a Greater Manchester plan – which is 
then translated into 10 individual plans. They  
are then refreshed again and again.”

There is no denying a lot of this has been driven by both  
Sir Howard Bernstein and Sir Richard Leese. They are  
well respected leaders across Manchester but also 
nationally (recently being named most influential  
people in local government). 

“ We are thought leaders – it allows us to be in  
pole position and have a clear view of where  
we want to be.”

Both the leader and the chief executive have leadership 
styles that focus on the long term. However, most 
importantly for the city, their different styles complement 
each other. Both have a clear articulation of the vision, 
determination and ability to deliver with a real passion 
for the city. They instil this through their organisation and 
the strategic leaders across the public and private sector. 
They inspire passion in those who work for and with 
them. They create an inspiring vision for the future of the 
city and from this a clear blueprint, direction and purpose 
for the council and the city. There is also clarity of roles 
that drives stability and understanding. Each is clear 
about what they are there to do:

“ In Manchester decisions are made on the benefits for 
the city and whether they align to the vision; this is 
something they insist on.   

They bring new ideas to partners and they also 
listen to new ideas and work in partnership to focus 
those decisions into place, pride in the city and 
Place based outcomes.”
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the manchester story
One of the attributes that both the private and public sector leaders felt was 
a key component of allowing the city to work in a more productive way and 
operate in the best interests of the city was that everyone bought into the 
“Manchester story”. 

The leadership in Manchester has been able to create a 
story that leaders from across the local economy and 
now nationally can identify with. The leadership have 
articulated a journey for Manchester that has resonated 
with people and therefore ensures their buy-in when the 
city leadership want to get something done or to 
influence a certain agenda. 

This journey demonstrates that, while the vision is the 
same, the message that is used to get there can be 
adapted to suit the audience and relate to what these 
partners want to hear. For example, within the public 
sector in Manchester, the story has been shaped to 
ensure that partners understand the benefits for their 
customer base (residents) in working more closely 
together. The journey is not about taking power but 
breaking down walls so that different organisations can 
work together in a more efficient and effective way. The 
end of this story is that everyone involved in delivering 
public sector services locally will be able to influence 
how resources are spent when it is devolved from 
central government.

“  They have combined to create scale and capacity 
to take on large scale devolution – ‘acting as one’ 
without losing sovereignty. And it answers the 
English devolution question – a new English deal  
– people-powered public services.”

When dealing with the private sector they understand 
that there needs to be a different story, albeit with the 
same outcome as the public sector: more local power  
and therefore more local control to shape investment  
to drive economic gain. The end of the story is a 
successful, vibrant Manchester city region that has the 
ability to listen to private sector needs and develop 
infrastructure and partnerships that will improve the 
local economy and business outcomes. Leaders in the 
private sector care about Place but they also have a need 
to generate profits to meet their strategy. Manchester has 
shown that the more they buy into the journey, the better 
they will do out of the process.

“ As visionary leaders they inspire others, providing 
empathy and clarity of a shared vision for the city. 
By making sure the overarching offer is strong and 
powerful, they sell this dream and convince others ‘if 
Manchester does well, we all do well’. Organisations 
are engaged to sign up and realise they cannot do 
this alone.”

Manchester has recognised that while people have their 
own version of the story, it has the same ending. This 
shows that the city region’s leadership is joined up and 
bought into the vision for the city and the future way of 
working. This is an incredibly complex thing to do: to 
make sure not only are public sector partners lined up 
but they are expressing the same outcomes and answers 
as leaders across the private sector. 

“ In Manchester there is a real ability to manage 
complex partnerships and networks. If anyone asks 
anyone in Manchester a question they will get the 
same answer.”
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networked economy
This vision is not just about the council and other local authorities. 
Manchester has ensured that the key players and leaders across 
the public and private sector are entwined into the decision making 
mechanisms of the city and the region. 

Building on the concept of the Place operating model, 
Manchester has shown that complex relationships 
should disregard organisational boundaries and 
hierarchies when there is a decision that needs to be 
made for the good of the city. 

