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Executive Summary 

Part of a wider project examining how the UK Government can create an improved public funding 
allocation system in England to reduce geographical inequalities, this report analyses selected 
funding streams in England, including their mechanisms for allocation and delivery. We reviewed 
48 funding streams in operation during the period 2014-2024 (this includes some funds which run 
beyond 2024) funded primarily through the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local 
Government, formerly the Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, the 
Department for Education, and the Department for Transport. We bring new knowledge to 
consider and improve the mechanisms for allocation and delivery and provide government with 
actionable lessons based on different options for policy reform to improve funding allocation 
mechanisms that, if taken forward, will positively impact policy, people and places.  

 

Temporal coverage, funding type and financial settlement period 

The funds analysed totalled a value of just over £117 billion over the time period studied. 
However, most of the funding was relatively short term in duration, with only 10 out of the 48 
funding streams confirmed to continue beyond 2025. Of these ten, two end in March 2026, two 
in 2027, three in 2029, one in 2031 and two in 2032. This highlights the often time-limited and 
short-term nature of spatial funding, and raises questions about which funds, if any, will replace 
the funding due to come to an end. The individual funding values of each stream varied 
considerably – the lowest value was £20 million (Rural Mobility Fund) and the highest £23 billion 
(City Region Sustainable Transport Settlements). The variation in value was immense. The sheer 
number of opportunities to access competitive funding compared to direct awards results 
creates a challenge for local authority and combined authority resourcing in terms of capacity to 
respond to funding calls. Government has prioritised funding simplification over recent years. 
Continuing to reduce the number of overlapping (policy domain and time) funding streams would 
be beneficial. 

The mechanisms by which funding is allocated vary from competitive bidding to negotiation, to 
direct award by formula. Whilst this in itself is complex, each individual fund has different criteria 
and conditions to meet to secure the funding. Regularly programme details are developed after 
the launch of the fund, thus constraining swift programme and project implementation and, in 
some cases, Mayoral Combined Authorities (MCAs)1 are taking organisational financial risks to 
implement projects quickly before full programme details are released, e.g. UK Shared Prosperity 
Fund (UKSPF). 

The programmes analysed were funded by thirteen different departments, with 40 out of the 48 
funding streams having a single Government department source. Each department had a 

 
1 The English devolution white paper published in December 2024 sets out the replacement of 
the terms ‘mayoral combined authorities’ and ‘mayoral combined county authorities’ with 
‘strategic authority’, ‘mayoral strategic authority’ and ‘established mayoral strategic authority’. 
This report continues to refer to ‘Mayoral Combined Authorities’ as it is primarily a review of funds 
introduced prior to this date and the change in terminology. 
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different set of objectives, timeline for delivery, application and monitoring expectations for each 
funding stream and in some cases, these varied by funding stream within departments. This adds 
to the complexity and fragmentation of the funding system. 

There are no clear patterns in the split of capital and revenue funding in the funds analysed. This 
adds to the complexity of the system and mechanisms for allocation and management. There is 
evidence of a need for revenue funding to complement capital funding (e.g. building a training 
centre requires capital for build and skills revenue funding to ensure the facilities are used and 
sustainable).  

 

Flexibility 

In recent years, government departments have moved to enable greater flexibility in the allocation 
of funding streams. Our analysis shows that during the period studied flexibility has been limited, 
and government departments continued to determine conditions for usage to a large extent. Only 
one fund analysed (i.e. the devolution deals) demonstrated a high level of flexibility. This lack of 
flexibility, alongside the complexity and variety of geographical scales, policy objectives, delivery 
times and monitoring processes, is a challenge for fund recipients to manage and limits the 
potential for sustainable long-term impact. 

 

Geographical focus 

Our analysis emphasises how the complex nature of the funding landscape often results in no 
obvious pattern in how funding is spatially targeted. A very limited number of funds are 
specifically geographically targeted with a high proportion of funds allocated to administrative 
geographic areas. 

The complexity of funding allocations limits the ability to measure spatial impact and 
demonstrate improvement in set monitoring criteria, output achievement, outcomes and wider 
impact on socio-economic circumstances. Limited availability of information, including details 
regarding fund make-up, source, allocation processes, final allocations, geographical destination 
of funds and expenditure, hinders the ability to analyse and evaluate such funding streams. If 
more information was available for longer regarding funding streams in operation, it would be 
easier to identify the precise geographical focus of funding provided, track changes in funding 
available over time and better support ongoing improvement.  

Combined and strategic authorities require greater support to create an agreed consistent set of 
metrics that can also be used by central government to provide a baseline to determine the level 
of geographical inequalities, and the funding required to address such inequalities. Co-
development of these metrics could also be utilised across government. This could enable 
stronger and simpler funding criteria and measurement factors that then could clearly define 
need and be utilised to demonstrate improvement at sub-national level. 
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Allocation mechanism 

The majority of funds analysed involved competitive processes for allocation, although formula 
funding made up the greatest proportion of total funding awarded. Each of the 13 government 
departments or government agencies providing funding covered in this analysis utilise different 
assessment criteria and mechanisms as part of this competitive process. They also use varying 
data sources, with few examples of consistency in sources utilised across the different funding 
streams. Allocation mechanisms varied according to the urgency or longevity of the fund.  

 

Alignment to Levelling Up Missions and Labour missions 

The original aim of the research included an analysis of the impact of funding streams against the 
eleven Levelling Up Missions. The change of UK government in July 2024 and a move away from 
these Levelling Up Missions to the five Labour Party Missions has limited this analysis but has 
created an early opportunity to compare the funding streams against the new policy areas. The 
change in government took place after the project had started its work hence why we have 
retained the Levelling Up missions link. When analysed individually, the aims of the funding 
streams show considerable alignment with the Levelling Up Missions and the new Labour party 
Missions. Nonetheless, whilst tackling geographical disparities is a central policy objective, our 
analysis of the value of funds by programme aim suggests that, in practice, the allocation of funds 
falls short of supporting this aim effectively 

 

Recommendations 

The points above have informed the recommendations set out at the end of this report designed 
to assist in informing future fiscal policy in addressing geographical and economic inequalities. 
The recommendations consider the quantum of funding focused on addressing geographical 
inequalities, data collection, learning and capacity building including evaluation, and better 
engaging local communities in fund design and allocation. The findings and recommendations 
from this report feed into the final report for this project. 
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Context and objectives 

This report provides a comprehensive review of key funding streams for local and regional areas 
in England that are either explicitly aimed at addressing geographical inequalities or are likely to 
have a direct or indirect impact on such inequalities. We analyse key features of these funding 
streams such as the way in which they were allocated, the degree of flexibility they offer to local 
areas, and their fit with current national economic policy, as shown in the following diagram. 

 

The questions we aim to provide a response to include: 

1. What funds and funding allocation approaches exist in the UK relevant to reducing 
geographical inequalities, and how do they interact at different institutional levels and 
geographical scales?  

2. Of the funds analysed, how do they map to the previous administrations’ Levelling Up 
missions and current government policies? 

3. What actionable lessons can be learnt from this analysis to inform future funding policy? 

The term ‘Levelling Up’ which signifies efforts to reduce disparities between different areas, 
gained attention in the Conservative Party's 2019 General Election manifesto, where they pledged 
to “build prosperity and strengthen and level up every part of the country” (The Conservative and 
Unionist Party, 2019, p.25). In February 2022, Boris Johnson's administration released a Levelling 
Up White Paper aimed at ensuring equal opportunities throughout the UK. This outlined 12 key 
missions, including enhancing living standards, expanding educational access, and fostering 
local pride. Additionally, the Ministry for Housing, Communities and Local Government (MHCLG) 
was rebranded as the Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities (DLUHC). The term 
was largely overlooked in the 2024 election campaign, with the major political not extensively 
campaigning on addressing regional inequalities (Read and Taylor, 2024). Following their victory 
in the 2024 General Election the Labour Party, further signified the move away from the use of the 
term ‘Levelling Up’ when DLUHC reverted to its former name – MHCLG. Although the term 
‘Levelling Up’ has fallen out of political favour, addressing regional inequalities remains vital. 
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Consequently, gaining a deeper understanding of funding allocation patterns, and how allocation 
of future funding allocations could be improved is essential. 

