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The coupling of ‘partnership’ and ‘participation’ brings to mind a double helping of motherhood and apple pie, or a bonus score in buzz word bingo.  There is a common assumption among policy-makers that partnership working is fundamentally more inclusive than traditional bureaucratic structures, or market alternatives.  Yet there is no real reason why partnerships and participation should go together.  Partnership working does not in itself deliver enhanced public participation; indeed, there are reasons why it may be particularly difficult to secure citizen involvement in a partnership context.  What is true, however, is that partnership and participation have co-evolved as key instruments of New Labour’s agenda for the ‘modernisation’ and ‘democratic renewal’ of public services.  This chapter considers, in the context of local governance, prospects for their future inter-relationship.





Why partnerships?





‘Partnership’ refers to a variety of arrangements with different purposes, time-scales, structures, operating procedures and members.  A partnership may simply be a means of ‘getting people together’ to begin a debate or share information, or it may be a policy-making forum, or even a contractually-based arrangement for service delivery.  Our concern here is with local service and policy-based partnerships that involve public bodies, private companies, community groups and voluntary organisations.  Whilst recognising the diversity of experience at the local level, it is possible to identify three drivers for the increased use of partnership arrangements:





Efficiency:  Multi-agency partnerships can be a way of making better use of existing resources through reducing duplication and sharing overheads among different local agencies (as in social care); they can also ‘add value’ by bringing in new providers and fostering innovation (as in education); and they can be a means of levering in new resources through gaining access to grant regimes requiring collaboration (as in urban regeneration).





Integration:  Multi-agency partnerships can be a way of securing greater integration within an increasingly fragmented organisational landscape.  Partnership arrangements can work to ‘join up’ dispersed service providers, whilst also harnessing the distinct contributions that different agencies can make to meeting diverse and complex local needs, and to tackling social exclusion.





Accountability:  In the context of declining turn-out in local elections and low levels of interest in local politics, partnerships arrangements can be a means of securing new forms of accountability for public services.  Where community groups and business interests are involved in crime prevention partnerships (for instance), they are better able to hold local service providers to account, and to communicate their own views and experiences to decision-makers.  





In short, New Labour seeks to make a virtue out of the mixed economy of local service provision inherited from the Conservatives.  Increased efficiency at the local level remains an important goal, but multi-agency partnerships are also seen as key instruments for achieving ‘joined up government’ and ‘democratic renewal’ at the local level.  The legitimacy of elected local authorities is not taken as self-evident: local councils must work in partnership with other local interests to secure the trust and well being of their communities.  An additional driver for local partnership working is, of course, that it is increasingly required by central government: the government will, for instance, impose new ‘care trusts’ where health and social services fail to deliver effective community care partnerships.





As Tony Blair has explained in another IPPR publication:


The days of the all-purpose (local) authority that planned and delivered everything are gone.  They are finished.  It is in partnership with others – public agencies, private companies, community groups and voluntary organisations – that local government’s future lies.  Local authorities will deliver some services but their distinctive leadership role will be to weave and knit together the contribution of the various local stakeholders.�





Why participation?





That local government should seek to involve the public or ‘get closer to the community’ is hardly a new thought.  The history of British local government is littered with experiments in public participation and consultation.  Most recently, Conservative administrations promoted public involvement in relation to service use: in terms both of assessing service quality (through satisfaction surveys and charter initiatives) and contributing to service management (e.g. through more powerful school governing bodies and forms of tenant management).  The empowerment of citizen-consumers was seen as a means of disciplining out-of-touch and self-interested politicians and professionals in local government.





New Labour clearly recognises the value of public participation in relation to service improvement, as expressed in the duty placed upon local authorities to consult with citizens in securing ‘best value’ in local service delivery.  The government’s earliest guidance stressed that: ‘The duty of Best Value is one that local authorities will owe to local people’.  As local authorities review the performance of each of their services, they are required by law to consult with council tax-payers, business people, service users and community representatives.  Public engagement is seen as a means of raising standards and ensuring the best possible fit between local services and local needs.�  The same principle is behind the government’s promotion of ‘tenant compacts’ and of enhanced public involvement at the local level within the new NHS structures.





