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ABSTRACT  

This thesis is about the public interest and how it is articulated in English plan-making practices. It 

is about recognising that the public interest can be conceptualised in multiple ways and exploring 

which of these conceptions are apparent in planning practices.   

The literature tells the story of a concept that is simultaneously a crucial justification for planning 

activities, and an empty signifier, following its disputed conceptual coherence and historic use. The 

thesis therefore develops an understanding of the different ways in which it has been 

conceptualised. The resulting conceptual framework draws together process and outcome 

focussed conceptions of the public interest and suggests that the use of scale, in terms of both 

time and geography, might help in differentiating their use.  

To understand how these different conceptions are influencing contemporary planning practices, 

qualitative methods are used to explore two cases that differ from the English tradition of making 

plans for a single local authority. The first is Central Lincolnshire, formed by merging the plan-

making functions of three local authorities. The second case is the Peak District National Park, 

whose designation similarly gives the authority the power to plan for large parts of other local 

authorities within its boundary. However the cases contrast in their history; the Peak District was 

nationally designated, nearly seventy years ago, whilst Central Lincolnshire is a far more recent, 

locally driven construction. 

The cases suggest how national policy reduces the space for local deliberation about what is in the 

public interest, with a tendency for each case to be dominated by particular intended outcomes. 

However this story is told differently for each case, by virtue of the different scales at which each 

authority aims to have an impact. In turn this has significant implications for how planning theory 

and practice might account for the public interest. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION  

 

The Public Interest as the Justification for Planning  

¢Ƙƛǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎ ƛǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΩ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ŦƻǊ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅΣ 

ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƭŀōŜƭ ƻŦ ΨǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎΩΦ Planning interventions such as green belt policies, New Towns and 

high rise living have had a dǊŀƳŀǘƛŎ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜ; arguably planning 

exists with the aim of improving quality of life, but where this has not always been borne out in 

practice. As the justification for these interventions the public interest merits exploration. 

However it is also necessary to recognise that the public interest is a normative concept in nature; 

it represents a particular ideal that planning should achieve but not necessarily an ideal that is 

universally subscribed to. 

At one end of the spectrum is the assertion that the right to make changes to the physical 

environment belongs to anyone with the means to make those changes; if those who own land 

and property wish to develop it they should be allowed to do so as they see fit. In this scenario 

decisions about land and property only need account for the interests of those who initiate them, 

with little need for planning. However it can be argued that the historical acceptance of the need 

for planning is underpinned by the recognition that the consequences of decisions about land and 

property are not generally confined to those who will directly profit from them; in its minimal 

form planning activities seek to ensure that decisions about land and property do not adversely 

impact those who do not stand to profit directly from them. 

At the opposite extreme is the suggestion that any such changes to the physical environment 

should only be made when they serve the collected interests of the ΨpublicΩ. This is a definition of 

planning that recognises how decisions about land and property create the physical environment 

that sets the context for social interaction; effective planning is not only about creating a high 

quality physical environment but contributes to improving quality of life in a much broader 
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manner. Planning, in this sense, is about being creative, sharing and debating ideas, and thinking 

deeply about the consequences of those ideas for how humans live together.  

At both extremes planning is therefore about intervening in decisions to ensure that they account 

for the interests of a wider public, where this collective stake is more commonly, if not exclusively, 

ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΩΦ It is an aim that is highly admirable in the abstract, but one that 

immediately opens up questions of who and what constitutes this wider public, and how 

ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ƳŀŘŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ōŜƘŀƭŦΤ ƛŦ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŀōƻǳǘ accounting for the public 

interest who constitutes the public and who may legitimately intervene on its behalf?  It is these 

questions that act as a reminder that the public interest is a normative concept, where what is in 

the public interest becomes a matter of judgement. Yet it is such questions that also underpin the 

rationale for the study; without the public interest as its justification it can be argued that there 

would be very little reason for the discipline of planning to exist. 

Recording Collective Interests in a Plan  

If the principle that planning decisions should account for the interests of the wider public is 

accepted the logical next step is to ask how far the ΨpublicΩ extends? Should planning decisions 

account solely for those living presently or for future generations to come? Should the public be 

defined at the global scale or at the scale of the street? Each of these points to a very different 

idea about who and what planning decisions should favour, but also starts to hint at the different 

ways in which collective interests might be accounted for. Moreover ideas of collective interest in 

their contemporary form are themselves historically and contextually embedded. The public 

interest in particular is not a concept that can be adopted without examining its history; to do so 

would be to ignore how its legitimacy as a justification is regularly called into question.  

This thesis is focussed on the English context. Here the longstanding tradition has been to record 

what the future of places should look like in a written plan, intended to account for collective 

interests in how such places shape quality of life. English planning law embeds the expectation 

that these plans will be taken into account in deciding whether individual planning applications are 

approved. The thesis is therefore concerned with exploring how the public interest is embedded in 

the preparation of the forward plan, and the ways in which it influences development decisions. 

The importance of exploring the plan-making process is highlighted by considering an example, 

one which suggests that how collective interests are taken into account is not always clear. 

An Example from Practice : The Plan as a ôBlack Boxõ 



Planning in the Public Interest?                                      11 

 

The following is a typical example of the process that takes place at the Local Planning Authority 

(LPA) when preparing a new plan in England. It is a fictitious example, but one assembled from the 

ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ƻǿƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ1, intended to clarify the problem that this work seeks to explore: 

Here is the Core Strategy. It has been put together by a small team of planners working in a 

relatively bright and pleasant open-plan office, free from people wandering through now it 

is separated from the corridor. Any suggestion of isolation is deceptive; the planners have 

been collaborating with colleagues from four other local authorities to try and achieve an 

overarching vision for five very different areas, with very different political make-ups.  

The strategy is the product of a process that began three years ago, a process that has 

included three rounds of extensive ΨpublicΩ consultation One strand of consultation 

consisted of consuming a lot of tea and coffee, whilst sitting around large maps in village 

halls, and standing in cold shopping spaces, debating the state of the traffic with members 

of the public. Another strand involved visiting schools and talking to teenagers about where 

they wanted to live. Yet another involved an event, open only to landowners and developers.   

The strategy has attracted hundreds of letters of objection and a smattering of praise. It 

has been covered by the media on a handful of occasions, once to cover the school 

workshops, on another occasion to report the shocking inclusion of some rather big housing 

sites and the resultant outrage of selected members of the public. It has survived the 

upheaval of major shifts in national planning policy. Of much relief to the team is the 

culmination of this in approval, first of all by the locally elected members and then by the 

Planning Inspectorate, on behalf of the Secretary of State.  

It is a document 90 pages long, setting out pleasant but somewhat generic visions of the 

future, backed by highly worthy strategic policies. It is the first stage in replacing a Local 

Plan that has remained mostly unchanged for two decades, and should have expired two 

years ago. In the time it has taken to write and adopt the Core Strategy central government 

ƘŀǾŜ ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ ŀ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƻŦ Ψ[ƻŎŀƭ tƭŀƴǎΩ2, leaving the planners to scratch their 

heads about how to continue. Meanwhile their colleagues down the corridor, whose role it 

                                                           
1
 The author spent 15 months between June 2008 and August 2009 working for an English LPA, in the forward 

planning section. The experience covered a range of activities, including working on the initial stages of preparing a 
local spatial plan, including a major public consultation. Other activities engaged in include the preparation of housing 
capacity studies, which were prepared in conjunction with multiple local authorities.  
2
 As a result of the 2011 Localism Act the Local Development Framework has been replaced with a return to the Local 

Plan, as part of a streamlining of English planning policy through the National Planning Policy Framework (DCLG, 2012). 
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is to recommend how decisions on planning applications should be made, have been left to 

decide how the Core Strategy fits with the old Local Plan and new national policies. 

The intention of the example is to start to unpick the complexity of the contemporary plan-making 

process and the variety of potential influences on its final content. At face value public 

consultation ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎΩ ŀǊŜ ǘŀƪŜƴ ƛƴǘƻ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘΦ 

Yet what the example suggests is that this must compete with a whole range of other influences, 

many of which may also be constructed as representing what is best for the public. As a result the 

Ǉƭŀƴ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ΨōƭŀŎƪ ōƻȄΩ3; it is presented as durable and solid, making it difficult 

to challenge. However it quickly loses cohesion and persuasive power, if the many contestations 

and assumptions that lie behind it are unpicked (Murdoch and Abram, 2002; Murdoch et al., 1999).  