This report provides a multi-scale view of funds and funding approaches in the UK relevant to 
‘Levelling Up’ and the new Labour policy objectives. It analyses the make-up, allocation spread, 
funding methodologies and spatial impact of the selected funds. The general spatial allocation 
methodology of these funding streams was considered. We also mapped linkages to the current 
inequality policy areas. Alongside the actionable lessons for government to improve public 
funding allocation mechanisms, this report is designed to enhance future strategy and policy for 
public funding allocation and contribute to knowledge on resource allocation mechanisms and 
principles. The report reiterates and reinforces existing studies (e.g. LGA, 2020; Bridgett, 2023 and 
McKee and Pope, 2024) which argue greater fund simplification across government departments 
and closer working between central government, strategic authorities and local authorities 
through joint development of funding streams would create efficiencies and opportunities for 
greater impact in addressing geographical inequalities. The report goes further by providing 
detailed insights into the limited flexibility of the funding available, the beneficiaries of funding by 
geographic focus (emphasising how the majority of the funding analysed was targeted at 
administrative geographic areas rather than a specific or single geographic focus), the availability 
of capital and revenue funding and alignment between fund goals and Levelling Up and Labour 
Party Missions. 

Local growth funds are based on the idea that strategically allocated funding to local 
authorities—such as county and district councils, metropolitan boroughs, unitary councils, and 
both mayoral and non-mayoral combined authorities—can stimulate local economies and drive 
tangible improvements within communities (see Ward, 2024). Recent years have seen the 
publication of a number of studies criticising distribution of sub-national funding for local 
economic growth. Criticism has especially focused on the transition from a limited number of 
large-scale, long-term initiatives to a greater number of smaller, short-term interventions (NAO, 
2022), the complexity and lack of flexibility within the funding system (Taylor et al, 2024) and the 
way in which the move to greater use of competitive bidding processes creates “competitive 
rather than collaborative relations” and leads to place-based strategies being developed 
“according to the bids they (local and regional stakeholders) manage to win, rather than the 
actual needs, specialisms, and ambitions of the local economy” (Newman et al, 2021, p.5). 
Nonetheless, there remains limited understanding of what funds and funding allocation 
approaches exist especially in relation to government priorities, and how they interact at different 
institutional levels and geographical scales. The questions seeking to be addressed by this report 
and the wider project whilst set and will be fed into MHCLG to help inform future funding 
allocation design. 
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Methodology  

This report is based on analysis of 48 funds/programmes focused on addressing geographical 
inequalities (listed in Appendix 1) operating in the period 2014-2024. The funds primarily focus on 
England, but some are UK-wide. They are funded or commissioned primarily by central 
government departments. In particular we explore programmes funded by the Ministry of 
Housing, Communities and Local Government (MHCLG), formerly the Department for Levelling 
Up, Housing and Communities, (DLUHC), the Department for Education, and the Department for 
Transport. In some instances, the programmes studied are funded by units within government 
departments (such as the Office for Health Improvement and Disparities) or non-departmental 
public bodies operating at arm’s length from central government (for example, Innovate UK), 
government funded bodies (including Arts Council England). Funds were selected according to 
the following criteria: 

1. Funds related to the ‘Levelling Up’ agenda and allocated by DLUHC/ MHCLG. 

2. Funds allocated by other government departments with an explicitly spatial focus, 
meaning they are only available to certain geographic areas or are available to all 
geographic areas but with certain areas being prioritised or awarded a greater amount of 
funding. 

3. Government allocated funding without an explicitly spatial focus (i.e. that is allocated 
everywhere) but where the responsibility for commissioning and ways of utilisation varies 
(e.g. Adult Education Budget, City Region Sustainable Transport Settlement). 

4. Other non-government funds with a spatial focus (e.g. Building Better Opportunities 
funded by the National Lottery Community Fund, ERDF) that are utilised alongside 
government funds.  

While we therefore did not comprehensively consider all government funding streams, by using 
these criteria we have included the majority of the funding programmes that are likely to have a 
direct impact on geographical inequalities 

We focus on funds that were in operation during the period 2014-2024 (even though some funds 
may have started before 2014 or will continue to be in operation during 2025 and beyond)..  
Focusing on trends in the contemporary period rather than a more historical review is intended 
to provide insights into what should change compared to the funding landscape in place currently 
and over the recent past. 

The funds selected were identified through desk research including reviewing funds listed on the 
websites of government departments as well as those referred to in recent reports and academic 
papers analysing funding allocations in the UK-context. Key papers reviewed include Atherton 
and Le Chevalier (2023), Cook et al (2019), Frensham et al (2022), NAO (2021), Pugh (2024), and 
Tait et al (2022). 

Applying the above criteria, the identified 48 funds for inclusion in our review. The funds cover a 
range of thematic areas including skills, arts culture and heritage, housing, innovation, transport, 
crime and wellbeing, as well as the more general theme of ‘Levelling Up’. 
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Funds were analysed in a matrix with columns relating to: 

Temporal coverage: 
• Temporal coverage of specific funding, 
• Financial settlement period.  

 
Revenue and capital funding split: 

• Total scale of funding,  
• Whether funding was capital/ revenue or both.  

 
Financial settlement period. 
 
Flexibility 

• Flexibility of funding. 
 
Geographical coverage 

• Geographical focus of programme, 
• Geographical coverage of specific funding. 

 
Allocation mechanism: 

• Eligibility criteria,  
• Type of allocation mechanism, 
• Accountable body - type,  
• Delivery body - type,  

 
Programme aim: 

• Programme/ Initiative aim,  
• Target groups, 
• Reports summarising programme/ initiative and associated metadata.  

 
Alignment to Levelling Up and Labour Missions: 

• Alignment with Levelling Up Missions, 
• Alignment with Labour Party Missions. 

 
Evaluation: 

• Evaluation reports. 

As a project, we have identified six different types of allocation mechanism which we illustrate as 
archetypes of funding flows from the national tier to the local tier. These are illustrated in the 
diagrams below. Five direct archetypes can be identified: formula; competitive; negotiated 
agreement; selective, emergency, and random; and shared. One additional indirect archetype is 
identified; this is evident in multi-level governance systems when another level of institutions is 
involved between, or in addition to, the national and local levels. The combined authorities in 
England operate between national and local governments, for example, and within local authority 
areas institutional arrangements exist that sit between the local and community levels; examples 
are area committees and partnerships. In the findings section below, we discuss the archetypes 
of funding most commonly utilise in the English context of policy addressing inequalities. See the 
sub-section on allocation mechanisms in particular. 
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Figure 1: six archetypes of funding mechanisms showing different funding flows from the 
national tier to the local tier 

Evaluations were unavailable for many of the funds analysed in the report and, in some cases, 
have not been concluded or made public.  This limits the ability to learn from previously funded 
programmes and continuously improve the whole funding system including dispersal 
mechanisms. The lack of a comprehensive approach to monitoring and evaluation has created a 
situation with varied, complex monitoring criteria that cannot be amalgamated or collated to 
create a picture of overarching performance and impact. Consequently, it would appear 
challenging to conduct effective impact evaluation that supports continuous improvement in 
how local authorities, strategic authorities and central government address geographical 
inequalities. 
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Findings 

Temporal Coverage   

Figure 2 shows the 48 funds analysed in this report, including the temporal coverage (start 
and end dates) for each fund. The diagram indicates the multiplicity of funds in operation 
over the past ten years. Recent years have seen the introduction of multiple, often short-
term funding streams as well as an increase in new funding opportunities. 

