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A new publication from the Policy Lab’s collaboration 
with the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF) sets out 
how politics can tackle Britain’s biggest challenges by 
drawing on the untapped strengths of communities 
right across the country.

Ordinary Hope: A New Way of Changing Our Country 
Together features work by a number of very prominent 
�gures, including leading political advisors Claire 
Ainsley, Tom Baldwin and Luke Tryl; a former senior 
civil servant, Paul Kissack; a former cabinet minister, 
James Purnell; leaders of new campaign organisations 
and social enterprises, Emily Bolton and Chrisann 
Jarrett; and UCL academics, Marc Stears and Wendy 
Carlin.

As the lead author for the publication, Marc Stears 
said, “This inspiring group has come together to offer 
an alternative to the failed visions of grand political 
projects of recent years. Their work is radical and 
innovative, but also builds on the long history of 
bottom-up politics and organising that has often led to 
major change in the past.” 

In her interview in the publication, economics professor 
Wendy Carlin explains how an overly narrow focus 
on the power of the state and the private market 
has for too long distracted economists from fully 
appreciating the role that ordinary people can play in 
transforming the country’s economic fortunes. Carlin 
writes that by looking at the role of “civil society” in 
economic renewal, economists can learn to “recognise 
motivations of dignity, fairness and sustainability and 
help uncover drivers of growth and prosperity that lie 
beyond the con�nes of the restrictive state-market 
continuum.”

The project from which the publication comes is a 
partnership with the Joseph Rowntree Foundation 
(JRF), whose mission is to help Britain overcome 
poverty. 

Graeme Cooke, Director of Policy at JRF, writes in 
the Foreword of the publication that the Foundation 
welcomes the innovative way in which UCL and JRF 
have brought together a diverse set of talents and 
expertise, which has been central to the success of the 
publication and provides a template for how we can 
convene across differences. 

The publication which was covered by both the 
New Statesman and The Guardian was launched 
at a special gathering of leaders from academia, 
philanthropy, media, community campaigning and 
business. Celebrated playwright, screenwriter with UCL 
Policy Lab Honorary Professor, James Graham as the 
guest speaker.

The full-list of contributors to the publication are 
Claire Ainsley, James Baggaley, Tom Baldwin, Nigel 
Ball, Emily Bolton, Wendy Carlin, Anoosh Chakelian, 
Graeme Cooke, Nick Hanauer, Yasmin Ibison, Chrisann 
Jarrett, Paul Kissack, Maff Potts, James Purnell, Marc 
Stears, Jon Stokes, Ian Taylor and Luke Tryl. Original 
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“The rules are 
something we have 
control over. And 
if we don’t like the 
way the economy is 
working, there are 
democratic ways we 
can change that.”
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“I’m going to 
carry on standing 
up and doing 
something 
because I think 
it’s always easy 
to say why you 
shouldn’t do it. 
There’s always a 
reason not to.”
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A radical  
humanity:   
how connection 
and care can  
help renew  
Britain with  
Hilary Cottam
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It’s a joy not always present in politics and policy, yet 
it seems critical to Cottam’s recipe for change.  
A change that today we are invited to partake in. 

Cottam, whose work has inspired a generation of 
researchers, politicians, and thinkers from around 
the world, believes in the innovation that comes 
from human connection. This belief is born out of 
recognising that each and every one of us come 
with a history, a story that hasn’t always been linear 
or straightforward and must be respected and 
connected with if we are to �ourish and grow. 

In truth, I had been slightly nervous about this 
interview. First, because Cottam is a giant of 
contemporary policymaking; she has in�uenced 
governments around the world, including ministers 
and shadow ministers here in the UK. Sitting down to 
speak with her about her life and work felt like a big 
enough challenge. But also asking anyone to opine 
on the failings of the modern state last thing on a 
Friday night is a tough ask, Cottam having just spent 
the day speaking to European leaders about how 
they could design and deliver better public services.

Ours was to be the last job of the week, and frankly, 
Cottam would have been within her right to come 
to keep it short and transactional. And yet, nothing 
could be further from this. We had scheduled 90 
minutes, and we ended talking for longer. Cottam’s 
energy and ideas for how we build a better society 
were infectious. 