In addition there is a temptation to conflate ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳǎ ΨplanningΩ, ΨplansΩ, ΨplannersΩ and Ψplanning 

systemsΩ, where any of them could be constructed as leading to the interventions outlined. Not 

least there is a need to separate planning as a regulatory activity, carried out within the confines 

of a legally constituted planning system, and the broader idea of planning as about improving 

quality of life by creating better places. Planners tend to be thought about as the people who 

conduct planning activities and produce plans, within the confines of this system; planners are 

constructed ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨŜȄǇŜǊǘǎΩ Ƴƻǎǘ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǇƭŀŎŜǎΦ Central to this work, however, is a 

need to explore whether this arrangement can appropriately account for collective interests, in 

light of the many interests involved in plan-making, highlighted by the example. To this end the 

rationale for the study can be described as about understanding whether those involved in plan-

making can legitimately justify their activities by calling on the public interest, in an era where the 

legitimacy of both is challenged. The need to explore this underpins an initial formulation of the 

problem that the work aims to address. 

An Emerging Research Problem  

Planning, at its most generic, is rooted in the idea that decisions to develop land and property 

should not detract from the quality of life experienced by a wider public. In turn planning for the 

future is about the idea that all those individual decisions can contribute to a quality of life that is 

better than that experienced today. In the English context the tendency has been to codify this 

vision in a written plan, but where the example illustrates the range of interests that seek to 

                                                           
3
 Latour (1999) definŜǎ ΨōƭŀŎƪōƻȄƛƴƎΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜǊȅΣ ǎǳŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ōƭŀŎƪ ōƻȄ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŀǎǎŜƳōƭŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

becomes invisible by running efficiently, where only the inputs and outputs are noticed, but not the moving parts 
inside. However when the machine breaks doǿƴ ƛǘ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ǘƻ ƻǇŜƴ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ΨōƭŀŎƪ ōƻȄΩΣ ǘƻ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜ ƛǘǎ ǇŀǊǘǎΦ 
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influence this process. This raises questions about how the public interest is being articulated 

through the preparation of the plan and its use in decision-making. Looking at contemporary plan-

making processes using the concept of the public interest as a lens provides an opportunity to 

both examine the challenges for planning practice in accounting for collective interests, and, in 

turn, to consider the implications for the development of planning theory.  

The Structure of the Thesis  

To address these issues the thesis is structured through several chapters, both literature based 

and rooted in the empirical material, where each tries to build upon the last to develop a deeper 

understanding of the research problem. The content of each chapter is set out below: 

Chapter 2: From Abstract Notions of the Public Interest to its Impact on Everyday Planning 

Practices 

Chapter 2 explores how the public interest has been thought about in both the wider theoretical 

and political contexts, as well as its historical relationship with planning. This leads to a 

consideration of the key ways in which planning has been thought about intellectually. Ultimately 

the chapter concludes that both process and outcome focussed approaches to planning are 

necessary to thinking about how the public interest is fulfilled. 

Chapter 3: Conceptual Framework: The Public Interest & Scale  

Chapter 3 presents a framework based around normative conceptions of the public interest and 

scales of time and geography. However, adopting the principle that theory should act as a lens for 

practice, the framework provides a model to which planning practice can be compared. The ideas 

bound up in this framework are translated into a research aim and broken down into research 

questions, marking the point at which the thesis turns from the literature to the empirical research. 

The final part of Chapter 3 is about breaking down the conceptual framework into a series of key 

questions to allow the analysis of the empirical material. The answers to these questions are 

framed as continuums as a way of structuring the analysis without making normative judgements. 

The use and explanation of these concepts also play an important role in linking the material 

examined through Chapter 2 to the data collected through the empirical research. 

Chapter 4: Designing and Undertaking the Fieldwork 

Following from the research questions Chapter 4 sets out the qualitative methodology for the 

empirical research, detailing the case study approach adopted. The chapter outlines the case study 
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approach, the characteristics of the chosen cases and the methods used; semi-structured 

interviews contextualised by document analysis and opportunities for observation. Finally it sets 

out the practical details of the research and how it accounts for the need to act ethically.  

Chapter 5: Central Lincolnshire: Forward Planning Through Joint Working & Chapter 6: The Peak 

District National Park: Local Planning with a National Purpose 

Chapters 5 and 6 tell the story of each case, drawing on the data collected using the methods 

outlined in Chapter 4. The chapters highlight incidents and practices that underpin how the public 

interest is articulated, whilst giving a sense of the contrasts between how planning takes place in 

each area. This is about signposting where decisions are framed as having impacts over particular 

scales, enrolling particular conceptions of who the public are, and bringing into play particular 

interests. The chapters are intended to communicate the complex and dynamic nature of each 

case, in order to provide the basis for analysing how the public interest is articulated.  

Chapter 7: Analysing the Cases Using the Continuums & Chapter 8: Conclusions 

Chapter 7 makes the links between the empirical material presented in Chapters 5 and 6 and the 

continuums set out at the end of Chapter 3, in order to construct, for each case, an understanding 

of how the public interest is articulated through planning practices. The continuums are used to 

develop a structured understanding of the empirical material. This sets the context for Chapter 8, 

which draws together ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜǎƛǎΩ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ōƻǘƘ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ and practice. 
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CHAPTER 2: FROM ABSTRACT 

NOTIONS OF THE PUBLIC 

INTEREST TO ITS IMPACT ON 

EVERYDAY PLANNING PRACTICES 

 

PART  1: CONCEPTUALISING THE PUBLIC INTEREST  

Introduction  

Drawing on the inherently sociable nature of human beings Chapter 1 suggested that planning 

should be about addressing collective interests, as they manifest themselves in the environment in 

which humans live. Plans for the future of places are made and planning applications are judged 

because there is a deeply embedded belief that self-interested parties should not be able to 

pursue their own ends without accounting for how they might impact on the wellbeing of others. 

Planning is therefore about articulating and accounting for what contemporary parlance terms the 

public interest, but where the ŎƻƴŦƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎΩ ƛǎΣ ƛƴ ƛǘǎŜƭŦΣ ƴƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜΦ 

Accounting for the public interest should ensure that the outcome is desirable for the public at 

large, but where attention is needed as to how a collective interest ŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎΩΦ 

Flathman (1966) considers the public interest to be a commendatory term; something that is in 

the public interest should represent a normative way forward. This has its roots in Aristotelian 

ƛŘŜŀǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǘŀǘŜΩ and the village as forms of association necessary to achieve territorial economic 

independence; the individual acting alone can only satisfy their daily subsistence needs but if they 

interact with others they can fulfil needs and desires beyond this. Aristotle did not discern a 

state/society divide and did not consider it possible to separate individual needs from what was 
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best for society as a whole. This leads to a question as to who is ultimately able to judge what 

ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜǎ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎΚ 

Broadly this idea is ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ άŀ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ǊŜŀǎƻƴƛƴƎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ 

ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎƻƻŘ ƭƛŦŜέ ό{ŀƴŘŜƭΣ нллфa, p.261). However a key subject for this chapter 

is how the ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ōŜƭƛŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ, having come to be associated with 

technocratic imposition. Furthermore whilst notions of collective interest are labelled with the 

ǘŜǊƳ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΩ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƛŘŜŀǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŘŜŀƭǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀŘƛƴƎǎ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎ 

ƎƻƻŘΩΣ ΨŎƻƳƳƻƴ ƎƻƻŘΩ ŀƴŘ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ƎƻƻŘΩΦ The chapter therefore begins with the aim of developing 

a theoretical understanding of the public interest, in order to contextualise an examination of the 

ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘΩǎ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ traditions of political thought. This provides the foundations 

for tracing ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘΩǎ meaning through the evolution of planning practice and planning thought. 

The ôPublicõ of the Public Interest 

Pitkin (1967, cited by Campbell and Marshall, 2002a) conceives of interest as about either paying 

attention to something or having a stake in something; whilst the former of these is the definition 

of the public interest applied in the media ς literally what is the public interested in? ς it is the 

latter definition that is the concern of this thesis; what does the public have at stake? 