Of the 48 funds analysed, less than 15% (7 funds) have a duration of ten years or more. By 
contrast, almost 30% (14 funds) lasted three years or less and almost 30% (14 funds) lasted four 
to six years.  

The majority of funds with a duration of ten years or more are funding streams to support ongoing 
delivery in specific policy domains2 such as skills (Adult Education Budget) and transport 
(Highways Maintenance Block*, Integrated Transport Block* and the City Region Sustainable 
Transport Settlements (successor to Transforming Cities Fund)), rather than general ‘Levelling Up’ 
funds.  

Of the 15 general Levelling Up funds considered (see Appendix 1), only four funds – the Coastal 
Community Fund, the Regional Growth Fund, the Coastal Revival Fund and the Devolution Deals 
have a duration of ten years or more. Among these funds, only the Coastal Revival Fund and the 
devolution deals are still in operation. 

Many of the funds introduced in the early 2020s were short in duration, lasting less than three 
years. The Community Renewal Fund, introduced in 2021 only lasted one year; the Rural England 
Prosperity Fund runs between 2023 and 2025, whilst the Levelling Up Fund (2021-2025), the 
Community Ownership Fund (2021-2025), the Future High Streets Fund (2020-2024) and the UK 
Shared Prosperity Fund (2022-2026) each last/ lasted four years. Funding for the UK Shared 
Prosperity Fund was due to end in 2025, but the Ministry for Housing, Communities and Local 
Government has confirmed an additional year of UKSPF funding for 2025-26 (MHCLG, 2025a). 
The preponderance of short-term funding creates challenges for local authorities, combined 
authorities, and other fund managers. Existing evidence illustrates that short-term funding often 
leads local authorities and regional bodies to focus on short-term time horizons “which is 
insufficient for the delivery of transformative change and significantly limits the capacity for 
partnership working” (Newman et al, 2021, p.16). Analysis by the National Audit Office (2022) 
similarly identified “a continuing tendency to prioritise shovel ready projects” suggesting this 
“perpetuates the risk that projects of greater strategic value are sidelined in favour of short-term 
wins” (p.38). 

The Devolution Deals signed from 2016 onwards include investment funds over a 30-year period 
from when the Deal was agreed. Devolution deals continue to be developed and expanded with 
new levels being introduced for more experienced MCAs. There is still much uncertainty over the 
funding which will be available in a single/consolidated pot in Level 4 devolution deals3. The 
Autumn 2024 Budget set out that integrated settlements will be implemented for Greater 

 
2 Funds reviewed were categorised into ten policy domains (policy fields) as listed in Appendix 1. 
3 It is noted that terminology has now changed and includes Single Settlements. 
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Manchester and West Midlands Combined Authorities at the start of the 2025-26 financial year, 
and for four further Mayoral Combined Authorities (MCAs) from 2026-27 – the North East, South 
Yorkshire, West Yorkshire and Liverpool City Region. However, the West Midlands Combined 
Authority, and the Greater Manchester Combined Authority currently only have confirmation of 
their Integrated Settlement for 2025/2026 (MHCLG, 2025b). 

A rise in funding streams over the past two years can be identified, with new funds such as the 
£110 million Rural England Prosperity Fund (REPF), the £960 million Investment Zones, the £165 
million Local Skills Improvement Fund and the £100 million Innovation Accelerator Programme 
being introduced.  This could indicate that political terms influence the initiation of locality 
funding. 
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Figure 2: Start and end date of funds/programmes analysed in this report. Note: where funds 
are programmed to end in specific future years, this date is indicated. * indicates where funding is due to 
continue for longer than the presented timeline, but the end date is unclear. 

2010 2015 2020 2025 2030 2035

Zero Emission Buses Regional Area scheme

Youth Investment Fund

Youth Employment Initiative 2014-2020 & 2021-2023

UK Shared Prosperity Fund

Transforming Cities Fund

Town Deals (rather than wider Towns Fund)

Strength in Places Fund

Start for Life family hubs

Serious Violence Fund (Violence Reduction Units and Grip)

Rural Mobility Fund

Rural England Prosperity Fund

Regional Growth Fund

Project Gigabit*

Multiply

Local Transport Fund

Local Stop Smoking Services

Local Skills Improvement Fund

Local Growth Fund

Levelling Up Parks Fund

Levelling Up Fund

Investment Zones

Integrated Transport Block *

Innovation Accelerator Programme

Improving local drug and alcohol addiction treatment

Housing Infrastructure Fund

Highways Maintenance Block*

Heritage Action Zones/High Streets Heritage Action Zones

Getting Building Fund

Future High Streets Fund

Freeports

European Regional Development Fund

Education Investment Areas

DWP CFO European Social Fund 2014 to 2020

Drug strategy housing support funding

Devolution deals*

Creative Local Growth Fund

Create Growth Programme

Community Renewal Fund

Community Ownership Fund

Coastal Revival Fund

Coastal Community Fund

City Region Sustainable Transport Settlements

Changing Places Toilet Fund

Building Better Opportunities

Brownfield Land Release Fund

Arts Council Cultural Development Fund

AEB (procured and allocated/formula) (non devolved)*

AEB (procured and allocated/formula) (devolved)*
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Programme aim 

The aim of programmes is a key consideration when it comes to the impacts on geographic 
inequalities and relates to the geographic focus. Figure 3 shows that more than half of the 
funding programmes analysed had as one of their aims to reduce geographic inequalities or 
support disadvantaged regions. This would appear to be positive in terms of the potential to 
address geographical inequalities. 

Categorisation of the aim of each of the 48 funding streams was undertaken and each one 
assigned to one of 4 categories, 1. reducing inequalities, 2. specific policy areas (e.g. transport) 
that are not geographically specific, 3. strategic importance or high growth potential and 4. a mix 
of 1 and 3. These categories do not necessarily directly correspond to the principal stated aim or 
purpose of the fund, rather they are a broader means to understand and categorise the funds in 
terms of their focus on addressing geographical inequalities. 

These aims were identified based on the information provided in guidance documentation, press 
releases or statements published alongside the launch of funding programmes, or prospectuses 
provided.   

 

Figure 3: Total number and percentage of funds studied by programme aim 

25 funds (52%) were aimed at reducing geographic inequalities, through focusing on 
disadvantaged regions, 19 funds (40%) were aimed at achieving other policy aims that were not 
geographically specific (such as transport or roads maintenance), 3 funds (6%) were focused on 
supporting regions that were considered strategic or as having high growth potential and 1 fund 
(2%) was focused on a mix of reducing geographic inequalities and supporting strategic or high 
growth regions. 

Questions exist regarding how ‘disadvantage’ or ‘need’ is defined for each of the funding streams 
and how they are measured (or what kinds of inequalities are being considered for attention). It 
should be noted that there will be overlap with funding not specifically identified to tackle 
geographical inequalities and so the proportion of funding directed to addressing spatial 
inequalities is likely to be higher in practice. The Index of Multiple Deprivation is an example of a 
source that is heavily relied upon even though, many local areas report that this data is not 

25, 52%
19, 40%

3, 6% 1, 2%

Funds by programme aim

1. Reducing geographic inequalities
through focusing on disadvantaged
regions

2. Achieving other policy aims that
are not geographically specific (e.g.
transport/roads maintenance)

3. Supporting regions considered
strategic or as having higher growth
potential

4. Mix of 1 and 3



13 
 

granular enough to assist in defining community level need or defining what interventions are 
required to improve social inequality, e.g. European Social Fund (ESF) Co-Financing and Youth 
Employment Initiative (YEI) funds. 

