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To start off the event, there were a series of interactive sharing and learning
sessions, where attendees explored practical examples of place-based work in
action. Participants had the opportunity to choose sessions that showcased a
range of initiatives across Bucks and Milton Keynes, including:

Bucks Place Universal Work 
MK PEP Hypertension Test and Learn 
MK PEP Schools Cycling (Two Mile Ash and Greenley's)
Community Connectors with Truby's Garden
Resident health & wellbeing programme with the YMCA.

View the Session slides and summaries can be found here:
https://leapwithus.org.uk/partner-event-connecting-through-place/

These sessions created space to exchange insight, reflect on challenges, and
learn from real experiences of tackling inequalities at a local level.

https://leapwithus.org.uk/partner-event-connecting-through-place/


Rhiannon Smith, MK Place Programme Lead, and Charlotte Carr, MK Place
Community Officer, shared an update on the Milton Keynes Place Expansion
Partnership (MK PEP), reflecting on the learning from the programme’s first
year and outlining plans for the next phase of work.



The session began by providing context on MK PEP as part of Sport England’s
wider Uniting the Movement strategy, which is investing in place-based
approaches to tackle inactivity and inequalities. In Milton Keynes, the
programme has focused on communities within two Place Need Classification
areas, using a whole-system approach to understand and address the factors
that influence physical activity, including transport, safety, health, housing, and
access to local spaces.

Rhiannon reflected on the Discovery Phase (2025–2026), which prioritised
listening, learning, and relationship-building rather than delivering short-term
programmes. Through resident engagement, stakeholder interviews, social
network analysis, policy reviews, test-and-learn projects, and co-design
workshops, the partnership developed a deeper understanding of the barriers
and opportunities affecting activity levels within local communities. This work
was supported the MK Place Expansion Partnership Board - a diverse
partnership board representing local authorities, health partners, community
organisations, and Leap.





A key theme emerging from the resident voice work was the importance of
connection. Residents highlighted challenges including poor health, transport
costs, safety concerns, and limited access to affordable opportunities, while
also expressing a desire for improved community spaces and stronger social
connections. The team shared several resources generated from this work,
including the Open University Resident Voice Report, local insight tools,
learning from leadership workshops, and findings from four test-and-learn
themes focused on active travel, children and young people, movement
pathways through health settings, and supporting adults to live longer better.



During Charlotte’s reflection on the Local Leaders programme, which brought
together senior leaders and partners from across Milton Keynes for a two-day
workshop in January 2026 to explore the challenges, opportunities and
relationships that shape physical activity across the local system.

 

She highlighted the Social Network Analysis that was shared as part of the
Local Leaders work. The visual map shows each partner as a dot, with lines
representing existing connections and working relationships across the system.
While still at an early stage, the analysis provides a valuable picture of how
connected organisations and individuals are, where strong partnerships already
exist, and where there may be opportunities to strengthen collaboration. By
repeating the analysis over time, the programme hopes to better understand
how relationships evolve and whether the work is helping to create a more
connected and collaborative system.



Looking ahead, the team outlined proposals for Phase 2 (October 2026 –
March 2028), subject to Sport England approval. The next phase will focus on
strengthening connections across systems and communities, with particular
attention given to children, young people and families, alongside adults
experiencing poor health. Priorities include strengthening local leadership and
governance, increasing collaboration between organisations, investing in
community-led roles such as movement champions and community
researchers, embedding resident voice in decision-making, and creating more
opportunities for community-led action and innovation. Learning, evaluation,
and continuous reflection will remain central to the programme, ensuring that
insight continues to inform action across Milton Keynes.

Charlotte also highlighted practical resources available to partners, including
data and insight gathered on local parks, community spaces, and
neighbourhood assets. These resources can help shape future funding bids,
target interventions more effectively, and support organisations looking to
develop activity opportunities within local communities.





The session concluded with a reflection activity, giving partners an opportunity
to share their thoughts on the MK Place Expansion Programme and discuss
what they would like to see in the future. Feedback was overwhelmingly
positive, with attendees valuing the insights shared and the opportunity to
connect with others working across the system. 

Several ideas emerged from the discussion, including the development of a
partner directory to help attendees stay connected after events and identify
opportunities for collaboration. There was also interest in creating a shared
asset audit, enabling organisations to showcase their facilities, programmes,
expertise and community connections so that others can build on existing
resources rather than working in isolation.

Partners highlighted the importance of creating spaces where organisations can
come together to learn from one another, strengthen relationships and build a
shared understanding of local challenges and opportunities. 



Chris Perks opened by reinforcing the value of the discussions that had taken
place during the MK PEP session, while encouraging attendees to think even
more broadly about the strengths and opportunities that already exist within
their communities. 

He challenged the traditional approach to asset mapping, noting that many
asset audits focus primarily on physical buildings and venues. Instead, he
encouraged partners to recognise the wider range of assets available, including
local clubs, organisations, community groups, networks and individuals whose
knowledge, skills and relationships are instrumental in driving change. Noting
that many of these valuable assets were already represented within the room. 

Chris then highlights three key messages for partners to consider:
understanding why this work is especially relevant now, learning from recent
and long-term experience, and recognising the role individuals play in sustaining
change. 



Chris explained that there has never been a more important time for
organisations to work collaboratively to support people to be physically active
and reflected on the importance of understanding the wider context in which
collaborative work takes place. 

Drawing on learning from organisations and places that have been working in
this way for the last six to seven years, as well as more recent local experiences,
he emphasised that successful systems are those that take the time to
understand what is happening around them. Considering not only the lived
experiences of local communities, but also the pressures, priorities and
activities of the organisations working alongside them. Places that are seeing
sustained growth in participation and stronger connections with underserved
communities are those that continually adapt their approach to the context in
which they operate.