For a practical definition of why an interest might be conceived of as public it is useful to draw on 

the work of John Dewey. 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ approach has been summarised in the phrŀǎŜ άǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ Ƙŀǎ 

ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊέ όMoore, 1961, p.262), suggesting that understanding the meaning of an idea 

requires understanding its practical consequences. To this end Dewey (1954) asserts that 

something moves from being private, to being public, when its consequences spill over from only 

affecting the parties directly involved in the decision. Particularly this gives ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǿƘȅ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎΩ 

ƳƛƎƘǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƳŜŀƴ ΨŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜΩΣ ōǳǘ ǿƘȅ ΨŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ƳŜŀƴ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎΩΥ 

ά¢ƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ Ŏƻƴǎƛǎǘǎ ƻŦ all those who are affected by the indirect consequences of 

transactions to such an extent that it is deemed necessary to have those consequences 

ǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŎŀǊŜŘ ŦƻǊΦέ όibid, p.15-16) 

Framed this way ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎΩ has a more nuanced meanƛƴƎ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜΩΦ Being 

part of the public means having a common interest at stake, in the sense that the public is created 

ōȅ ŀ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴΩǎ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎΣ but where those affected cannot directly influence decisions 

affecting that interest. Instead, the responsibility to ΨǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŎŀǊŜΩ for these indirect 

consequences is ceded to a pŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ƻǊ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΣ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǘŀǘŜΩΦ  
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¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ŦƻǊ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ the machine age; a period of increasing social complexity in the 

face of early 20th Century industrial mechanisation. Dewey (1954) characterises this mechanisation 

as both making it difficult to identify where decisions have wider consequences, and disrupting the 

small communities previously thought of as coherent publics. In the same context, Walter 

[ƛǇǇƳŀƴƴΩǎ όмфнрύ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ characterised ōȅ wƻōōƛƴǎ όмффоύ ŀǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ 

be expected to organise into a public in their spare time, after work and family commitments; 

[ƛǇǇƳŀƴƴΩǎ Ŏƻnclusion was ǘƘŀǘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƳŀǘǘŜǊǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƭŜŦǘ ǘƻ ŀƴ ŜƭƛǘŜΦ Lƴ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ 

definition arguably facilitates the practical definition of who and what constitutes the public in the 

face of social complexity, giving it continued relevance in the contemporary context.  

Dewey rejects any notion that the public might inherently exist without explicitly identifying its 

common interests, suggesting that the possibility of a universally inclusive public is disproved by 

the historically evident need for multiple countries with different laws4. Consequently it is 

arguable that his definition positions the public interest as only ever resulting from the exercise of 

private interests, where the spillover consequences might be characterised as resulting from the 

assumed self-interested nature of private decision-making. However Dewey benevolently asserts 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƛŘŜǊ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

decisions, comparŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΦ In turn Dewey goes 

on to consider the intent of laws to regulate possible consequences and make them predictable, 

giving private individuals a degree of certainty about the outcomes of their actions. Not least this 

has been put forward as an argument for making spatial plans. To this end a public with the ability 

to predict possible consequences must exist prior to any decision being made; 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴ 

is that a coherent public emerges through experimentation, setting a context for examining how 

this might be informed by public debate, and the public sphere, as the setting for this. 

The Public Sphere  

TƘŜ ǘƘǊǳǎǘ ƻŦ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ǾƛŜǿ ƛǎ ǘƻ Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƘŜǊŜ it does not have spillover 

consequences. However the possibility of predicting consequences before they occur arguably 

makes conceptual space for articulating what constitutes the good life as an imaginative exercise, 

rather than a reactive one. Conversely how, and by who, the scope of such indirect consequences 

is defined and how, and by whom, the stake of the resulting public is systematically cared for are 

questions where it is rather more difficult to settle upon one answer. 

                                                           
4
 The extent to which this argument stands in the contemporary context is given further consideration in Part 3 of this 

chapter. 
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Whether the public interest is seen as overspilling from private decisions or as existing prior to 

those decisions being made, and therefore acting upon those decisions, a space is needed to 

decide what is in the public interest. Habermas, for example, describes the public sphere in which 

άǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ŀǎ ŀ ǇǳōƭƛŎέ όмфу9, p.27), in order to engage in dialogue about their 

common interests. The use of the term public sphere is intended to specify a domain that, in 

common with terms such as public opinion, is normatively positioned outside of the state, 

suggesting the need to see the state and society as analytically separate.  

In relating the history of the public sphere Habermas notes the organisation of Ancient Greek and 

Roman society around explicitly public and private spaces, where public life was constituted 

through dialogue. Habermas locates this space in the political realm, between the private realms 

of the family and of commodity exchanges, and the realm of the state and legal institutions. 

Fundamental to its effective operation are considered to be basic rights such as freedom of speech 

and freedom of the press. Writing with specific reference to the post-Socialist era Fraser (1996) 

notes the importance of the analytical separation of the public sphere from the state in allowing 

criticism of the state. It is, however, worth noting that this positioning of the public sphere is 

based on a particular formulation of the line between public and private, something that is 

returned to later in this part of the chapter, when thinking aboǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ 

diversity underpins criticism of the suggestion that society can have homogenous shared interests.  

Describing a normative construction of the public domain5, using  ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎΩ ƛǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ōȅ 

Marquand (2004) to embed a very different way of measuring the right thing to do; it is not about 

the market distribution of goods. It is not about satisfying family connections. It is instead about 

άǘƘŜ ŘƻƳŀƛƴ ƻŦ ŜǉǳƛǘȅΣ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎƘƛǇ ŀƴŘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜΣ ǿƘƻǎŜ ƛƴǘŜƎǊƛǘȅ ƛǎ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ to democratic 

governance and social well-ōŜƛƴƎέ όibid, p.1). For Flathman (1966), when decisions are made by 

elected representatives on behalf of their constituents, the claim to be acting in the public interest 

must therefore be beyond personal relationships, so as to avoid any appearance of partiality. 

aŀǊǉǳŀƴŘΩǎ όнллпύ ŦƻǊƳǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ defined through openly debate 

and contestation. This echoes a diverse literature that seeks to reclaim space for deliberating what 

is in socƛŜǘȅΩǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ό{ŜŜ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ aŀǊǉǳŀƴŘΣ нллпΤ {ŀƴŘŜƭΣ нллфa; Wilkinson and 

Pickett, 2010). For Aristotle this went as far as seeing political participation and deliberation as 

                                                           
5
 aŀǊǉǳŀƴŘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŘƻƳŀƛƴ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ŘƻƳŀƛƴ where the public interest is defined and public goods 
ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘέ όнллпΣ ǇΦнсύΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŘƻƳŀƛƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ƛƴǘŜǊŎƘŀƴƎŜŀōƭŜ ǘŜǊƳǎΣ ƛŦ 
aŀǊǉǳŀƴŘΩǎ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƎƻƻŘǎΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ŎƭŜŀƴ ŀƛǊ ŀƴŘ ƻǇŜn space, suggests less concern 
about the separation of state and society than in the Habermasian formulation of the public sphere. 
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essential to living a virtuous life (Sandel, 2009a). Equally it accords with 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ view of 

democracy as including participation in deliberation (Asen, 2003), leading to his characterisation of 

the public as having collective imagination. The result is to emphasise the importance of a sphere 

in which dialogue can take place in order to articulate what is in the public interest. 

The transparency that characterises the public sphere is fundamental to CƭŀǘƘƳŀƴΩǎ όмфссύ view 

that the public interest is misused if its use is not underpinned by descriptive explanation. This is 

essential to both moving beyond its use simply to express a preference, and preventing it from 

becoming a hollow conceptΣ ŎƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƻōŦǳǎŎŀǘŜ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǘǊǳŜ ƳƻǘƛǾŜǎΦ This also suggests that the 

public interest can only ever be subjectively defined (ibid); accounting for the public interest 

requires making choices about what to do and is therefore inherently political in nature. 

The Public Interest as Political  

To assert that something is political is to say that there is a choice to be made, and therefore a 

decision to be made (Hay, 2007). Dewey (1954) refers to the public as coming into existence when 

its members have collective interests but are not sufficiently closely associated to address these 

interests amongst themselves. In this sense the ability to collectively predict and organise to 

regulate the consequences of decisions, to organise into a public, is a form of political association.  

For Hay (2007) when something is political it encompasses the elements of choice over the course 

of action; the capacity for agency to make a difference; deliberation over the right course of action; 

and the social interaction that is implied by deliberation and the efficacy of agency.  The public 

interest is political because it is about making choices over what constitutes collective wellbeing. 