40% of the funding streams analysed were aimed at specific policy areas such as Skills, Transport 
and Crime with little explicit intent to target geographic inequalities. However, the nature of the 
policy means that such funding is also likely to contribute to aims regarding addressing 
geographical inequalities. The fact the funds are not directly focused on targeting inequalities 
between regions and cities is likely to reduce potential for coordination and targeted policy 
implementation.   

 

 

Figure 4: Value of funds studied by programme aim.  

When we analyse the number of funds by programme aim, the majority of the funds (52%) 
analysed focus on reducing geographical inequalities. However, this only represents 25% of the 
total funding analysed.  74% of the total value of the funding considered is focused on achieving 
aims that are not geographically specific. This indicates that whilst addressing geographical 
inequalities is a key policy aim, this is not being reflected in practice in the value of funds 
provided. 

1% of the value of funds analysed were designed to support or strengthen strategically important 
regions or regions with high growth potential. Such funds will not necessarily reduce geographic 

29370.30, 25%

86341.55, 74%

452.32, 0% 960.00, 1%

Value of funds (£'s million) by programme aim

1. Reducing geographic inequalities through focusing on disadvantaged regions

2. Achieving other policy aims that are not geographically specific (e.g. transport/roads
maintenance)
3. Supporting regions considered strategic or as having higher growth potential

4. Mix of 1 and 3



14 
 

inequalities. Indeed, one could argue that supporting these regions is likely to increase 
geographic inequalities, if strategic/high growth potential regions tend to be the ones that are 
already more advantaged. It is also important to consider whether the stated aim of addressing 
geographic inequalities is indeed matched by the way that the funding programme has been 
designed, including the geographical eligibility criteria and whether it is a competitive fund or not. 
Subsequent sub-sections of this report consider these aspects in turn. 

 

Geographical Focus 

To get a sense of the extent to which funding streams were targeted at particular types of 
geographic areas, as opposed to being allocated to all areas or in accordance with non-
geographic criteria, we devised geographic categories to indicate the geographic focus for the 
fund. Funds were categorised according to information contained within the stated aims of the 
fund and the criteria for funding (often stated within programmes prospectuses).4 The categories 
are: Administrative geographic areas5, Cities, Towns, Rural, Coastal, Mix of previous four 
categories, Not targeted to a specific geography6. The Mix criteria was included as seven funding 
streams were geographically targeted but included more than one of Rural, Coastal, City or 
Towns.   

 
4 It was not always fully explicit what the geographic focus of particular funds was, so in some 
cases a judgement needed to be made about the intended geographic focus from examining 
eligibility criteria or assessment criteria. 
5 Administrative geographies pertain to the structured system of areas associated with both 
national and local government across the United Kingdom. Examples include local authorities 
and metropolitan combined authorities. See: 
https://www.ons.gov.uk/methodology/geography/ukgeographies/administrativegeography#:~:te
xt=Administrative%20geographies%20refer%20to%20the,constituent%20country%20of%20the
%20UK.  
6 This category differs from ‘administrative geographies’ as it relates to funds available to all areas 
focused on a specific thematic policy domain. 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/methodology/geography/ukgeographies/administrativegeography#:~:text=Administrative%20geographies%20refer%20to%20the,constituent%20country%20of%20the%20UK
https://www.ons.gov.uk/methodology/geography/ukgeographies/administrativegeography#:~:text=Administrative%20geographies%20refer%20to%20the,constituent%20country%20of%20the%20UK
https://www.ons.gov.uk/methodology/geography/ukgeographies/administrativegeography#:~:text=Administrative%20geographies%20refer%20to%20the,constituent%20country%20of%20the%20UK


15 
 

 

Figure 5: Count of funds by geographic focus of fund. Note: we did not identify any specific 
funding targeting only cities. Therefore, there is no column focusing on funding for cities. As 
explained below, funding targeting cities, focused on the wider city-region. Such funds are 
included within the ‘administrative geographic areas’ category. ‘Mix of 1-4’ category refers to 
funding targeted at a mix of ‘towns, rural, coastal and cities’ but not city-based funding was 
identified. 
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Figure 6: Value of funds (£'s million) by geographic focus  

Figures 5 and 6 suggest that relatively few funds had a specific or single geographic focus, with 
the majority of funds being targeted at administrative geographic areas rather than specific types 
of places such as towns, rural or coastal areas.  

The greatest proportion of funds in terms of value also went to Administrative geographic areas, 
e.g. Mayoral Combined Authorities, Local Councils, City Regions, Local Enterprise Partnerships 
and Transport Authorities. An example of this form of funding is the £560 million Multiply Fund 
which was distributed over the 2022-2025 period to the Greater London Authority, all Mayoral 
Combined Authorities, and upper tier/unitary authorities outside of these areas in England. 
However, where funding has been available to particular kinds of administrative areas, there 
might still be an implicit/’de facto’ targeting of geographic inequality in the spread of funding to 
certain administrative areas across urban and rural areas in England. For example, the £0.960 
billion Investment Zone programme provided £80 million worth of support to 8 combined 
authority areas which will include towns, rural areas and cities. Combined Authorities were 
established to drive collaboration between local authorities on issues including transport 
investment, skills strategies and economic development and by default stimulate economic 
benefit to people and a specific geography, thereby addressing geographic inequality-although 
this is not a criterion for their existence. There may well be an urban/metropolitan bias to the 
funding as during the period 2014-2024 most MCAs were in large metropolitan areas. 

There only a limited number of funding streams allocated to Rural, Coastal and Towns, such as 
Town Deals, Coastal Revival Fund, Rural Mobility Fund and Coastal Community Fund.  The overall 
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amount of funding made available through these targeted funding programmes over the 2024-
2024 period was also relatively low. The exact geographies defined as rural, coastal, and so on, 
are determined by central government and definitions vary from fund to fund adding to the 
complexity and fragmentation of the funding landscape, with funds such as the Rural Mobility 
Fund and Rural England Prosperity Fund having location-based eligibility criteria It is somewhat 
surprising to see that, in contrast to the rhetoric around Levelling Up and investing in towns and 
rural areas, there were actually relatively few funding programmes dedicated to these types of 
places, and with relatively small amounts attached to them compared to the overall scale of 
funding for sub-national areas. The lack of funding streams specifically focused on reducing 
geographical inequalities faced by rural and coastal communities as well as towns, is likely to 
limit the capacity of sub-national funding to address geographic inequalities. If addressing such 
inequalities is a priority for government, we would expect there to be more funding that is 
specifically targeted at the most disadvantaged/ ‘left behind’ areas. 

Many of the funding streams not targeted at any geographic area were focused on specific policy 
domains e.g. the Creative Local Growth Fund and the Adult Education Budget (now known as the 
non-devolved Adult Skills Fund). Such funding targets a range of geographic areas. For example, 
the Adult Education Budget is shared across the country. A significant portion was managed by 
combined authorities whilst in areas without a combined authority, funding was calculated and 
administered by central government through the Education and Skills Funding Agency. 

When considered against the temporality of funding outcome, the analysis presents a complex 
pattern of short-term funding, multiple timelines for delivery, variation in funding sources and 
multiple reporting and monitoring expectations. 

No funding stream included in this analysis focused specifically on cities. Nevertheless, cities 
and their regions are included in MCAs, City Regions and Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs), so 
it would be anticipated that funding would be provided to cities via administrative bodies 
managing the funding streams. Whilst several funding streams were directed to City Regions that 
have a major city at their core, the funding could have been distributed across the wider city 
region that could include rural areas and towns. This further distribution was not part of the 
analysis of this research. 