Chris highlighted how physical activity and sport are increasingly being
recognised as part of a much broader agenda, including neighbourhood health,
prevention, tackling inequalities and community empowerment. He referenced
national developments that are shifting decision-making and investment closer
to communities, with a growing focus on understanding local needs and
allowing places to shape solutions that work for them. This includes emerging
approaches where communities have greater influence over how funding is
prioritised and spent, rather than decisions being made centrally.

He also encouraged people to share their stories and learning beyond the
physical activity sector. Referring to initiatives such as Pride in Place, he noted
that many sectors are asking similar questions about community involvement,
lived experience and system change. His message was clear: this work has a
story to tell, and there is real value in connecting with other systems, sharing
learning and recognising that physical activity has a place in wider
conversations about community wellbeing and change.



Drawing on learning from Sport England's Local Delivery Pilots and other place-
based programmes, Chris highlighted several lessons that are emerging from
areas that have been working in this way for a number of years.

One of the biggest lessons is that physical activity, sport and movement are
increasingly becoming priorities within other sectors. Organisations working in
housing, transport, health and other public services are beginning to
understand the value that being active can bring to wider outcomes. While
there is still work to do, conversations about movement are becoming more
common and more embedded in local strategies and investment decisions.

Chris stressed that the most successful places are those that put communities
at the heart of what they do. Evidence from place-based pilots shows that
when organisations listen to communities, understand their context and align
around shared priorities, people become more active. He also reflected on the
learning that is emerging now. Connectivity matters. Relationships matter.
Building trust across organisations and communities takes time. 



Chris ended with a powerful call to action. Using the image of many
organisations moving in different directions, he explained that place-based
working is about creating better alignment around a shared goal. In this case,
that goal is helping communities become more active and enjoy the many
benefits this brings.

He emphasised that local places do not move from fragmentation to alignment
because of structures or funding alone. The key ingredient is the people in the
middle — the individuals, partnerships and relationships that bring organisations
together. Rooms like this, where people connect, learn and collaborate, are a
vital part of creating change.

He acknowledged that there is an art to maintaining pace and momentum in this
work. Some periods will feel busy and fast-moving, while others may feel slower,
but that does not mean progress is not being made. Systems change is long-term
work and requires people to act in the short term while thinking about the long
term.



Chris encouraged attendees to continue investing in themselves and in the way
they work together. Too often, the answer is assumed to be delivering more
projects, creating more services or launching new initiatives. While these things
have a role to play, lasting change comes from taking the time to build
relationships, learn together and strengthen how systems work.

He concluded by reminding attendees that if they want to create a different
story about how active their communities are — one that is community-led and
supported by system change — they must continue investing in collaboration,
learning and shared purpose. After all, "the people that do the work, do the
change.

The event concluded with a series of short "Power Updates", providing partners
with an overview of key developments taking place across Milton Keynes and
Buckinghamshire.



Michelle Howden from CIMSPA shared an update on local skills development,
highlighting national and local efforts to strengthen the sport and physical
activity workforce. Partners heard how Local Skills Action Plans are helping to
align training, education and employment opportunities with the needs of
employers and communities. Buckinghamshire's Skills Plan has recently been
launched, while work is already underway to develop a similar approach in
Milton Keynes.

View the full slides here: CIMSPA - Local Skills

Local Skills Plan Development -  Michelle Howden, CIMSPA 



Kelly Sutton provided an update on the Milton Keynes Sport Strategy,
reflecting on progress made since its adoption. Achievements include the
development of key facility strategies, the launch of the MK Clubs Forum,
investment in community sports facilities and stronger links between sport and
wider council priorities. Future work will focus on areas such as leisure
provision, facility development and supporting local clubs to thrive.

View the full slides here: MK Sport Strategy Slides

MK Sport Strategy - Kelly Sutton, MKCC Sport and Leisure​



Laura Waller outlined the recently launched Milton Keynes Physical Activity
Strategy, which runs until 2030 and aims to create a more active city. Partners
heard about the work of the Physical Activity Strategic Alliance and its initial
priorities, including embedding physical activity within policy, improving
referral pathways, strengthening workforce skills and ensuring active lifestyles
are considered within planning and housing developments.

View the full slides here: MK Physical Activity Strategy Slides

Milton Keynes Physical Activity Strategy - Laura Waller, MKCC Public Health​



Portia Simond, MK Movers lead shared an update on MK Movers, a
collaboration focused on providing active lifestyles for children and young
people across Milton Keynes. Since 2023 the initiative has supported multiple
organisations, provided funding and learning opportunities, strengthened local
partnerships and helped tackle barriers to participation. The update reinforced
the importance of collaboration in creating positive experiences and
opportunities for young people to be active.

More information on MK Movers: https://leapwithus.org.uk/events-
networks/networks/mk-movers/ 

MK Movers Collaboration - Portia Simond, Leap

https://leapwithus.org.uk/events-networks/networks/mk-movers/
https://leapwithus.org.uk/events-networks/networks/mk-movers/
https://leapwithus.org.uk/events-networks/networks/mk-movers/


The final update highlighted upcoming opportunities for partners to connect
through local networks, including the Live Longer Better Inclusion Network.
These networks continue to provide opportunities for organisations to share
learning, build relationships and work together to improve opportunities for
people of all ages and abilities to be physically active.

More information and book your place : https://leapwithus.org.uk/events-
networks/live-longer-better-inclusion-network/

Live Longer Better Inclusion Network

https://leapwithus.org.uk/events-networks/networks/mk-movers/
https://leapwithus.org.uk/events-networks/live-longer-better-inclusion-network/
https://leapwithus.org.uk/events-networks/live-longer-better-inclusion-network/
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