The public sphere is equally political but, in the construction described above, commits to these 

choices being made in a transparent and ultimately democratic way, thereby including space for 

deliberation. However the form that this democracy takes; the extent to which it is about 

collective deliberation or representation, is more of an open question. 

Echoing Marquand (2004) and Habermas (1989), Hay (2007) identifies a continuum between the 

non-political sphere (the family, the realm of necessity) and the formal government (party-political) 

sphere. Hay further classifies these spheres as formal government or non-government, where the 

non-government is separated into the public, private, and family/necessity. If necessity might be 

characterised as day-to-day living, and the private realm as about the family, public life can be 

ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ƳƻǊŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭΣ ŜǎǇƻǳǎƛƴƎ aŀǊǉǳŀƴŘΩǎ όнллпύ ƛŘŜŀǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŘƻƳŀƛƴΦ Lƴ ǘǳǊƴ IŀȅΩǎ 

όнллтύ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎΩ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǇƘŜǊŜ ƻŦ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ 
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normative siting of debates about what is in the public interest in the public sphere, with the 

intention that the state should respond to the outcomes of such debates. Elsewhere the realm of 

ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ όмфрпύ ƛŘŜŀǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ ǎƻ ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ŀǎ to 

not require political organisation to achieve particular aims, a further reminder thŀǘ ΨŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ 

ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎΩ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΦ  

In line with the pragmatic tradition 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ όƛōƛŘύ ŦƻǊƳǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ŀǎ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ 

spillover consequences of decisions practically exist but that recognising them as such is a matter 

of interpretation; the characterisation of a decision as public is the result of framing it as such. To 

this end Hay suggests that issues may move between spheres through processes of politicisation 

and de-politicisation. To politicise an issue is to frame it as a matter of choice over what action 

might be taken to address it. To de-politicise an issue is to suggest that there is no choice; the 

course of action is a matter of technical necessity. In turn the movement between spheres 

strongly reflects the idea that an issue moves from the private to the public sphere when the 

consequences spill over from the parties directly involved; although there might not be a choice 

over the course of action to address public issues it is an inherently political course of action to 

frame a decision as having public consequences. The processes of politicisation and de-

politicisation provide a useful way of thinking about how issues become the focus of public 

deliberation, but also how they are removed from the public sphere.  

Hay further describes a process of de-politicisation where those within the explicitly party-political 

formal government sphere have the power to devolve certain responsibilities to the market, or to 

quasi-governmental agencies (QUANGOs), reframing them as technical in nature. An example is 

the management of carbon emissions through carbon markets. Equally the power is retained to 

recover issues, to reframe them as matters of choice. As such the processes of politicisation and 

de-politicisation, and the continuum between private and government spheres provide a useful 

framework for understanding how the public interest has been articulated through different 

traditions of political thought. In turn this sets the context for looking at the public interest 

through different traditions and theories of planning, in Parts 2 and 3 respectively. 

The Public and the ôStateõ 

Lƴ ΨŎŀǊƛƴƎ ŦƻǊΩ ǘƘŜ spillover consequences that cause a decision to become a public matter Dewey 

(1954ύ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǇǇƻƛƴǘ ΨƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭǎΩ ǘƻ ŎŀǊŜ ŦƻǊ ƛǘǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ōȅ 

regulating these consequences. For Dewey this necessitates a construction that might look like a 

ΨǎǘŀǘŜΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ applies a functional definition of the state, in that it exists purely to address the 
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ǎǇƛƭƭƻǾŜǊ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ό5ǳƴƭŜŀǾȅ ŀƴŘ hΩ[ŜŀǊȅΣ мфутύΦ In turn it reiterates the 

normative separation of state and society, ŀǘ ƻŘŘǎ ǿƛǘƘ !ǊƛǎǘƻǘƭŜΩǎ ŎƻƴŦƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǿƻΣ ōǳǘ 

echoing his construction of the state as about fulfilling collective interests. In common with 

5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛǾŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ IŀōŜǊƳŀǎ όмфуфύ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘƛƭǎǘ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ Ƴŀȅ 

ōŜŀǊ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎΩΣ ǘƘƛǎ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ŘŜƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ōŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜ, but 

instead denotes their function to address matters with implications for the public interest. 

However ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨǎǘŀǘŜΩ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŜƴǘƛǊŜƭȅ ƘŜƭǇŦǳƭ. It is intended by Dewey (1954) as an 

abstract construction to convey the functional need for an Ŝƴǘƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ōŜƘŀƭŦ with 

the capacity to mitigate these spillover consequences. Yet it is difficult to disassociate from the 

historically embedded organisational conception of the sovereign state as self-perpetuating, 

formally elected government, with control over a series of bureaucratic institutions and a formally 

defined geographical territory (5ǳƴƭŜŀǾȅ ŀƴŘ hΩ[ŜŀǊȅΣ мфут). Indeed Dewey (1954) is critical of the 

self-reinforcing political mechanisms that lead to the assumption that the state should take a 

particular organisational form, instead asserting that the form of the state should be responsive to 

the indirect consequences that need to be cared for.  

The Scale of the Public  

Dewey (1954) asserts that the extent to which the organisation of officials to look after the public 

interest might look like the embedded idea of the sovereign state, as a construction that sits apart 

from the public, is dependent upon temporal and geographical localisation; it is possible to be too 

closely associated to have any need to be politically organised, or for different groups to be too 

isolated to share any meaningful collective interest that requires systematically caring for. 

Practically a public can only emerge at a scale where the group is sufficiently localised to have a 

collective interest in the consequences of a decision, but where it is too large or insufficiently 

localised to meaningfully participate in making that decision, a question of balance.  

To this end Healey notes that formal institutions of governance have been expected to pursue the 

ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎ ƛƴ ŀ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ 

ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƧǳǊƛǎŘƛŎǘƛƻƴΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŀ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀ ǊŜƎƛƻƴ ƻǊ ŀ ƳǳƴƛŎƛǇŀƭƛǘȅέ όнллтΣ ǇΦмр). This 

expectation embeds the idea that ǘƘŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎΩ ŘŜǇŜƴŘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎŀƭ ǎŎŀƭŜ 

at which one is working. However tƻ ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀȅ ŜȄŜƳǇƭƛŦƛŜǎ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ 

criticism of the embedded organisational form of the state, and the assumption that a public 

inherently exists within discrete administrative boundaries. Equally to conceive of the public 

interest as being cared at discrete scales does not address the need for decisions to deal with 
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conflicting interests at different scales, or ideas of place as relationally constructed6. Both suggest 

the need for a more fluid conception of scale. Conversely the public interest has traditionally been 

accounted for in a manner owing rather more to the sovereign nation-state. 

The Public Interest in Political Thought  

The recognition of the public interest as political sets the scene for thinking about how what is in 

the public interest has been framed through different traditions of political thought. In turn these 

can be compared with the normative construction of the relationship between state and society as 

mediated in the public sphere, through the identification of particular categories into which each 

conception of the public interest fits. The first distinction is whether what is in the public interest 

is being defined objectively or subjectively; as a matter of technical knowledge or value-led choice. 

Flathman (1966) suggests that it can only ever be defined subjectively but this has not prevented 

the framing of the public interest as something arrived at in an apolitical, technical manner.  

The second distinction is to ask whether different conceptions of the public interest are focussed 

on the outcomes or consequences of actions; a teleological focus, or on the process of deciding 

what action to take; a deontological focus. As an example the conceptualisation of the public 

sphere presented is, superficially, deontological in nature; concerned with allowing everyone to 

participate on an equal footing, rather than with the outcomes that they collectively seek. 

However, whilst the public sphere may be normatively positioned as the space in which reasoning 

about the Ψgood lifeΩ takes place, the extent to which this reasoning is teleological or deontological 

in nature is less settled. The contrast between process and outcome is further addressed in Part 3 

of this chapter, in relation to normative theories of planning. However, having set out these 

categories, the chapter now turns to consider how the public interest has been conceived of in the 

traditions of political thought that have dominated the 20th Century. 