 

Allocation mechanism 

Allocation mechanisms vary by funding type, source, recipient and policy area, with each funding 
stream having specific allocation processes that are not always apparent in the launch notices, 
prospectuses, guidance or process for drawing down funding. The complexity of the multiple 
funder and commissioner sources and purpose of each fund add to this complexity.  The timing 
of the launch of funding opportunities and the delivery timescales affects the process and 
expectations of each funding stream. For example, the requirement to spend money within fiscal 
years or pre and post general elections can limit any lead in time and so may be swifter in 
allocation processes.  

Where larger and multi-year funding streams are implemented, there is often a more complex 
and detailed allocation process, more recently this includes business plan co-development 
between, primarily MCAs and government departments, as in Investment Zones and UKSPF.  
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The analysis considered whether a fund was directly or indirectly awarded to fund managers. 
Indirect included funding awarded to third parties to manage on behalf of the fund source. For 
example, Building Better Opportunities funding was originally from the European Union (EU) but 
was managed and allocated by the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) utilising the 
National Lottery Community Fund (an organisation acting as an intermediary) to commission 
local projects. Funding for the Youth Employment Initiative and the DWP Co-Financed Fund were 
EU funds that were then allocated by LEP Committees to deliver LEP strategic plans.   

Direct funding streams were then considered by mechanism for award. This included formula 
determined, a competitive process, a mix of both or selective including emergency and 
immediate awards. An additional category – ‘negotiated’ was included. Only one funding stream 
was categorised in this group – the MCA Devolution Deals. Further analysis was undertaken of 
funding streams that were formula funded. We found examples of five of the six archetypes 
outlined in the Methodology section – with only ‘shared’ funding between local areas not present 
in our analysis. 

 

Figure 7: Count of funds by allocation mechanism 

As illustrated in Figure 7, the most common allocation mechanisms for the funds analysed was 
competitive funding, followed by formula funding. 42% of the funds studied utilised competitive 
funding mechanisms, 33% involved formula funding and 13% involved a combination of formula 
and competitive funding. 

92% of the 48 funding streams analysed were directly funded, i.e. with funding flowing from 
source to fund/programme manager. This indicates a scenario of strong central control over 
funding allocation within pre-determined criteria, either as specific formula identifies funding 
award or a structured competitive process where applications are assessed against set criteria. 
These criteria will then determine the scale of funding awarded or not, thus creating a mixed 
result of geographic spreading. The geographic pattern of funding could also be affected as a 
highly experienced and capable bid/application writing organisation could secure more funding 
than in a less capable area.  Driven by a need to deliver expenditure and outputs within tight 
timescales, some funding streams (e.g. UKSPF) require local competitive tendering processes for 
allocating funding to local delivery projects e.g. the Devolved Adult Skills Budget.  
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As part of our analysis, we then further considered the type of formula funding mechanism for 
direct funded streams, although it was not always apparent what the formula was and in 9% there 
was a mix of formulas used. The detailed formulas used were often not published e.g. devolved 
Adult Education Budget. Of the 48 funding streams considered, 17% used a per capita or 
primarily per capita for similar mechanism. For example, the Local Skills Funding was made 
available by area (defined by Local Skills Improvement Plans) against adult skills attainment 
levels, working age population and productivity of the area. The Local Transport Fund was 
primarily awarded on population size and ’Levelling Up’ need of the Local Transport Authority 
area. 

The formulas used for those funding streams indicated as formula funded were then examined 
and 35% of all funding streams analysed were identified as being awarded in relation to the level 
of disadvantage and need.  Disadvantage measurements could include single criteria or a mix 
including unemployment, child poverty, crime levels, educational attainment, economic 
inactivity and infrastructure quality. The Index of Multiple Deprivation is a source of determining 
a level of need.  In competitive funding processes the capability of the applicant to define 
disadvantage or need and the quality of a local evidence base can affect the winners and losers, 
thus affecting the geographical spread or concentration of funding, for example Freeport 
opportunity and the Youth Investment Fund. Assessment criteria and feedback is not always 
provided to assist in understanding the funding awards made and improving local bid 
development. 

 

Figure 8: Value of funds by allocation mechanism (£’s million) 

As shown in Figure 8, we also considered the value of funding by allocation mechanism. When 
the total value of the funds analysed is considered, direct formula-based funding accounts for 
45%. 24% of the total funding was awarded solely using competitive processes and 26% involved 
a combination of formula and competitive funding. Overall, Figures 7 and 8 indicate that whilst 
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42% of funds used only competitive allocation processes, these funds only accounted for 24% of 
the total value of funding analysed, suggesting that funds involving solely competitive processes 
may be smaller in value than formula-based allocations. 

 

Revenue and capital funding  

Figure 9 shows the number of funds (rather than the amount available) analysed which offer 
either capital, revenue, a mix of capital and revenue, primarily capital or primarily revenue 
funding. Illustrative of the complexity of the funding landscape in England, both capital and 
revenue funding have been awarded over recent years although there appears to be a 
slightly higher number of funds which prioritise capital over revenue funding. However, as 
indicated in Figure 10, the value of funds which prioritise revenue funding is higher overall. 

 

 

Figure 9: Total mix of capital and revenue funding in terms of number of funding streams  

The largest proportion of funds studied (29%, 14 funds) provided both capital and revenue 
funding. For example, for the UK Shared Prosperity Fund that covered both capital and revenue 
activities, lead local authorities (accountable bodies) were given the opportunity to set their 
preferred mix of funding in their investment plan.  Whilst some funds offered both capital and 
revenue funding, the capital element may have been prioritised less often in practice due to the 
required timescales for delivery of large-scale programme outputs likely being challenging in 
terms of developing and building capital infrastructure.  Funds which prioritise capital spending 
over revenue can be hampered by annualised budget process mechanisms within multi-year 
programmes (e.g. the UKSPF and which can limit local discretion and flexibility. 
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Just over a quarter of the funds considered in this analysis (27%, 13 funds) offered capital funding 
only. Examples include the Levelling Up Fund, the Future High Streets Fund, the Rural England 
Prosperity Fund, the Local Growth Fund, the Brownfield Land Release Fund, the Changing Places 
Toilet Fund, the Housing Infrastructure Fund, the Highways Maintenance Block, the Integrated 
Transport Block and the Zero Emission Buses Regional Area scheme. The House of Commons 
Levelling Up, Housing and Communities Committee reported in 2023 that “levelling up funds 
generally do not replace grant funding because first they are capital not revenue and; second, 
because they cover specific projects rather than necessarily covering the priorities of the local 
authorities” (p.3). A further 17% of funds offered primarily capital funding but would cover a small 
proportion of revenue funding. This includes the Towns Deals, where towns were asked to ensure 
that their funding bids concentrated on capital spend on tangible assets, but funding was also 
available if there was need for a small amount of revenue funding, for example to support capital 
project implementation. Such funding was exceptional rather than typical and had to be fully 
evidenced. 

21% of the funds (10 funds) were revenue only. Skills focused programmes such as Multiply and 
the Youth Employment Initiative feature in particular in this category. In addition, 6% of the funds 
offered primarily revenue funding but would cover a small proportion of capital funding. For 
example, 90% of funding available through the UK Community Renewal Fund was revenue 
funding. 

The overall balance, therefore, leans towards capital funding more so than revenue funding, with 
a combined 44% of funds available for capital funding (13 funds) or primarily capital funding (8 
funds) compared to only 27% of funds which covered revenue funding (10 funds) or primarily 
revenue funding (3 funds). 