‘I’m running a big work project at the moment 
on labour markets and good work, and it means 
spending a lot of time across �ve different places in 
the UK.’ Cottam says, alerting me to a desk full of 
sticky notes from her travels. ‘I’m endlessly inspired 
by what people think and dream about. The things 
they are making happen against the odds.’ 

It is this kind of inspiration which led her to write her 
seminal book, Radical Help. It is no exaggeration 
to say it is a book that has reshaped how the world 
thinks about public services and how they might 
be reformed. In it, Cottam alerts us to the un�shed 
promise of the welfare state, building on the legacies 
of her fellow reformers such as Beveridge. One 
memorable passage set out the unshed business of 
reformers:

Relationships were allowed no place in the welfare 
state because they were thought at best not to 
matter and at worst to be a hindrance to social 
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Policy Lab:  You have written a lot about the 
need for politics to recognise the power of 
communities, beyond a simple reliance on the 
traditional mechanisms of the state and the 
market. Why do you see these ideas as so 
important?

Adam Hawksbee: I think there are two reasons, 
one intrinsic and one instrumental; one as a 
means and one as an end. The intrinsic reason 
is that these community ties are the foundation 
of our democracy. Democracies are only as 
strong as the solidarity between strangers that 
share citizenship. They rely on me being willing 
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Citizen Portraits: 
high ideals and everyday connection 

Citizen Portraits from York and Peckham 

For this edition of the Citizen Portraits, we found a sense of place and connection.

York and Peckham have always been home to transformative ideals and institutions.  
They have held a space for radical thinking and human connection
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Citizen Portraits: 
high ideals and everyday connection 

For two days, as the rain stopped and people made their way around these two 
communities, we found joy and connection that comes from places that are alive 
with humanity in all its differences.  

Our conversation with Hilary Cottam at Peckham Levels reminded us of the 
Peckham Experiment, a radical pre-war idea about how a genuinely community-
based approach to health could support human �ourishing and connection. This 
spirit remains alive and well in Peckham today, not just in the social enterprises 
and small businesses of Peckham Levels but also in the energy of its shops and 
restaurants. 

Anyone who has been to Rye Lane will recognise the beautiful �ow of energy that 
goes from the green pastures of the Rye in the south to the tower blocks of the 
Willowbrook Estate in the North. At its heart is Khan’s the keeper of all everyday 
things—from plastic prams to birthday candles. The tools to mark any moment are 
stacked high on its endless shelves.  

In York, we are met with a city of soaring beauty and reforming ideals. It is a small 
city with big thinkers and doers—from the Joseph Rowntree Foundation to Danielle 
Walker Palmer and the Friends Provident Foundation. York has an old tradition of 
rebellious thinking when it comes to social change. At the same time, in Bettys Tea 
Room, amongst the cream teas and tourists, there is a welcoming Yorkshire hum, a 
place of gossip and friendship inviting you in. 

As spring arrives, these two communities once again feel renewed, the possibility 
that comes with green shoots. Speaking to people in Peckham and York, we’re 
reminded that there are ordinary communities behind radical ideas and institutions 
like The Peckham Experiment and Friends Provident Foundation – they are shaped 
by the places where people meet and connect. From Bettys Tea Rooms in York to 
Khan’s, these are the spaces where connection is fostered, and people �ourish.
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Nothing less than a “radical invitation” is needed, a real 
opportunity for citizens and the state to relate to one another in 
a way not seen since the birth of the welfare state. Or so, Nick 
Kimber and Osian Jones, from Camden Council, believe. 

When I met them, we sat in the small reception space at Camden 
Council – where those seeking support and help often arrive in 
moments of greatest need—each citizen with their own set of 
complex requirements and relationships. The collection of tables 
is separated by neat bookshelves and bright open windows. 
This is not the kind of cold, bureaucratic space one imagines 
when we think of local government public services. It is far more 
welcoming, warm.

Camden, along with other councils across the UK, are 
attempting to break the status quo. And this isn’t about heroic 
exceptionalism, Camden has partnership with councils such 
as Leeds and Manchester to name but a few. This is a about 
a real national network of reformers. They are shifting to a 
model of public service design and delivery in which the human 
connections between individuals, the community and those 
who work for the state are the primary drivers of innovation 
and support. In some sense, it is an attempt to overcome the 