But enhanced public participation is seen not only as a contribution to good service management; it is also part of an explicitly political agenda concerning the democratic renewal of local government.  Given the intermittent nature of local elections (and evidence of declining turn-outs), the government argues that ongoing public involvement is ‘crucial to the health of local democracy’.  Enhanced public participation is seen as contributing to ‘greater democratic legitimacy’ for elected local authorities, allowing them to develop their potential as ‘community leaders’ within the context of partnership approaches to local service delivery.�  Local authorities are required under the new Local Government Act to consult with citizens over new arrangements for councillor decision-making (e.g. the introduction of a directly elected mayor) and over the production of new strategies to promote community well being.  Citizens’ involvement in health and education action zones, and in urban regeneration and neighbourhood renewal, is seen as vital in tackling social exclusion and building ‘community capacity’.�





The government has argued that enhanced public participation can contribute to the development of ‘a new brand of involved and responsible local citizenship’.�  Citizen involvement is not an end in itself; the aim is to create a ‘virtuous circle’ whereby participation in specific local initiatives leads in turn to increased levels of public interest in, and involvement with, local affairs.  In contrast to the Conservatives’ attempted ‘managerialisation’ of local politics, New Labour promotes the local arena as a space for democratic renewal, urging local agencies to experiment with new forms of public engagement and deliberation – referendums, citizens’ juries and panels, youth councils, neighbourhood forums, interactive web-sites, and so on.  The sentiment resonates with that expressed by Tocqueville in the nineteenth century: ‘Town meetings are to liberty what primary schools are to science: they bring it within people’s reach, they teach men how to use and enjoy it’.�  Enhanced public participation at the local level is central not just to the future health of local democracy, but to the building of responsive and accountable governance across the board.





Do partnerships and participation go together?





How do the principles of partnership and participation fit together?  Is the partnership paradigm likely to facilitate or obstruct attempts to open up public services and public policy to local people?  The potential synergy between partnership and participation can be conceptualised in at least three ways.  





First, partnership can be a means to consulting or involving the public.  Local partnerships may be established for the specific purpose of seeking citizens’ views on policy or service issues.  A survey for the DETR found that 81% of local authorities were working on participation initiatives in collaboration with other agencies – most commonly with health authorities and the police (although voluntary bodies, local businesses and other local authorities were also mentioned). Some authorities were involved in one-off consultations in co-operation with other interested parties, while others had ongoing relationships – including jointly-funded opinion surveys and citizens’ panels, standing consultative committees, local ‘hearings’ on major issues like poverty or sustainability, and city-wide forums to bring together public, private and community representatives.�  ‘Joined up’ approaches to involving the public can provide an opportunity for agencies to share the costs of consultation, whilst also ensuring the widest possible use of information gained from the public.  Such approaches are also likely to make more sense to citizens, who tend to be unaware of, or irritated by, the arcane demarcations between different agencies’ responsibilities.  A recent evaluation of local authorities piloting ‘best value’ highlighted the need to ‘cut across existing structures and processes’ in establishing meaningful consultation.�





Turning the relationship on its head, participation can be regarded as an ingredient of partnership working.  Citizens themselves are identified as key ‘partners’ within a wide range of local partnerships – in social care, housing management, education, community safety and health promotion, for instance.  The classic model is for representatives of service users, local residents or community groups, to join a ‘board’ or committee-like structure which also involves local business people, elected councillors, and professionals from local government and other local agencies.  ‘Participation’ of this sort can be seen as fundamental to the partnership concept, i.e. the full involvement of all interested parties in decision-making (or at least debate) on local issues or services.  By sharing information and building consensus, it is intended that better decisions will be made, leading to the better use of local resources, the smoother implementation of policies or service developments, and a greater sense of shared ownership among all stakeholders - including local people.