 

Figure 10: Value of funds (£'s million) by mix of capital and revenue funding 

When we analysed the value of funds by mix of capital and revenue funding (see Figure 10), we 
found that there is a more even split across types of funding than the split between capital and 
revenue funding in terms of number of funds focusing on each type as indicated in Figure 9. In 
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terms of value, 33% of funding was designed solely as revenue funding, and 25% solely as capital. 
42% was a combination of both, indicating a need for both types of funding to deliver programme 
outputs  

Reflecting the intricacy of the funding landscape, few details were available whether funding in 
certain programmes, such as Building Better Opportunities, was used for capital or revenue 
expenditure. This would appear to reflect how programme information is often taken down when 
programmes end as well as differences in approaches taken by government departments to 
uploading information about programme eligibility. Ascertaining whether funding was focused on 
capital or revenue expenditure was particularly challenging for health-related programmes (e.g. 
Local Stop Smoking Services, and Drug Strategy Housing Support funding). 

 

Financial settlement period  

Analysis of the financial settlement period of the 48 funds considered indicates that there 
has been a prevalence of one-off and time limited grants in England over the last decade in 
terms of the number of funds (see Figure 11). One-off funding is likely to limit long-term 
planning and delivery and sustainable impact although time-limited grants can be valuable 
in providing selective or emergency support. 

The first aspect considered in this section is whether funds were one-off grants or whether they 
were recurrent funding streams (i.e. recipients received multiple allocations of funding over time). 
As shown in Figure 10, 54% of the funds studied (26 funds) were one-off grants, 40% (19 funds) 
were recurrent funds and 2% (1 fund) involved a mix of recurrent and one-off-funding. The nature 
of 4% (2 funds – the Local Growth Fund and Funding for improvement to local drug and alcohol 
addiction treatment) was unclear. One-off grants include the £220 million Community Renewal 
Fund (which provided lead authorities with a one-off allocation in 2021-2022 as a precursor to 
the launch of the UK Shared Prosperity Fund), the £1 billion Future High Streets Fund and the 
£420 million Zero Emission Buses Regional Area scheme. Examples of recurrent fund include the 
£180 million Brownfield Land Release Fund (which has provided three rounds of funding over the 
period 2021-2027) and the Coastal Community Fund (which invested over £229 million in 369 
projects across the UK over five rounds of funding).  
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Figure 11: count and percentage of one-off or recurrent funds 

Overall, these findings demonstrate the mostly one-off nature of the funding programmes 
examined. This has implications for funding stability and certainty. The findings underscore 
Green's (2025) assertion, drawing on the work of Pugh (2024) and Newman et al. (2021), in a 
review examining the utilisation of funding within the broader context of the overarching project 
to which this report contributes. Green argued that instability and a preoccupation with short-
term objectives impede place-based policymakers in their pursuit of meaningful and enduring 
change. Wider interviews conducted with sub-regional policymakers as part of this project, 
emphasised how recurrent funding is helpful in terms of supporting long-term continuity in 
project teams and thus strategic planning and effective project delivery.  

Nonetheless, there is evidence that one-off funding can be important in providing one-off 
selective or emergency funding. An example is the £100 million Innovation Accelerator 
Programme. Launched in 2023 by InnovateUK on behalf of UKRI and DSIT, this programme 
involves £100 million in 26 transformative research and development projects designed to 
accelerate the growth of three high-potential innovation clusters: Glasgow City Region, Greater 
Manchester and West Midlands. Providing one-off pilot funding can enable innovate idea to be 
tested and potentially scaled up if successful. Our findings suggest that if initial pilots are 
successful, there is likely to be merit in follow-up funding being longer-term or recurrent. Effective 
evaluation and commitment is also likely to be required to maximise opportunities for the future. 
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Figure 12: Total value (£'s millions) of one-off or recurrent funds 

In terms of the total value of funds studied, one-off funding makes up a smaller proportion 
compared to when analysing the total number of funds offering one-off and recurrent funding. 
65% of the total value of funding analysed involved recurrent funding. This is likely to be due to 
the existence of several very large funding pots such as the £4.8 billion Levelling Up Fund, the 
£1.875 billion Highways Maintenance Block, the €3.6 billion European Regional Development 
Fund. However, a number of issues exist with regard to this funding. First, some of the funding 
was only recurrent over a short period of time (for example, the Levelling Up Fund operated 2021-
2025). Secondly, many of the recurrent funds such as the European Regional Development Fund 
(ERDF), the Youth Investment Fund and the Levelling Up Fund have ended (or are no longer 
available in the UK in the case of ERDF) raising questions over future funding. The Adult Education 
Budget, the Highways Maintenance Block and the City Region Sustainable Transport Settlements 
are distinctive in offering high values of recurrent funding for period of over ten years. This likely 
reflects how multi-year funding is required to support large-scale delivery. 

As well as analysing the one-off versus recurrent nature of funds, an attempt was made to analyse 
the settlement period of the different funding streams (i.e. do recipients receive a funding 
settlement for just one year, or for multiple years in order to facilitate longer-term planning), but 
this was very difficult to get a clear picture of because this information was frequently either not 
provided or not described clearly. There was significant overlap in terms of timelines of the launch 
dates of funding streams, delivery periods and end dates that resulted in varying levels of detail 
available for each one. This was particularly problematic for funding streams that were closed at 
the point this analysis was conducted. This limits ongoing learning from those programmes for 
future policy design. We also identified how names and funds change frequently over time but 
are often similar (for example, the Integrated Transport Block, the Rural Mobility Fund and the City 
Region Sustainable Transport Settlement), again limiting learning from past experience to 
improve funding allocations. Unpicking how funding is repurposed as funds end and new funds 
are launched is highly complex and time consuming. It is likely that a greater proportion of the 
funds studies could have been categorised as ‘recurrent’ if more detail was readily available. 
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Flexibility 

In recent years, government departments have taken steps to enhance flexibility in how funding 
streams are allocated (MHCLG and DLUHC, 2023). Our analysis indicates that among the 48 
funding streams analysed, there was limited flexibility to respond to geographical inequalities by 
addressing local needs. 

The flexibility of each funding stream was scored against a scale of 1-10, with 1 being least flexible 
and 10 most flexible. Flexibility considerations included the ability of the subnational or local fund 
recipient (management not individual beneficiary of the funded service provided); to: 

• shift funding from one policy area to another 

• change budget headings for funding awarded 

• roll-over funding to future years, including fiscal years 

• change the funded delivery to address changing needs or support what works and stop 
what does not. 

 

Figure 13: Count of flexibility of funding rank. 1 refers to the least flexible funds and 10 refers to 
the most flexible funds. 

The analysis shows a spread of flexibility across nine values with no funding stream having total 
flexibility. Of the 48 funding streams, 28 scored 4-6, indicating that slightly more than half of those 
analysed had a moderate level of flexibility, however, 30 funding streams scored 5 or less and only 
18 scored more than 5.  

When comparing the most flexible with the least flexible funding streams, the most flexible 
include Devolution Deals with MCAs of which the premise was to offer more devolved control, 
but even these funds come with defined outcomes to be achieved and a rigid accountability 
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framework that is onerous and detailed for MCAs to adhere to. This is particularly challenging for 
new MCAs and those with capability and capacity challenges.  

Comparing the devolved versus nationally managed Adult Education Budget (now known as the 
Adult Skills Fund) provides interesting results with the devolved version scoring one of the highest 
in flexibility (a score of 8) while the nationally commissioned fund in non-devolved areas scores 
much lower (score 3) in terms of flexibility. This reflects the ability of MCAs with devolved Adult 
Skills Budgets to grant and procure local skills provision to address their skills needs, against a 
rigid system of nationally led transactional arrangements with set criteria for training providers 
within the funder’s (ESFA) rules. 

The lower scoring funding streams include those in the Creative and Cultural sector that are 
clearly defined at launch, for example the Arts Council’s Cultural Development Fund that 
provides capital funding to creative spaces and the Creative Growth Programme that provides 
business support to SMEs in the pre-defined creative sector. 