The Utilitarian  Public Interest  

Originating in social reform movements of the 19th Century (Campbell and Fainstein, 2012; 

Campbell and Marshall, 2002a), Utilitarianism is characterised as the pursuit of the greatest 

happiness for the greatest number, but where, in its original Benthamite form, no one form of 

happiness is considered to have greater merit than another. In this sense only the individual can 

know if they have something at stake with pleasure as the only test of the consequences of actions 

                                                           
6
 These ideas draw on an understanding of place, not as a container, but as relational; products of multiple 

geographies of space and time, thereby allowing for a far wider range of influences (Graham and Healey, 1999). 
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(Campbell and Marshall, 2002a). Drawing on the categorisations set out above this is a highly 

subjective measure. Indeed Sorauf (1957) notes that the appeal of defining the public interest as 

the greatest happiness of the greatest number lies in being able to encourage individuals to 

continue pursuing their own private interests. This is a deontological formulation, but one that 

arguably removes any suggestion that decision-making processes have public consequences. 

However, although Utilitarianism is considered to centre on the individual, when it comes to 

questions of public choice it positions the state as arbiter; it is the state that decides what 

constitutes the greatest happiness, a teleological focus (Campbell and Marshall, 2002a). Indeed 

Moroni (2004) notes that UǘƛƭƛǘŀǊƛŀƴƛǎƳ ƛǎ ƛƴŎƻƳǇŀǘƛōƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƭƛōŜǊŀƭƛǎƳΩǎ ǇǳǊǎǳƛǘ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ 

freedom because ideas of collective utility do not respect individual morality. In turn this is a 

ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀŘƘŜǊŜǎ ǘƻ ƛŘŜŀǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨŎƻƳƳƻƴ ƎƻƻŘΩΤ the principle that 

humans share basic values that should govern how decisions are made. 

In contrast aƛƭƭΩǎ όмусмΣ ŎƛǘŜŘ ōȅ {ŀƴŘŜƭΣ нллфa; Campbell and Marshall, 2002a) later reformulation 

of Utilitarianism distinguishes between higher and lower forms of pleasure, with the distinction to 

be made by those who have experienced both; in this form of Utilitarianism the privileged elite are 

positioned as the best able to decide the right course of action, where utility can be measured 

objectively. Essentially the privileged elite have the power to define what constitutes the common 

good (Campbell and Marshall, 2002a). Furthermore Mill (1859, cited by Sandel, 2009a) asserts that 

individual freedom will lead to the greatest human happiness over the long term, but only so far as 

the individual pursuit of freedom does not do harm to others. This is a formulation of the public 

ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŎƻƳǇŀǘƛōƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ όмфрпύ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ 

public or private, but less compatible with normative constructions of the public interest, or 

common good, as being articulated in the public sphere by virtue of its privileging of elite interests.  

The result is an approach that sees the public interest defined in a teleological manner, where it is 

the role of the state to decide what is in the public interest by trading off the utility of one group 

ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΣ ǘƻ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǎǘ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ƘŀǇǇƛƴŜǎǎ ό5ǳƴƭŜŀǾȅ ŀƴŘ hΩ[ŜŀǊȅΣ мфутύΦ Lǘ ƛǎ 

therefore suggested to act as the theoretical foundation for measures such as cost-benefit analysis, 

measures with a tendency to be presented as highly objective (Howe, 1994), in contrast to the 

view that what is in the public interest can only be subjectively defined (Flathman, 1966). 

The Welfare State  
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Campbell and Marshall (2002a) highlight the role of Utilitarianism as a basis for the welfare state 

as it began to emerge in the first half of the 20th Century with a focus on material equality through 

redistribution. In this sense the post-war welfare state has at its root the common good, but 

where ideas of what is good for society as a whole are imposed by the sovereign state. 

In the UK the welfare state is typified by /ƭŜƳŜƴǘ !ǘƭŜŜΩǎ post-1945 Labour government. !ǘƭŜŜΩǎ 

government legislated to introduce large-scale welfare programmes such as the National Health 

Service, National Parks and a universal system of benefits supporting the unwell and the 

unemployed, systems that continue to survive in modified form, whilst nationalising many 

industries. However it has been suggested that it has its roots in a fear of civil unrest dating to 

before the First World War, with social security intended to undermine the threat of revolution by 

reconciling relations between the labouring classes and their employers (Marquand, 2004).  

Marquand (ibid) notes how this dramatically increased the size and scope of the state. In this 

sense it is a model that allows the democratically elected state to define the public interest, where 

the public is seen as a homogenous group (Campbell and Fainstein, 2012). Conversely Fraser (1997) 

suggests that the method of redistribution used tends to reinforce income divisions in society, 

rather than promoting collectivity. Sorauf (1957) classifies this type of public interest as receiving 

priority because it is inherently correct, but suggested that this made it not very ΨǇǳōƭƛŎΩ ƛƴ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΣ 

being very much defined within the sphere of formal government, rather than in the public sphere.  

The Summatory Public Interest  

The summatory model is most easily characterised as being about the balance of collective opinion, 

or the representative summation of individual interests. It is a conception of the public interest 

that is again normative in nature. In this sense it can be regarded as highly democratic, being very 

much about the collection of preferences together, so that what is in the public interest is decided 

ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅΩǎ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴΦ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎŜƴǎŜ /ŀƳǇōŜƭƭ ŀƴŘ aŀǊǎƘŀƭƭ όнлллύ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ 

conception of the public interest that has continued to thrive in recent decades. Accordingly such 

a definition is deontological (process oriented), with a greater concern for maximising individual 

choice than any judgement of those individual choices. However the extent to which it is 

subjective or objective is more difficult to settle upon; whilst this is an objective definition to the 

extent that it is exemplified by counting votes, the individual preferences that inform such votes 

are arguably far more value-led in nature. It is also dismissed by Sorauf (1957) as not very, given its 

concern with the balance of interests over pursuing a single collective interest. However there can 

be discerned a role for the public sphere, as the space in which individual interests are shaped. 
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Furthermore the democratic nature of this form of public interest ensures that citizens can directly 

influence the philosophy of the sovereign state, if not its actions. 

Despite the focus on individual choice any temptation to liken the summatory model to the 

utilitarian principle of achieving the greatest happiness of the greatest number should be avoided; 

although the maximisation of individual choice is one element of Utilitarianism  explicitly public 

decisions are made by the political elite (Campbell and Marshall, 2002a; 2000). Instead the more 

contemporary neo-liberal conception of the public interest is positioned by Campbell and Marshall 

(2000) as an example of the summatory in its pursuit of individual freedom. 

The Neo -liberal State  

Fundamental to the political regimes that resurged in the 1970s, and arguably continue to 

dominate Western economies, is a belief in the market as a distributive mechanism for goods. This 

challenges state intervention in the market but instead charges the state with strengthening the 

market (Low, 1991). The adoption of a neo-liberal ideology de-politicises issues, substituting 

deliberation over a choice of actions for the assumption that allowing the market to operate with 

minimal interference will lead to the best distribution of goods. 

In defining the public interest the neo-liberal state adopts the same principle as Utilitarianism; 

what is in the public interest is defined by the political elite, where only those matters that can be 

rationally agreed upon can be the concern of the minimal state (Hayek, 1944, cited by Low, 1991). 

Consequently the public interest is reframed in terms of achieving economic efficiency, measured 

through performance indicators. This positions the market as the mechanism for redistributing 

resources, allowing individuals to express their preferences through market participation. The 

result is an objectively defined measure of the public interest, with a deontological focus on 

maximising individual choice, in turn discouraging the emergence of a public with collective 

interests. However it has been suggested that this actually increases inequality, particularly during 

economic difficulties where cuts to state programmes impact disproportionately on poorer parts 

of society (Campbell and Fainstein, 2012; Fainstein, 2010; Low, 1991). 

The Public Interest in the Contemporary Context   

Table 1, below, attempts to summarise the two conceptions of the public interest set out above. 

Despite their differing aims they have in coƳƳƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŀǊōƛǘŜǊ ƛƴ ŘŜŎƛŘƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ 

the common interests of the public are; particularly the welfare state assumes a homogenous 
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public unable to conceive of its own interests. To return to the relationship between society and 

the state, both assume that deliberation about what is in the public interest takes place inside the  

formal sphere of government, legitimised by representative democracy. 