Finally, enhanced public participation can be seen as a potential outcome of partnership working.  In areas like urban regeneration and neighbourhood renewal, public participation and community capacity building are explicit policy goals.  Public involvement is not only part of the process of partnership working, but a key indicator of a partnership’s performance.  Integrating existing community representatives into decision-making structures is important, but so too is the development of new skills and confidence within communities (particularly among socially excluded groups).  The success of such partnerships may be measured in relation to the development of new forums for community involvement, the emergence of new civic leaders, and changing levels of activity and engagement amongst local people.�  Process and outcome are seen as linked: the trust and local knowledge necessary to build community capacity is most likely to be gained by a neighbourhood level partnership that involves community representatives, whilst also placing politicians and professionals on the ‘front-line’, under the scrutiny of local people.





Partnerships and participation: the potential and the pitfalls





There are, however, numerous pitfalls to be negotiated in realising the potential synergy between partnership and participation; the main issues are discussed below:





A new corporatism?  





Local partnership working can come to resemble a new form of ‘corporatism’ – a system that binds the representatives of different interest groups into a collective decision-making process.�  In this new tripartite arrangement, it is ‘business’, ‘the community’ and ‘the public sector’ who sit down together – with capuccino and croissants perhaps replacing the beer and sandwiches of an earlier era.  Partnership working echoes the best aspirations of corporatism: the opportunity for inclusion for previously excluded stakeholders (in this case ‘the community’), and the principles of consensus-building and shared ownership in decision-making.  However, the shortcomings of the classic corporatist model are also expressed in the new partnership context: 





The assumption that disparate individuals can be represented (and disciplined) by the representatives of their ‘peak’ organisation: Who is it that community or service users’ representatives actually represent, and how can representatives be held to account?  How do representatives consult their ‘members’ and how do they arbitrate between differing preferences to form a ‘community view’?


 


The marginalisation of the interests of less powerful sub-groups by official representatives: There is a danger that those who wear the ‘community’ hat on partnership boards are not promoting the interests of the most socially disadvantaged groups, who are often effectively excluded from ‘official’ community associations and activities (disaffected youth, for example, or members of minority ethnic groups).  There are many local partnerships in which it is semi-professional community workers, or even voluntary sector staff, who are expected to deliver a ‘community perspective’.





The unequal power balance between technically ‘equal’ representatives: Representatives from business, local government and the community come to partnership working with radically different resources.  It is a very real problem for citizens’ representatives to get their voices heard alongside experts and business people who know how to ‘play the game’, possessing superior technical knowledge, confidence and negotiating skills.  Is the involvement of community representatives in local partnerships merely tokenistic, designed to placate public criticism or scepticism? 





The cynical trading of concessions in order to reach ‘consensus’ and contain conflict: Are partnership assumptions of inclusion, mutuality and reciprocity realistic?  Do they divert attention from the real tensions between stakeholders at the local level, making the debate and resolution of local conflicts even less likely?  Do community representatives become ‘partnership professionals’, incorporated into bargaining over ‘deals’ whilst losing touch with ‘the big issues’?  Is partnership working essentially an attempt to ‘buy off’ (or ‘incorporate’) those who articulate community demands?





Confused identity, uncertain legitimacy?





There is a danger, then, that local partnerships offer a kind of ‘delegate democracy’ in which the involvement of ‘community representatives’ is substituted for the direct participation of individual citizens, in all their diversity.   Some of these problems simply echo those of representative democracy, in which the people’s elected representatives may become professionalised, self-seeking, and out of touch with citizens.  But issues of legitimacy and accountability can be especially fraught  in a partnership situation, where the mechanisms for the accountability and recall of ‘representatives’ are less clear (or even non-existent).  





The ‘new corporatism’ seeks to ‘internalise’ public participation by making the public (or, more correctly, its representatives) a ‘partner’.  An alternative, or additional, strategy is for partnerships to develop mechanisms to involve the ‘external’ public in shaping policy and service delivery.  Partnerships have at their disposal the same range of participation methods as other local bodies: traditional approaches like public meetings and consultation documents; consumerist approaches like satisfaction surveys and opinion polls; and innovative methods for both consultation (e.g. citizens’ panels) and deliberation (e.g. citizens’ juries, focus groups, interactive web-sites).  Here partnerships need to follow the same principles as other local bodies, by establishing: 


maximum clarity about the purpose and scope of participation exercises (including their limitations); 


a broad range of different methods to address different issues and reach different citizen groups; 


a clear link between participation initiatives and decision-making processes; 


a capacity for evaluation and for feedback to citizens regarding the outcome of participation exercises (even, or especially, where final decisions do not match citizens’ stated preferences).�





The participation strategies of local partnerships can benefit from the experience and expertise of different partners: business people may bring specialist knowledge regarding marketing and ‘customer care’, while community leaders bring some insight into how ‘involvement’ may be regarded by local people.  New partnership bodies may also enjoy the considerable benefit of special funds earmarked for public involvement and community capacity building.  But local partnerships also need to tackle specific obstacles concerning their identity and legitimacy.  A partnership whose strength is to bring together diverse agencies and interests may struggle to establish a clear and common identity, recognisable to sceptical, or uninterested, local citizens.  Identity is a particular issue for time-limited partnerships (for instance in urban regeneration), although ‘newness’ can also be a virtue in terms of offsetting public cynicism with existing local institutions.  Potential participants may also find attractive the clearly defined neighbourhood or ‘issue’ focus of many local partnerships.  





There is evidence, however, that certain (disadvantaged) communities are facing ‘consultation overload’ with the proliferation of overlapping partnership activity, related to new ‘zone’ initiatives and regeneration schemes as well as the efforts of ‘reforming’ local authorities.  Citizens may question the legitimacy of new partnership arrangements: will new fads and fashions last, are precious resources being wasted, is anyone other than ‘the usual suspects’ involved?  Research shows that citizens’ main concern about public participation initiatives is that local bodies will not respond to their concerns – ‘nothing ever happens’, as it is put in survey after survey.�  Given an environment of public scepticism, and the intransigence of the social problems with which many partnerships are concerned, it may take local partnerships some time to establish the sort of track record that will break down public distrust and allow participation to flourish.  Building meaningful and inclusive public participation is clearly a long-term process.  While this is recognised by some strands of government policy (e.g. the introduction of a ‘Year Zero’ within the SRB regime),� local partners also face pressure to meet short-term performance targets on consultation (as with best value) and to maintain a constant flow of new partnership initiatives, with their associated demands for citizen ‘involvement’.





Who makes the decisions (and how)?





Research on public participation identifies a persistent gap between citizen involvement and final decision-making.  A survey for the DETR study found that only one third of local authorities considered public participation to have a significant impact on final decision-making; the Audit Commission found that three-quarters of the ‘best practice’ authorities it surveyed failed to link the results of consultation with decision-making processes.�  What role might local partnerships play in plugging the gap between seeking and responding to the views of citizens?





Multi-agency partnerships have the potential to develop new forms of more flexible and responsive decision-making.  Freed from the constraints of both public sector hierarchies and private sector ‘bottom lines’, partners should be better placed to respond to public concerns, even if decisions are not always in line with popular preferences.  According to the theoretical literature, the ‘ideal type’ partnership is based upon partners’ recognition of each other’s complementary strengths and interdependent interests.  Building relationships is more important than satisfying rules or maximising market share; relationships based upon trust, loyalty and reciprocity enable collaborative activity and decision-making over the long-term.�  





However, ‘real life’ partnerships are often a very long way from the ideal type.  When representatives of different organisations come together as ‘partners’, they often behave much the same as they do in their ‘day jobs’, with interaction characterised more by the clash of competing conventions than the harmony of interdependence and reciprocity.  It is a major challenge for local partnerships is to establish a common language for deliberation and to embed new processes for decision-making.  Partners, by definition, come to the table with different ‘ways of seeing’: the way that they frame issues, define options and seek solutions is likely to vary, and probably conflict.  Such differences are not just an issue of ‘perspective’ or ideology, they are also manifest in alternative conventions about the day-to-day business of debate and decision: how should issues be talked about, how should conflict be dealt with, and what constitutes ‘agreement’?  Research on social care partnerships, for example, revealed that health personnel mistrusted what they saw as the ‘political’ approach of the local authority, while councillors were reluctant to share power with ‘quangos’, and user representatives were admonished for introducing ‘personal’ issues into policy debates.�





In practice, the process of ‘triangulating’ between the perspectives of different partners is a messy business.  Decision-making can be cumbersome, and less than transparent, when representatives have to seek approvals from their parent organisations (or constituencies) for decisions and the allocation of resources.  Early research on education and health action zones revealed a tendency to establish large and unwieldy forums in order to give a ‘seat’ to all relevant partners; while such forums survived the initial networking stage of partnership activity, they became a liability once programme delivery got underway.�  It can be particularly hard for citizens to identify where power lies within a partnership (leadership is often unclear), or to know how to hold the different partners to account.  Processes of decision-making are made complicated by the competing mandates of different partners – how can the legitimacy of election be weighed against the legitimacy of expertise, or the legitimacy of common experience?  Issues of power overlay issues of difference: councillors often feel they can play the ‘trump card’ of their electoral mandate, while community organisations are constantly questioned about their ‘representativeness’ and ‘accountability’.  Research on local partnerships suggests that, unsurprisingly, ‘the big players write the rules’, while pressure is exerted upon citizens’ representatives to ‘get up to speed’.�





Designing participative local partnerships





Partnership and participation are twin pillars of New Labour’s strategy for the ‘modernisation’ of public services and the renewal of local democracy.  They are seen as integral elements of the ‘Third Way’ between public sector bureaucracy and full-scale privatisation.  If the public related to old-style bureaucracies as passive clients, and to privatised services as unequal consumers, they are assumed to find some new, more active role as ‘partners’ or at least participants in the partnership process.  Yet the mutuality and inclusiveness of partnership theory can be all too easily read on to actually existing partnership structures.  Those who sit on partnership boards, work for partnership agencies, or are the ‘subject’ of their interventions know only too well that partnership structures do not automatically deliver enhanced public participation or more responsive decision-making.  





Local partnerships have considerable potential to enhance public participation.  We have identified the key reasons why partnership and participation might be considered obvious bedfellows.  Multi-agency partnerships have the potential to:


seek the views of citizens ‘in the round’;


reduce the costs and maximise the benefits of public participation initiatives;  


involve community representatives directly in decision-making and service management;  and


build the capacity of communities for future (and more extensive) involvement in civic life.  





However, there are also pitfalls to be negotiated in achieving the potential synergy between partnership and participation.  Indeed, there are reasons why it can be particularly difficult to secure citizen involvement in a partnership context.  Local partnerships can serve to ‘incorporate’ community representatives, diverting attention from a wider public participation agenda.  The current proliferation of local partnerships may also be accompanied by mounting public scepticism, with individual partnerships finding it difficult to establish clear local identities and claims to legitimacy.  The potential for enhanced public participation is also compromised where partnership structures remain, essentially, ‘the sum of the parts’.  In such cases, dominant parties tend to impose their own decision-making conventions, undermining the opportunity to develop new, more inclusive, forms of deliberation and debate.  





As a local authority officer remarked of her experience with urban regeneration partnerships: ‘It doesn’t necessarily mean that if you have a piece of paper that says you’re a partnership then you are.  You’ve got to get on with the reality of partnership’.�  Partnerships are inevitably places where different discourses and conventions crash up against each other.  There is potential to produce, out of this disharmony, creative new approaches to understanding and tackling local issues – including more meaningful citizen involvement.  Realising these opportunities requires that partnerships become more than the sum of their parts.  Building local partnerships requires more than assembling local partners.  New ways of working need to be openly debated, and new ‘rules of engagement’ agreed and then bedded down over time.  A process of active institution building is required if partnerships are to realise their potential as a new mode of governance, capable of involving citizens as well as service providers in deliberation and decision-making.  Public participation needs to be designed-in to local partnerships, not assumed-in.