“ Manchester has created a number of agencies and 
functions with some overlapping accountabilities 
(so presumably, they have to work with one another 
collaboratively, or on occasions compete) to deliver 
what is required – and to build on each other’s ideas.”

Private and public sector leaders are encouraged to meet 
and build relationships through the various different 
governance boards that exist across the city. This has 
happened through the council making a concerted 
effort to bring commercial organisations together. 
Manchester has sought input from and listened to 
private sector leaders. This benefits the local economy 
but also makes these organisations feel valued. 

“ As part of the private sector in Manchester, we 
are encouraged to help develop the city strategy. 
We do not compete with each other at this level 
and we will focus on what’s best for Manchester. 
However, we will compete aggressively for the 
work and the contracts outside of this forum. If we 
work together, the city does well and we benefit. 
We understand the need at this level that we are 
not looking after individual interests. Other cities 
we work in don’t operate in this way: people play 
games and compete.”

Socialised power is built using the strategy as the 
foundation. Partners are bought into the vision and 
understand the whole picture. Policies are forged from 
the start and the power of networks is harnessed to 
deliver social policy by involving leaders across the 
economy in the delivery. This means there is more 
energy to make sure they are a success.

“ They never feel like it is being done to them – they do 
it themselves.”

This “network of trust” created through real distributed 
leadership has brought a scale and purpose with it. 
Manchester understands that it can obtain buy-in by 
giving partners (private and public) the opportunity to 
make a meaningful constructive contribution. It isn’t 
about accolades: it’s about discharging leadership 
responsibilities and handling issues sensitively. 

Being open and inclusive is about being open to 
challenge and taking others’ views into account to 
shape city policy. This allows the right decisions to be 
made. This culture is encouraged across the Place; both 
the council and its partners demonstrate this quality.  
It also allows it to feel ambitious and accepting of 
outsiders. There is a level of trust and mutual respect 
that makes it easier to do business and get things done. 
Private sector individuals say this is rare in other Places 
they do business in, across the UK.

“ The city is so connected, both through individuals 
and organisations – lots of cross-pollination 
across organisations, for example through non-
executive director posts, strategy groups and new 
organisations like “the Corridor”. The Corridor, for 
example, creates a cluster within the city – with all 
partners from all the key players talking formally 
about the initiative but affording the opportunity 
to talk more informally about the wider city region 
issues – driving innovation and creativity.”
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entrepreneurism 
The “can do” ethos is developed through the Manchester leadership 
psyche. This phrase encompasses a range of attributes that both the 
public and private sector have identified as making Manchester stand  
out and be successful. 

Common descriptions that encompass the “can do” 
behaviours included:

“ Entrepreneurial, innovative, flexible, resilient, 
pragmatic, thought leaders.” 

“ What people don’t realise is that it doesn’t always 
have to be the 10 authorities that have to do things 
together – it could be two or three. Good ideas 
shouldn’t stop because people fear for their jobs.  
If people are good, they have nothing to worry 
about. It’s the ones with the lack of talent that  
are scared and are a barrier.”

Throughout the conversations with both public and 
private sector partners it was the drive to make the 
Manchester city region as successful as it could be that 
entwined them into working together to deliver 
common objectives. The leadership do not see problems 
but instead are focused on applying innovative and 
entrepreneurial solutions to challenges. Manchester has 
focused on what makes it globally distinctive and future 
success will be built on improving these areas.

Private sector leaders consistently articulated their 
admiration for how the city works with them to make 
the process of growth and therefore investment in the 
public realm and people easier. Installing this culture 
throughout the council has helped ensure major 
transformation projects are delivered in Manchester but 
also provide the council with an opportunity to meet 
their objectives.

“ The key to the success of the project was the 
flexibility given by the planning department.  
When the plans were originally drawn up, they 
were very vague. Other than the headquarters 
building, no one was clear what else would be 
built; it was to be an evolving plan. This was a very 
supportive approach and the planning function 
became a partner in the development process, thus 
negating the ‘them and us’ sense so often found in 
similar situations.”