Table 1: A Framework of Generalised Public Interest Conceptions  

That ideas of a deliberated public interest have not been successfully revived in the contemporary 

context is apparent in feelings that the public are ignored and treated with a lack of respect, 

exacerbated by a state that responds to public concerns as they are overhyped by the media, 

rather than risk allowing public debate (Healey, 2012). In turn the media charged with reporting 

ΨǇǳōƭƛŎΩ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴ tends to be privately owned and profit motivated, at odds with the intention that 

the public sphere should be based on equal participation (Fraser, 1997). Equally Habermas (1989) 

highlights the growing inseparability of state and society, fuelled by tendencies for the state to 

ΨǎǘŀƎŜ-ƳŀƴŀƎŜΩ ƛǘǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ, leading to the manipulation of public opinion.  

¢ƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƛƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ƛǎ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ rendered problematic 

by generally low levels of trust in politicians, accompanied by a generational decline in formal 

political participation that has been particularly sharp in the UK (Hay, 2007). This is exacerbated by 

the ability of political elites to misuse the concept of the public interest. An example is the 1990s 

export of arms to Iraq, where British Members of Parliament cited the public interest as a reason 

for indemnity from disclosing their own personal involvement in such matters, rather more about 

selfishly avoiding embarrassment than protecting the public (Marquand, 2004).  

Moreover trends towards the de-politicisation of issues at the national level, driven by central 

government, are also considered to reduce the potential for a deliberated public interest; Owens 

and Cowell (2011) note that the formalisation of solutions to Climate Change through national 

policy reduces the potential for citizen activists to engage meaningfully with debates about its 

mitigation by removing them from the public domain. This leads to ideas of what is good for the 

Public Interest Conception Welfare State Neo-Liberal 

Normative Theoretical Basis Utilitarianism Summatory 

What is the aim? Redistribution Efficiency 

Are decisions framed as 

subjective or objective? 

Objective Subjective 

How are decisions made? Judgement about the common 

good 

Individual pursuit of the good 

life 
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national welfare becoming rhetorical (Forester, 2011). The result is not the neutral state that 

responds to the collective will of the public conceived of by Dewey (1954) but tends more towards 

IƻōōŜǎΩ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ oppressive state as Leviathan; the state guarantees order and stability 

ƛŦ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎ ǎǳǊǊŜƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƻ ƻǇǇƻǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ό5ǳƴƭŜŀǾȅ ŀƴŘ hΩ[ŜŀǊȅΣ мфутύΦ 

Simultaneously Hay highlights a considerable increase in alternative political actions, such as 

boycotting products and other, less formal, forms of political expression. These trends support the 

re-conceptualisation of democratic legitimacy7 as the ability to participate in collective decision-

making, labelled as discursive, or participatory, democracy (Dryzek, 2002). Dryzek characterises 

discursive approaches as about citizens confronting their state, situating this in the public sphere. 

However HabermasΩ (1989) admission that such confrontations cannot be assumed to have an 

ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛties, without suggesting an alternative approach has been criticised 

(Fraser, 1997). The result is uncertainty about whether such discursive approaches can ever be co-

ordinated sufficiently to replace the state in fulfilling collective interests that are formulated at 

scales other than the highly localised. This contrast between modes of democracy sets the scene 

for examining competing theorisations of planning, examined in Part 3 of the chapter, particularly 

in as a discursive conception of democracy underpins a communicative approach to planning. 

Pluralistic Critiques of the Public Interest  

Following greater recognition of societyΩǎ diversity, the homogenising tendencies of a welfare 

state conception of the public interest have been criticised, to the extent that authors such as 

Sorauf, writing in the 1950s, believed that the public interest could no longer be a viable concept: 

ά.ȅ ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŀƭƭ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ ŀƭƭ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ Ƙŀǎ ŦƻǳƴŘ ŀǘ ōŜǎǘ ŀ ǎǳǇŜǊŦƛŎƛŀƭ 

acceptance and achieved only the ǎǳǊǾƛǾŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƴƻŎǳƻǳǎΦέ όмфртΣ ǇΦсмуύ 

This inability to settle on a particular definition was felt by Sorauf to make the concept useless as a 

tool of analysis. Instead he suggests that, in the face of a burgeoning number of interests, the 

pursuit of the public interest was politically comfortable; therefore its most appropriate use would 

be as a process for accommodating different groups, rather than for pursuing particular outcomes. 

To this end Sandercock cites the Marxian perspective; that the public interest is always about the 

                                                           
7
 Schmitter defines legitimacy as άa shared expectation among actors in an arrangement of asymmetric power such 

that the actions of those who rule are accepted voluntarily by those who are ruledέ (2001, p.2);  simply one may have 
ǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǘƻ ŀŎǘ ōǳǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŎƭŀƛƳ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀŎȅ ƛǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘƻǎŜ with less power. 
Research in rural deliberative arenas and urban, community based institǳǘƛƻƴǎΤ ŀǊŜƴŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŀƴΩǘ ŎƭŀƛƳ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ 
legitimacy, has suggested legitimacy to be situated, its conception being context dependent. This becomes relevant in 
the supposed move away from democratic legitimacy (Connelly, 2011; Connelly et al., 2006).  
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particular interests of the powerful, failing to recognise the multiplicity of cultures and 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΤ άƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎǎέ όмффуΣ ǇΦмфтύΦ /ƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ {ŀƴŘŜǊŎƻŎƪ describes the public 

interest as a modernist notion; the modernist state sees a homogenous public, and the public 

interest is about disinterested experts working within the state to rationally analyse a problem. 

These homogenising tendencies are echoed in the suggestion that the Habermasian public sphere 

rules out any difference that gets in the way of rational reasoning, felt to be necessary where the 

public sphere is seen as a single construct, but less important in a pluralistic approach (Robbins, 

1993). Robbins (ibid) notes that Habermas was writing in an era where the public sphere was 

closed off to large tracts of society, including women, African-Americans and homosexuals. Equally 

Sennett (1977) notes that being in public was seen as good for men, but less good for women, 

further noting the tendency of the public domain to enshrine particular norms that make it 

ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ǘǊǳƭȅ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǾƛŜǿǎΦ Expecting those participating in the public sphere to ΨōǊŀŎƪŜǘΩ 

their social status and interact on equal terms is both unrealistic, and reinforces marginalisation 

through loss of political power, limiting the ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇƘŜǊŜΩǎ potential as a mechanism for 

undermining inequality (Purcell, 2009; Fraser, 1997; Young, 1990). In this context Robbins (1993) 

suggests that those associated with feminism tend, instead, to see the free market as public; given 

the stateΩǎ role in contributing to exclusionary practices, the market is seen as better accounting 

for social diversity. This rather contrasts with the earlier described view of the state as public.  

Writing in the North American context Schön (1983) notes that a working consensus was assumed 

around what constituted the public interest until the mid-1960s, when unintended consequences, 

such as the high profile failure and subsequent demolition of modernist social housing projects, 

prompted the formation of special interest groups around particular issues. These influenced 

particular, but often conflicting, laws, dispelling any idea that a set of universal beliefs and values 

could be discerned amongst diverse societal interests (Habermas, 1989; Flathman, 1966; Davidoff, 

1965). TƘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳƛƴƻƭƻƎȅ ŦǊƻƳ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎ ƎƻƻŘΩ ǘƻ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΩ ƛǎ suggested to be 

embedded in this move to fulfilling individual interests as the goal of politics (Flathman, 1966).  

The recognition of diverse interests in wider society has been accompanied by the theorisation of 

the relationship between the state and its citizens as pluralist, where the diversity of groups in 

society is suggested to prevent any one group from becoming too powerful and where policy is 

the result of ever changing coalitions of interests succeeding in bringing pressure to bear on those 

making policy. Such a view tends towards the liberal tradition in which the role of the state is to 

facilitate the individual pursuit of freedom. However, for Moroni (2004) this also raises questions 
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ŀǎ ǘƻ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ŀǊŜ ǘǊǳƭȅ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΚ 5ǳƴƭŜŀǾȅ ŀƴŘ hΩ[ŜŀǊȅ όмфутύ 

characterise those in favour of pluralism as also being in favour of multi-scalar government, in 

order that political decisions may satisfy more of the people, more of the time. This provides a 

further clear contrast with the centralist tendencies apparent in the welfare state. 