The scores suggest that the majority of funding streams analysed had less flexibility than is 
desired by local and combined authorities. This suggests a continued high degree of 
centralisation by government departments regarding funding definition and control. Fund 
recipients interviewed as part of the wider project emphasised that the level of flexibility 
anticipated is often not provided during the implementation of programmes and that eligibility, 
funding management and reporting criteria often emerge post funding award. Accounting 
conditions would appear to frequently determine the level of flexibility enabled. Interviews 
conducted as part of a deep dive into sub-national experiences of monitoring and evaluation 
suggest that narrow programme objectives and short-term funding often leave little flexibility for, 
or incentives to, build long-term Monitoring and Evaluation capacity within local and combined 
authorities. 

The spread across scores 1-9 suggests that flexibility varies considerably and provides a complex 
set of conditions for commissioners and managers of funded programmes. 

The low level of flexibility in funding design and implementation found in many of the funding 
programmes analysed is likely to limit the ability to respond to local needs, including those that 
are defined upfront and those that emerge as a programme is implemented. Fiven that the 
objectives of many of the funds include addressing complex issues like social exclusion, 
declining high streets, or a lack of local economic growth, there is a need for flexibility in the types 
of interventions and delivery mechanisms. 

The lack of flexibility of individual funding streams reported, particularly by MCA’s and LA’s, also 
limits the continuity, alignment and opportunity to co-commission.  If these were enabled, the 
view is that greater sustainability, continuity of public services and greater impact would result in 
addressing economic inequality.   

 

Alignment to Levelling Up Missions and Labour Policy Missions 

All of the funding streams analysed could be attributed to one or more of the Levelling Up 
missions outlined by the Conservative government in the 2022 Levelling Up White Paper or the 
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new Labour Policy areas as shown in Figures 14 and 15.  Many funding streams analysed had 
multiple missions, and policy aims in their objectives. There was particular alignment between 
the funds studied and Levelling Up Missions in terms of skills, living standards and transport. 
Fewer funds align with Levelling Up Missions on Local Leadership, Crime and Education. In terms 
of the Labour Party Missions, there is strong alignment between the funds and the Labour 
Economic Growth Mission. There is scope to increase alignment in future fund design with the 
other Labour Missions. 
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Figure 14: Alignment of funds with Levelling Up Missions 
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Figure 15: Alignment of funds with Labour Missions 
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As Levelling Up Missions have now changed, it is not possible to measure what specific impact 
the funding has had on each aim or on ‘Levelling Up’ as a whole.  Nonetheless, it is useful to 
consider whether the previously allocated funds continue to align to the new Labour missions. 

Directly attributing outputs, outcomes or impact against a specific mission or policy is 
problematic as most funding streams are neither set-up, nor monitored, nor evaluated against 
these.  The first funding stream to do this is the UKSPF which has a detailed prospectus that 
provides the priorities to be addressed for each overarching objective, the key mission to be 
prioritised and then the list of wider missions that would be affected by this fund.  See diagram 
below as an example. Nonetheless, the UKSPF has not as yet been evaluated against these 
objectives.  
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Figure 16: An extract from the UKSPF prospectus 
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Figure 16 provides an extract from the UKSPF prospects for local areas to determine their 
priorities for locally allocating UKSPF to specific projects for delivery.  It clearly presents the 
linkage between the UKSPF objective, the investment priorities, the relationship to the Levelling 
Up missions and how each priority contributes to each mission.  Attached to these mission 
descriptors is a methodology for measuring outputs achieved. Therefore, it should be possible as 
part of the final evaluation to consider the impact made. It would be possible to review this 
against the Labour Policy missions. 

For each priority there is a list of specific objectives and a detailed list of appropriate interventions 
that could be funded. The level of detail and the direct linkage of outputs and intervention to 
outcomes could provide the opportunity to determine impact against the missions and policy 
areas. To do so, the impact evaluation must be detailed and reflective of the detailed prospectus.  
The process for, and timing of, the evaluation for UKSPF is unknown at the time of writing in March 
2025 and has been affected by the one-year extension of the UKSPSF programme to March 2026. 
The change of government and newly defined policy areas may require the evaluation to be 
redesigned to link more directly to the five new policy priorities. This would appear to be an 
important avenue for future research. 
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Conclusions and recommendations  

This report has considered: 

1. What funds and funding allocation approaches exist in the UK relevant to reducing 
geographical inequalities, and how do they interact at different institutional levels and 
geographical scales?  

2. Of the funds analysed, how do they map to the previous administrations’ Levelling Up 
missions and current government policies? 

3. What actionable lessons can be learnt from this analysis to inform future funding policy? 

Our detailed analysis of 48 funding streams has provided an insight into the temporal coverage 
of funding awarded in England to address geographical inequalities, the geographical focus of 
funding provided, the mechanisms utilised for allocation, the extent of funding flexibility, the 
financial settlement period and the linkage to national policy. It has also provided an opportunity 
to consider the aims and design of funding programmes and how likely they seem to be to (enable 
areas to) address geographic inequalities. The analysis by design is subjective in nature. It was 
further complicated by limited detail available for some funds and the way terminology varies 
between funding streams. 

The following recommendations aim to address the challenges raised in this report as well as 
concerns of stakeholders emphasised within the wider research project s. 

The range, scale and wide remit of public funding aimed at addressing economic inequality is 
highly complex and fragmented. There are multiple funding streams with overlapping objectives 
and timelines for delivery. Many fund managers and providers report that they are concerned 
about the complexity of accessing, securing and delivering programmes on behalf of national 
government departments to address local economic priorities and emphasise how they have very 
limited capability and capacity to respond, deliver and maintain services.   

Whilst recurrent funding makes up a larger percentage of the total value of the funds studied than 
one-off funding, the preponderance of smaller one-off time-limited grants with short delivery 
timelines, creates a piecemeal and stop start approach to service delivery, with limited 
continuity or potential for addressing the entrenched economic inequalities in many regions 
across England. The lack of predictability of available funding streams underlines longer term and 
strategic planning. There is also need to improve the flexibility of funding with our analysis 
indicating that local areas only had limited flexibility in the funds studied to respond to 
geographical inequalities by addressing local needs. 

The geography of funding is skewed. Funds often continue to be allocated to administrative 
geographic areas and associated institutions for distribution. This is somewhat surprising to see. 
In contrast to the rhetoric around Levelling Up and investing in towns and rural areas, there were 
actually relatively few funding programmes dedicated to these types of places. Further, although 
addressing geographical disparities remains a key policy goal, our assessment of the value of 
funding allocations by programme objectives indicates that, in practice, the distribution of funds 
fails to adequately support this aim. Whilst the majority of the funds analysed focus on reducing 
geographical inequalities, only a quarter of the funding provided is targeted at addressing spatial 
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inequalities. Rather almost three quarters of the total funding considered is focused on achieving 
aims that are not geographically specific.  

There has been a reliance on competitive funding processes with differential award criteria 
which results in winners and losers, not necessarily correlated with the greatest need. Capability, 
knowledge and capacity to respond to funding calls at the sub-regional tier affects this.  

Whilst there is direct alignment between the aims of funds and the Levelling Up and Labour Party 
missions, there is a lack of clear measurement of baselines to be improved, measurements 
for success and what works. Therefore, the direct impact of any one funding stream upon 
missions will be difficult to ascertain. 

Our analysis of the 48 funding streams, enables identification of the following 
recommendations: 

1. To make a greater impact on addressing geographical inequalities, it is important that 
the quantum of funding to target regional inequalities matches the scale of ambition 
set out in policy. 

2. In particular, greater funding specifically targeted at areas across the country, which 
are the most disadvantaged/ ‘left behind’, is required. 