This ability to encourage innovative thinking at all 
levels and develop a culture that encourages flexibility 
and entrepreneurship with a level of resilience that 
enables leaders to bounce back from challenging 
situations has encouraged the leaders of the area to 
think differently about how they deliver their remit. 
This resilience across the city leadership means they 
will take calculated risks that ultimately pay dividends 
for the city region. 

While Manchester and its combined authority partners 
are faced with significant funding cuts, the local 
authorities are still working together to drive economic 
development. This has powered the work with central 
government on the devolution agenda. For Manchester, 
devolution is not just about having more local control; 
it’s about having the power to shape services across the 
public sector to deliver the services that residents need. 
Built into that is the recognition that this should drive 
efficiency to help the public sector across Manchester 
succeed in the challenging financial climate.

“ Manchester Airports Group is a key driver of 
jobs and growth in the North of England. The 
acquisition of Stansted will help deliver maximum 
value with annual dividends for reinvestment 
for Manchester City Council and the other local 
authority shareholders.”
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commercial mentality  
– social impact
One of the key drivers for success in Manchester has been its ability to 
understand how the private sector works and plug itself into those networks, 
as well as bring the right leaders from that sector and plug them into the 
public sector machinery. This has been driven by a unique view of how 
Manchester values itself in the market.

Most city councils across the country are large, complex 
beasts with a huge turnover, delivering diverse services 
spanning from waste to children’s social care. If these 
organisations were sitting in the private sector it is likely 
they would be celebrated as examples of best practice in 
their ability to deliver a product to their customers, create 
local jobs that stimulate the local economy and operate 
with tight margins. Unfortunately, this is not the case. 
Local government is seen as an area that still has the 
capacity to be streamlined. Manchester, however, prefers 
to instil a culture that may be seen as having a more 
private sector focus but driven by a social ethos. 

“ At the end of the day, the council is a giant PLC. 
We fund things, we are the provider of services, 
we are facilitators and we are thought leaders. 
We have joint ventures, investment models, assets 
and resources – we also own four airports. It’s a 
sophisticated model.”

Manchester focuses on the importance of the 
redistribution of wealth but is also pragmatic. It 
recognises that unless wealth is created in the first place 
there will be nothing to redistribute. The council does 
this in two ways. The first is using a socially commercial 
mind-set to look at the deals it can do with partners to 
make sure they can secure economic development and 
regeneration investment from partners that is aligned 
to their strategy. Most recent examples include the 

investment from the Abu Dhabi royal family into East 
Manchester, a deprived part of the city. Working in 
partnership with Manchester City Football Club’s owner, 
the council and the royal family have agreed a 10 year, 
£1 billion investment to build 6,000 new homes in East 
Manchester. Also recently Manchester secured an £800 
million investment into the Airport City Scheme from 
the Beijing Construction and Energy Group.

It also works with other public sector organisations if 
the business case makes sense. Most recently, it has used 
public funds to ensure that the recent announcement 
that Astra Zeneca was relocating was not destabilising. 
Instead, it became an opportunity for growth.

“ When Astra Zeneca announced that they would be 
moving their research and development functions 
from Alderley Park to Cambridge, the leadership of 
Manchester and Cheshire East joined together as 
part of a task force to consider the future of the site. 
This has now been bought by Manchester Science 
Partnerships to develop a major new life sciences hub 
as part of the Greater Manchester and Cheshire East 
science ecosystem. Over 100 businesses are already 
located there and Manchester and Cheshire East have 
established a £40m Life Science Investment Fund to 
support businesses at Alderley Park and elsewhere in 
the area.”
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Ensuring continued success
Beyond this undoubted success, key challenges remain 
for Manchester’s leaders. Manchester has been successful 
in driving forward large scale projects, designed to attract 
overseas investment and bolster tourist numbers, 
however the key question for the city is how to link this 
economic development to more of its residents.