On the other hand, if the main thrust of the pluralist critique is that society is too diverse to have 

widely shared common interests, this leaves society open to creeping neo-liberalisation as 

economic efficiency becomes the only measure that different groups can agree upon (Fraser, 

1997). Purcell (2009) considers how neo-liberalism actively tries to incorporate resistance to 

embedded ideas of representative democracy, to feed its need for democratic mechanisms that 

ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƻǊ ŎŀƴΩǘ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ Ŝxisting power relations and, by extension, the neoliberal 

ƘŜƎŜƳƻƴȅΦ tǳǊŎŜƭƭΩǎ Ŏŀƭƭ ƛǎ ŦƻǊ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ-hegemonic movements that try to undermine neo-

ƭƛōŜǊŀƭƛǎƳΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊ CǊŀǎŜǊΩǎ όмффтύ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƴŜƛǘƘŜǊ Ƴǳƭǘƛ-culturalism, nor radical 

democracy, provides a comprehensive vision of society that may take the place of Socialism 

because they fail to address the continued requirement to exchange goods. 

Dewey (1954) asserts that his own formulation of the public is pluralistic in nature, but suggests 

that a key facet of pluralism as it has been advanced in political thought is its limiting of the stateΩǎ 

role to resolving conflicts between different groups. !ŘŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ {ŜƴƴŜǘǘΩǎ όмфттύ ǾƛŜǿ 

pre-dates Marquand (2004), in seeing the public domain as about associations and mutual 

ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀƭ ƻǊ ƛƴǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘΦ {ŜƴƴŜǘǘΩǎ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴǎ 

ground these impersonal associations in the city, as the place in which people come together as a 

ǇǳōƭƛŎΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ά/ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ŀ ǿŜŀǇƻƴ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΣ ǿƘƻǎŜ 

ƎǊŜŀǘ ǾƛŎŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǿ ǎŜŜƴ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛǘǎ ƛƳǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǘȅέ ό1977, p.339); fear of the impersonal becomes a 

ōŀǊǊƛŜǊ ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎƛƴƎ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅ ŜŎƘƻŜŘ ƛƴ ¸ƻǳƴƎΩǎ όмффлύ ŀǎǎŜǊǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎƛƴƎ 

into communities tends to exclude those seen as different; Young also constructs the city as where 

those from different backgrounds come together, constituting the city as their common interest. 

Addressing the space between widely shared values and the needs of particular groups 

Sandercock (1998) similarly calls for a participatory democracy where different groups are 

formally represented and are supported in their ability to self-organise, but where it is necessary 

for these groups to appeal to some overarching principles of justice when arguing for their ideas. 

The purpose of this is to recognise that these groups are part of a wider society, with an 

ƛƴǘŜǊǘǿƛƴŜŘ ŘŜǎǘƛƴȅΤ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ άƴƻǘ ǘƻ ǊŜƛƴǾŜƴǘ ŀ ŘƛǎŎǊŜŘƛǘŜŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘέ όǇΦмфуΣ ƛōƛŘύ ōǳǘ, in the 

spirit of the arguments put forward by Sennett (1970) and Young (1990), is instead about 
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άǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊƴŜǎǎ ƛƴ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜέ όǇΦмффΣ ƛōƛŘύΦ Recommending a similar model Fraser (1997) considers 

the merits of such a model in recognising multiple public spheres, allowing the equal participation 

of different groups in an unequal society, but where representatives of these different publics 

communicate with each other from their positions of difference in an overarching public arena. 

For Fraser the remaining question is how a model encompassing multiple public spheres can be 

certain of influencing the actions of the state, whilst remaining critically distant from it; in 

articulating the public interest when is it more appropriate to defer to democratic representatives 

and when is it more appropriate to engage directly with the state in making decisions? 

Conclusions  

The descriptions of the public and the public sphere, and resulting ideas about the collective 

interest of the public, set out at the beginning of this section set a normative framework for how 

the public interest might be articulated and accounted for. However they generally assert that the 

public interest does not exist a priori even if individuals know what they wish to achieve. Instead, 

under this framework, what is in the public interest must be arrived at through deliberation and 

contestation, reflecting FƭŀǘƘƳŀƴΩǎ όмфссύ ŀǎǎŜǊǘion that it should only ever be subjectively 

defined,  despite attempts to frame what is in the public interest as a matter of technical necessity.  

The descriptions are also a reminder that the conflation of ΨŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ with ΨǇǳōƭƛŎΩΣ ŀǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀ 

particular way of deliberating and achieving collective outcomes, is explicitly normative. Indeed an 

equally useful analytical distinction can be made between thinking about whether what is in the 

public interest is arrived at deontologically; with attention to the process, or teleologically; it is in 

the public interest to achieve particular outcomes or consequences. Conceiving of the public and 

the public sphere in the manner outlined does not implicitly assume a role for the state in 

achieving collective wellbeing and this distinction is worth bearing in mind when considering the 

context in which different strands of planning theory have been formulated. The importance of 

this debate is captured in the question of whether democratic legitimacy is bestowed through 

representative or participatory democracy, at a time when the answer seems less than settled, in 

turn providing a framework for discussing different theoretical approaches to planning.  

The normative arguments put forward in this section tend toward participation and deliberation, 

encompassing the assumption that what is in the public interest emerges through force of 

argument. In reality, however, the public interest has come to be associated with the action of the 

sovereign state, as it has come to be embedded in popular imagination; the tendencies of the 
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state to impose the will of powerful elites in the name of the public interest means that it cannot 

come as a surprise that the relationship between state and society and has come to be seen as 

parasitic rather than symbiotic.  Particularly calls to reject the concept of the public interest 

originate in the way such imposition sees a homogenous public, ignoring difference. Consequently 

there is a danger that continuing to pursue the public interest overstates the potential to identify 

widely shared common interests. However, in the context of the recognition of society as 

pluralistic, many continue to suggest that group action should be based on fundamentally shared 

principles of justice, or that collective interests in the face of difference may be constituted 

through the shared experience of place. This suggests that some sort of action to address these 

interests is still needed. The remaining question centres on asking who should make the final 

decision about a course of action, something that is given further attention in Part 3 of the chapter.   

Having set the scene for the thesis by exploring the concept of the public interest in a rather 

abstract manner and examining how it is thought about in the broader political context, the 

ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ƴŜȄǘ ǘǳǊƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƳƻǊŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘΩǎ ǊŜlationship to planning activities, 

both historically and in the contemporary context.   
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PART 2: THE PUBLIC INTEREST IN PLANNING  
Introduction  

Part 1 started from the point of considering when the spillover effects of private decisions bring 

into existence a public with a shared interest. This can similarly be said about decisions within the 

purview of planning activities, those relating to the development of land and property: 

 ά¢ƘŜ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ƘŀǎΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ǎƛƴŎŜ ²ƻǊƭŘ ²ŀǊ нΣ ǊŜǎǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

proposition that state intervention in land and property development is necessary to 

ǎŀŦŜƎǳŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎΦέ ό/ŀƳǇōŜƭƭ ŀƴŘ 

Marshall, 2000, p.308)  

Arguably without the public interest there is little reason for planning to exist; without the 

recognition that interventions in land and property contribute to a collective quality of life those 

with the means would be able to build as they wished, introducing the architect to the builder 

without intermediary. In turn this view of planning as an activity embedded in the state is 

consistent with the separation of state and society. Following from the Introduction, whether 

planning is defined as about reacting to the spillover effects of private decisions; development 

management, or acting to shape how decisions are made; forward planning, both can be united 

ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƴƻǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ άǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƛŘŜŀΦΦΦǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭƭȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ 

ƻǘƘŜǊǎΣ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƎƻƻŘ ǇƭŀŎŜǎέ ό/ŀƳǇōŜƭƭΣ нллнΣ ǇΦнтпύΦ  

Conversely the difficulty encompassed in this characterisation is apparent in the multiple ways in 

which these choices might be made, and a certain ŦǳȊȊƛƴŜǎǎ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ŦŀǊ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ 

extends. These differences are highlighted by the multiple ways in which what is in the public 

interest might be arrived at. Furthermore the previous sectionΩǎ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ƻŦ ǘhe conceptΩǎ use to 

legitimise state intervention can also be applied to planning activities: 

ά²Ƙŀǘ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ Ƙŀǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ōŜŜƴ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘƛƻǳǎ ōǳǘ ƛǘǎ ǾŀƭǳŜ ŀǎ ŀ 

legitimising concept has been increasingly called into question in the recent past. It is a 

term which has often been used to mystify rather than clarify...it is frequently used as a 

device to cast an aura of legitimacy over the final resolution of policy questions where 

ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ŀǊŜŀǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘΦέ ό/ŀƳǇōŜƭƭ ŀƴŘ aŀǊǎƘŀƭƭΣ нлллΣ ǇΦолуύ 

Yet, in spite of such difficulties, the pragmatic imperative for pursuing the public interest through 

planning lies in the value that it is more appealing to the social nature of humans to live together, 
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in settlements, rather than in isolation. Ultimately planning as an idea is fundamentally about 

pursuing collective wellbeing, regardless of the terminology used to frame this: 

ά!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǎŎƻǊƴŜŘ ōȅ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ 

theorists...it nevertheless remains the pivot around which debates about the nature of 

ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜǎ ǘǳǊƴΦέ ό/ŀƳǇōŜƭƭ ŀƴŘ aŀǊǎƘŀƭƭΣ нллнŀΣ ǇΦмумύ 

It is therefore useful to explore how different conceptions of the public interest have manifested 

themselves through different approaches to planning, drawing on the distinctions set out in Part 1. 