3. Establish a working group of representatives from multiple government departments, 
Treasury and regional experts with lived experience of managing different types of 
funding streams to develop new approaches to allocating, managing and evaluating 
funding. 

4. Simplify and reduce the number of funding streams available to local and combined 
authorities, including amalgamating funds by theme (e.g. transport, skills, business 
support, health, crime).  This should also consider new funding models from the 
private sector, including philanthropy. It is recognised that efforts to simplify the 
landscape are underway (e.g. the Funding Simplification Doctrine). However, there is 
a need to accelerate approaches across departments and support local 
prioritisation. 

5. Create a data observatory that defines a set of data to be used when allocating 
funding. This would include firstly setting a geographic and economic baseline to 
measure improvement.  

6. Establish an independent and national Monitoring and Evaluation Institute and 
capacity building programme that showcases what works, highlights success in 
terms of programmes and geographical focus; and provides an opportunity for 
institutional governance peer to peer review and learning. This should include 
identifying and supporting the more developed institutions to create a solid core of 
expertise that can develop less developed regions/institutions faster.  

7. Enable easier identification of the application criteria and learning from previous fund 
processes – and thus better support analysis of trends and good practice in funding 
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allocation – by improving access to previous central and local government webpages 
relating to funding calls. 

8. Review the UKSPF prospectus approach to launching future funding streams to 
ensure a direct linkage of funding streams to economic policies. This is likely to greatly 
aid in raising the quality of regional/local responses to access funds and developing 
capability outside of London. 

9. Create greater opportunities for local and combined authorities to define their capital 
and revenue split of funding, both at the outset and during delivery of funded 
programmes. 

10. Create a bottom-up approach to economic equality funding by enabling local 
communities greater input into defining what and how they wish to prioritise and 
address their inequalities. This could include community development programmes 
and supporting community type institutions to increase their contribution to 
governance and leadership. 
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Appendix 1: List of funds studied by funder/ commissioner 

 

Policy Domain Name of Fund/ 
Programme 

Applicable 
selection criteria 

Funder and commissioner (note the funder and commissioner may 
not be the same) 

General ‘Levelling Up’ UK Shared Prosperity Fund 1 DLUHC will oversee fund at UK level. Department for Education will 
lead delivery of the Multiply element of the Fund in England. 

General ‘Levelling Up’ Community Renewal Fund 1 DLUHC 

General ‘Levelling Up’ Town Deals (focused here 
on Town Deals rather than 

wider Towns Fund) 

1 MHCLG 

General ‘Levelling Up’ Levelling Up Fund 1 HM Treasury, MHCLG and Department for Transport 

General ‘Levelling Up’ Community Ownership 
Fund 

1 MHCLG and DLUHC 
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General ‘Levelling Up’ Future High Streets Fund 1 DLUHC and MHCLG (2018-2021) 

General ‘Levelling Up’ Rural England Prosperity 
Fund (REPF) 

 DEFRA 

General ‘Levelling Up’ Investment Zones 1, 2 MHCLG/ DLUHC 

General ‘Levelling Up’ Getting Building Fund 1 DLUHC 

General ‘Levelling Up’ Local Growth Fund 1 DLUHC was commissioner for £7 billion of total funding, remaining £5 
billion was managed by other government departments/agencies. 

Funders were DLUHC/ DCLG, BEIS, DfT, and DCLG Broadband. 

General ‘Levelling Up’ Coastal Community Fund 1 Commissioner: MHCLG 
  

Funder:  Crown Estate? (round five prospectus says budgets are 
determined based on crown estate marine revenues) 

General ‘Levelling Up’ Regional Growth Fund partly 2, partly 3 BEIS 
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General ‘Levelling Up’ Coastal Revival Fund 1 MHCLG 

General ‘Levelling Up’ Devolution deals 1,2 MHCLG/DLUHC 

General ‘Levelling Up’ Freeports 1,2 DLUHC 

Skills Multiply 1 Department for Education 

Skills Local Skills Improvement 
Fund 

3 Department for Education 

Skills Adult Education Budget 
(AEB) (procured and 
allocated/formula) 

(devolved). N.b. Free 
Courses for Jobs not 

included 

3 Department of Education is funder. MCA is Commissioner as awards 
funding to training providers. 
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Skills Adult Education Budget 
(AEB) (procured and 

allocated/formula) (non 
devolved) 

 Funder is DfE, Commissioner is ESFA 

Skills Building Better 
Opportunities 

4 The National Lottery Community Fund, with matched funding from the 
European Social Fund managed by DWP 

Skills Youth Investment Fund 2 Funder: DCMS 
 

Commissioner: (phase 1) BBC Children In Need 
  

(phase 2) Social Investment Business in partnership with Key Fund, The 
National Youth Agency and Resonance 

Skills Youth Employment 
Initiative (YEI) 2014-2020 

and 2021-2023 

4 DWP was Managing Authority. Funder: European Commission. 

Skills DWP CFO European Social 
Fund 2014 to 2020 

4 Funder: European Commission 
  

Managing Authority: DWP 

Skills European Regional 
Development Fund 

4 Funder: European Commission 
  

Commissioner: MHCLG/DLUHC 
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Arts, culture and heritage Creative Local Growth 
Fund 

4 (non-
departmental 
public body) 

Arts Council 

Arts, culture and heritage Heritage Action Zones/High 
Streets Heritage Action 

Zones 
  

The information provided 
here only relates to High 

Street Heritage Action 
Zones. There is very little 
information available on 
'regular' Heritage Action 

Zones except a very general 
description of the aims and 

which area had a HAZ. 

4 (non-
departmental 
public body) 

Funder: DCMS (£40m), DLUHC (£52), National Lottery (£3m) 
  

Commissioner: Historic England 
  
 

Arts, culture and heritage Arts Council Cultural 
Development Fund 

4 Funder: DCMS 
  

Commissioner: Arts Council 

Innovation Innovation Accelerator 
Programme 

2,4 Innovate UK on behalf of UKRI and DSIT. 

Innovation Strength in Places Fund 2,4 UKRI 
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Innovation Create Growth Programme 2 DCMS and Innovate UK 

Housing Brownfield Land Release 
Fund 

1 Cross-government initiative between the Department for Levelling Up, 
Housing and Communities (DLUHC) and One Public Estate (OPE) 

which is delivered in partnership by the Local Government Association 
and the Cabinet Office 

Housing Levelling Up Parks Fund 1 DLUHC 

Housing Changing Places Toilet 
Fund 

1 DLUHC 

Housing Housing Infrastructure 
Fund 

1 DCLG (both funder and commissioner) 

Education Education Investment 
Areas 

2 Department for Education 

Transport Rural Mobility Fund 2 Department for Transport 
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Transport Local Transport Fund 3 Department for Transport 

Transport Highways Maintenance 
Block 

3 Department for Transport 

Transport Integrated Transport Block 3 Department for Transport 

Transport City Region Sustainable 
Transport Settlements 

(successor to Transforming 
Cities Fund) 

3 Department for Transport 

Transport Zero Emission Buses 
Regional Area scheme 

2 DfT 

Transport Transforming Cities Fund 2 DfT 

Digital Project Gigabit 2 Building Digital UK 
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Wellbeing Start for Life family hubs 2 Programme is jointly led by the Department for Education (DfE) and 
Department of Health and Social Care (DHSC). 

Wellbeing Local Stop Smoking 
Services 

2 Department of Health and Social Care 

Wellbeing Drug strategy housing 
support funding 

2 Office for Health Improvement and Disparities (OHID) 

Wellbeing Funding for improvement to 
local drug and alcohol 

addiction treatment 

2 Department of Health and Social Care 

Crime Serious Violence Fund 
(Violence Reduction Units 

and GRIP) 

2 Home Office 
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