Institutional designers face, however, formidable obstacles.  As academic commentators have noted, institutional reform ‘rarely satisfies the prior intentions of those who initiate it’.� After all, the existing arrangements of local governance confer power upon certain actors at the expense of others and, moreover, are deeply embedded through informal norms and conventions.  When reformers attempt to introduce new institutional frameworks – like partnerships – they are faced with the equally important, but rarely recognised, task of deinstitutionalising old ways of working, whether bureaucratic or market-oriented.  Those who benefit from existing arrangements are likely to defend the status quo; when formal change becomes inevitable, they may seek to incorporate old ways of working into new partnership structures.  At the same time, those whom partnership structures seek to empower may find it hard to imagine – and even harder to establish – innovative ways of working.  As we have seen, partnerships do not necessarily challenge local power relations, or deliver greater public participation.  





Given the constraints that exist, what principles are best followed by those seeking to design participative local partnerships?  This chapter has highlighted the importance of:





Recognising the limitations of the ‘new corporatism’:  Simply having community representatives on a local partnership board does not increase public participation.  What is important is the role that such representatives play in decision-making, their influence vis-à-vis other ‘partners’, and their accountability to, and understanding of, wider community interests.  Policy-makers need to pay more attention to the development (and evaluation) of partnership-specific modes of deliberation and decision-making.  As a first stage, local partners should be able to identify how their procedures and conventions differ from traditional, and more familiar, ways of working.


 


Mixing a variety of participation methods:  Community representatives on partnership bodies cannot be expected to deliver a ‘community view’ on all matters.  Other participation methods are necessary to reach specific groups and to canvass individual public opinion.  More formal approaches – like community forums or neighbourhood boards – may be appropriate in some local areas but not in others.  In all cases, partnerships need to be clear about the purpose and scope of participation initiatives (including their limitations), if they are to avoid adding to public cynicism and apathy.





Co-ordinating local partnership working:  To avoid ‘consultation overload’ and ‘participation fatigue’, local partnerships need to co-ordinate their efforts to recruit community representatives and to engage the wider public.  While the government’s proposed ‘Local Strategic Partnerships’ have a role to play, there is a danger that problems may be compounded by additional, standardised, layers of ‘partnership’ activity.�  Co-ordination should be sought through the utilisation of existing, locally-specific structures as far as possible.  Policy-makers need to be aware of the dangers of over-regulating partnership activity, in order to protect a capacity for innovation and local adaptation.





Building a capacity for community involvement and for local leadership:  Local partnerships need to engage ‘old hands’ whilst also bringing on ‘new talent’.  As recognised in the government’s guidance on SRB and community strategies, local partnerships need to take a long-term approach to developing the skills and confidence of less active (and socially excluded) members and sections of the community.�  As public participation is expanded, conflicts within the community will inevitably surface.  Partnerships will need to develop a capacity for local leadership that enables the brokering of competing demands and the formulation of a collective viewpoint.  Different local interests will need to be acknowledged and explicitly ‘weighed’ against each other.  With their ever-increasing remit and responsibilities, local partnerships will find it increasingly difficult to maintain an ‘apolitical’ or ‘objective’ stance on local issues.





In conclusion, two higher level principles for institutional design are apparent.  First, clarity about values is important.  The political scientist Christopher Hood refers to the institutions of governance as ‘structures with attitude’.�   Institutional design is inescapably a normative process, and purely ‘rational’ justifications for partnership working are unlikely to create robust or innovative institutions.  Partnerships may offer more efficient or effective mechanisms for addressing local policy issues, but they are unlikely to deliver enhanced public participation unless there is a specific value commitment to this goal – and unless this ‘attitude’ comes to infuse partnership structures.  Second, variability and revisability in the design of local partnerships should be prized.�  Those who promote local partnerships should not give in to what Hood calls the ‘one-best-way reflex’.�  Rather than seeking the universal application of a particular model, or the maximum spread of ‘best practice’, policy-makers need to tolerate, even promote, variability within local partnerships.  If local partnerships are to gain the trust of local communities, and succeed in harnessing their resources and energies, they need to be able to develop in ways that suit diverse local circumstances and priorities.  Allowing for different arrangements in different places increases the likelihood of ‘local fit’, whilst also stimulating the development of a broad repertoire of partnership models across the political system.  Such a repertoire increases our overall capacity for learning and innovation, and for adaptation to an ever uncertain and constantly changing public policy environment.
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