Alongside the shimmering glass and metalwork of  
the new apartments and hotels, and the innovatively 
converted Victorian mills, sit some of the most deprived 
wards in the UK. Unemployment is above the national 
average, GVA remains below the national average, 
dependency on welfare is above the national average 
and the average wage of commuters working in 
Manchester outstrips comfortably the average wage  
of a Mancunian resident.

Devolution provides the opportunity to ensure that local 
residents have the skills and the access to the wider skills 
they need to play the fullest part in the future success of 
the city. This is critical to ensure Manchester remains 
economically and socially sustainable into the next 50 
years. Manchester has a compelling story to tell and 
Manchester’s leaders take pride in it, as they should.

“ We all believe in the redistribution of wealth  
but unless we create wealth then there is nothing  
to redistribute.”

However, is the time now right to develop a new model 
focused on delivering a fully inclusive economy rather 
than driving the concept of trickledown economics?

“ Devolution means we can tackle the root causes  
of demand for public services, reducing need so we 
can reduce spend. The problem with the Westminster 
model is that every Chancellor spending review 
simply reduced our public service budgets.”

The devolution agenda and the financial responsibility 
the current government is passing to the combined 
authority give the city a chance to create wholesale 
change for its communities. But what happens next? 
Does the council have the leaders lower down the 
organisation that truly understand how the economy 
works and how the organisations can work together for 
the benefit of the people they deliver services to?

Manchester’s future leaders will need to align support 
structures and link services and processes to help 
residents move from public sector dependence to 
generating a return into the economy. They will need  
to encourage the private sector to think about how it  
can play a part in helping to tackle deprivation. A more 
successful Manchester will also mean a better return  
for them. 

.
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Stability and succession
This is by far the most pressing issue for the 
“Manchester family”. Stability is one of Manchester’s 
core strengths. It has encouraged and delivered the 
engagement of leaders across Greater Manchester, 
which has led to sustained economic growth. After 18 
years, Sir Richard and Sir Howard are well respected, 
knowledgeable thought leaders, sharing with Greater 
Manchester’s fellow leadership their vision of where 
they want Manchester to be globally.

The “Manchester family” has grown together from  
these individuals’ chemistry, mutual respect and 
complementary leadership styles. But everyone we 
spoke to, in both the public and private sectors, is 
slightly apprehensive about what happens next. 

“ How resilient are the leaders of Manchester as 
individuals? Or the networks? Sir Howard and Sir 
Richard will be a tough act to follow.”

With collaboration likely to get more complex, has 
Manchester started to think through its talent strategy 
to maintain stability during any change? For local 
government in particular, talent management is 
increasingly difficult: real wages are down and it is 
harder to recruit tomorrow’s talent. Additionally how 
will they use the existing corporate memory?

“ They need to start bringing through the talent 
to ensure they stay together politically as well as 
recognise the importance of economic development.”

Private sector businesses want to work with leaders 
who can make decisions and who will listen to what 
they need. The public sector want to work with leaders 
who can cut through the complexity of collaboration 
and, more importantly, create loyalty to the journey.

Greater Manchester has recognised this is an area to 
develop and have started the Greater Manchester 
Leadership Framework. The intention is it will be a 
living and dynamic part of the Greater Manchester 
Strategy which will build a leadership community 
skilled and enabled to deliver the aspirations with  
and for the people of Greater Manchester. 

A Greater Manchester mayor
Greater Manchester is now entering uncharted territory 
with regards to devolution. The government is serious 
about devolving more powers; the £6 billion health 
budget is a breath-taking development. But central 
government attaches caveats to the power it devolves. 
One of these is the requirement for an elected mayor for 
Greater Manchester. 

Manchester’s public sector leaders have already thought 
through what this will mean, but it has created genuine 
concern among private sector leaders. There is a lack of 
clarity about control and the support structures that 
will surround this post. 

There is nothing the private sector values more than a 
stable framework and the agility to make decisions to 
build their business. In Manchester they currently have 
access to a team that will not only support them to grow 
but actively bring them into the fold so they are part of 
the “family” delivering for Manchester. However, the 
Greater Manchester mayor creates challenges. Questions 
around how they will work and what powers they will 
have raise uncertainty. Most importantly, the leaders in 
the wider economy want to know how the mayor will 
help their business share in the success of Manchester. 

“ There is a perception that London’s Boris model is 
stronger. There is more private sector involvement 
down there. The region needs to embrace the mayor’s 
model and the city region will need to accept that 
this may mean hiring advisers who are paid in the 
right way.” 

Manchester needs to make sure it doesn’t let the 
devolution agenda keep all of their focus, even though it 
is reaping huge rewards. It needs to retain the real drive 
and pragmatism around business development that has 
convinced so many organisations to invest here. The 
private sector wants to continue to feel valued and 
involved in driving the area’s future. Leaders want to see 
that this level of support will continue, no matter what 
happens with the Greater Manchester mayor.
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what will devolved 
authorities need to do?
Devolution is a means to an end and there are bigger trends at play in society that will have 
an impact on how public services are shaped in Greater Manchester, and across the UK. 

The move to deliver devolution could turn  
out to be one of the most significant pieces of 
public service policy this century. The earlier 
part of this report focused on the ingredients 
that the Manchester city region has developed 
and used to drive and capitalise on the 
devolution approach. However, a locality can’t 
recreate the Manchester formula exactly; the 
same conditions don’t apply and each Place is 
unique. In addition to exploring the key 
ingredients for success, planning and evolving 
the Place strategy in the context of global 
influencing factors is required. These factors  
at large are the six global ‘megatrends’.

As public services adapt, the global megatrends 
will shape how society and residents within a 
Place will require support in the future.  The 
megatrends will influence the needs and wants 
of local citizens, the requirements for public 
service organisations, and the response required 
from Place leaders in the next 10-20 years.  

Manchester is continually trying to innovate but 
as they, and all public services within the UK, 
look to deliver the most appropriate services to 
residents in the future, these megatrends will 
fundamentally dictate the services public sector 
partners deliver and the type of people they will 
need to do it.  

What are megatrends?
Megatrends are long term transformational 
processes that are occurring on a global scale, 
with a broad scope and dramatic impact.  
They have three core characteristics:
■  Time: They are observable over decades and 

they can be projected with a high degree of 
probability at least 15 years into the future

■  Reach: They affect all geographical regions 
and stakeholders, including governments, 
individuals and organisations

■  Impact: They fundamentally transform 
policies, society and the economy, thereby 
requiring a response from businesses and 
public service.

Six key megatrends have been identified 
through extensive research by Korn Ferry Hay 
Group and Z_punkt, a German company 
regarded as the European leader in the field of 
long term foresight analysis. Foresight analysis 
is robust, cross-disciplinary, scientific research, 
focused primarily on social science. The same 
rigorous criteria apply to this field as any other 
science.

The six megatrends are summarised below: 

1  Individualism: decline of organisational 
loyalty, increase in self-expression and rising 
demand for the micro-market

2  Digital lifestyle: merging of work and private 
life, increased data availability and use, 
moving towards having fewer strong social 
relationships and more loose relationships, 
and a shift in power from the employer 
having the knowledge to the employee

3  Technological convergence: emergence  
and convergence of nanotechnology, 
biotechnology, information technology  
and cognitive science

4  Climate change: increase in temperature, 
scarcity of strategic resources (water, 
minerals, metals, fossil fuels) and likely  
price increases in energy, investment in  
clean technology, and rising environmental 
accountability

5  Globalisation 2.0: fiercer international 
competition, market diversification, quicker 
shifts in economic power, rise of the global 
middle class, re-regionalisation, greater 
service and product interconnectedness

6  Demographic change: growth and ageing of 
population globally but population stagnation 
of western countries and China, skills 
shortages, pressures on welfare systems and 
pressure on talent.

So what does this mean in the context of 
devolution, the reconfiguration of public 
services and the changing requirements for 
leadership? (See figure 1).