The Public Interest in Planning History  

Planning has a lineage that can be traced back thousands of years to the fundamental organisation 

of early human settlement; from the arrangement of ancient Mesopotamian cities around the 

ΨƎǊƛŘ-ƛǊƻƴΩ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴΣ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ancient Greek cities around spaces and buildings 

with specialised uses, and the Roman concern with grand but efficient infrastructure. Particularly 

the previous section showed how the organisation of Ancient Greek and Roman cities acted as a 

spatial expression of the idea that free citizens should engage in public life, promoting forms of 

collective interest (Habermas, 1989). Planning has a long history of imposing urban form with an 

inherent concern for bringing people together. 

Equally it is important to recognise that the English planning system, as the institutional structures 

that shape the everyday practice of planning activities in England, is a system that has evolved 

over more than a century. This part of the chapter focuses on this evolution, narrating the 

transition from an independent reformist movement; ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ΨǇƭŀƴƴŜǊǎΩΣ ǇǳǊǎǳƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ 

vision of the good life, to an activity embedded in government structures, with distinct regulatory 

and forward looking elements, operated by a distinctive set of institutions. To this end a key aim is 

to consider how different conceptions of the public interest are intertwined with this history.  

Regulating the Spillover Consequences of Development  

The notion of curtailing individual property rights, in favour of considering others around them, 

can be traced back considerably further than might be expected. Booth (2003) initially suggests 

that the true origins of development control may lie in the issuing of model bylaws by central 

government in 1858, with the purpose of controlling the form of new development. However 

Booth then traces the origins of urban form control back to 1580 and further, eventually to 

[ƻƴŘƻƴΩǎ мнтр !ǎǎƛȊŜ ƻŦ bǳƛǎŀƴŎŜΤ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ǿƛƴŘƻǿǎ, walls and 

guttering. However it is the 19th Century when such ideas became far more strongly embedded in 
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England. Where early manifestations of planning focussed on the ordering and reordering of cities, 

the public health acts of the 19th Century introduced a regulatory mode of planning that starts to 

comprehensively embed planning as about regulating private development for the collective good, 

through minimum standards for sewerage, ventilation and privacy, amongst other concerns.  

The rise of regulation has been characterised as a response to the failure of the market to solve 

social problems, such as poor sanitation, water supply and the lack of profit motivation to build 

good quality homes. The necessity for the state to intervene in such problems arose from their 

costs being borne by the taxpayer (Pendlebury, 2015), in turn embedding the idea of the state as 

intrinsic to regulating public spill-over effects from private decisions. Following early 19th Century 

local government reform, to create a two-tier county council and borough system, the regulations 

addressing these problems were very much locally driven, through the creation of local byelaws 

(Ward, 2004; Booth, 2003). As such this section also shows how regulatory approaches to planning 

have a much longer history of being embedded in the state than ideas of planning as about 

planned new settlements, though the next section indicates how this was to change.  

Imposing the Common Good: ôIdealõ Settlement Projects 

Alongside state regulation, ideas of planning as about a vision for complete settlements that 

promoted particular modes of living together also have a strong history in the British context. 

These approaches strongly echo a welfare state model of the public interest, in that they seek to 

improve living conditions for the disadvantaged, but by imposing particular idealised models. 

Such ideas begin outside of the state, encouraged by those in favour of land and housing reform, 

particularly as ways of subverting the class distinctions perpetuated through land ownership and 

promoting social and political reform. This diverse range of actors coalesced into a strong political 

ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ 9ōŜƴŜŜȊŜǊ IƻǿŀǊŘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƪŜȅ ƳŜƳōŜǊ ό²ŀǊŘΣ нллпΤ wŜŀŘŜΣ мфутύΦ IƻǿŀǊŘΩǎ 

Garden City ideals were partially realised in Letchworth and Welwyn Garden Cities, and in 

Hampstead Garden Suburb. Early efforts ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ wƻōŜǊǘ hǿŜƴΩǎ bŜǿ [ŀƴŀǊƪ ƘŀŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ǌƻƻǘǎ ƛƴ 

highly socialist principles. However other ideal settlement projects in England were the result of 

19th and early 20th Century industrial philanthropy with a slightly different aim; Port Sunlight, 

Bournville and Saltaire were designed with the intention of creating a better life for their 

inhabitants, through generally lower density, better quality housing (Ward, 2004; Cherry, 1974), 

but, in turn, promoting increased productivity for their employers. Despite these varied motives 

such settlements still strengthened the town planning movement, with George Cadbury, the 

industrialist behind Bournville, becoming one of its key members (Cherry, 1974).  
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Superficially such developments appear to be strongly influenced by utopian traditions. However 

Cherry (ibid) has suggested that demand for planning in England arose predominantly as a 

reaction to 19th Century social and economic change, the result of significant urbanisation trends. 

From the 1820s onwards political intervention tended towards άcomprehensive community 

ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴέ (ibid, p.7), with the popular imagination being captured by the significant urban 

growth associated with the Industrial Revolution, exemplified by the statistical correlation 

between higher infant mortality and higher population density.  

From an Independent Reform Movement to an Activity of the State  

The success of town planning as a reformist movement can be seen in its political influence; the 

Liberal Party was strongly influenced by ideas around land reform and, following its 1906 election, 

adopted them in government This led to the embedding of planning as a state sanctioned activity, 

amongst the gradual expansion of state intervention in social issues with collective consequences. 

Superficially such an arrangement resembles the debate of such issues in the public sphere, in turn 

influencing state actions, if the motives cannot always be characterised as collective in nature. 

Whether its uniting ideology; subverting the influence of the landed classes, was a true attack on 

embedded power structures or simply publicly popular and politically convenient remains 

debatable (Reade, 1987). However the close of the 19th Century and first two decades of the 20th 

/ŜƴǘǳǊȅ ǎŀǿ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƛƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ Ψǘƻǿƴ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎΩΣ ǘƘŜ ōƛǊǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¢ƻǿƴ tƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ8, the 

ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ Ψ¢ƻǿƴ tƭŀƴƴƛƴƎΩ ƭŜƎƛǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ мфлф 

Housing, Town Planning Etc. Act (Ward, 2004; Cherry, 1974).  

For the first time the 1909 Act gave local government the opportunity to prepare statutory land-

use schemes. If approved by central government these would set out road patterns and 

regulations for development and sanitation that developers would be obliged to follow, but would 

not need to acquire permission to do so (Ward, 2004; RSCOI, 1992). As Booth puts it; the act 

άmade the assumption that the plan itself was the instrument of controlέ (2003, p.77). This is a 

decidedly radical notion in the contemporary context, but one that harks back to the need to think 

about the relationship between plans, planners and planning. 

                                                           
8 Later the Royal Town Planning Institute (RTPI), following the granting of a Royal Charter in 1959. The Royal Town 

Planning Institute (RTPI) is the professional body that represents planners predominantly in England, but increasingly 
worldwide. Today, to be eligible for chartered membership members must have completed an RTPI accredited higher 
education course to Masters level and pass an Assessment of Professional Competence, based on at least two years 
post-graduation experience. In 2014 the Institute celebrated its centenary year. 
 



Planning in the Public Interest?                                      36 

 

hƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƘŀƴŘ .ƻƻǘƘ όнллоύ ƛǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ мфлф !ŎǘΩǎ use of poorly defined terms such as 

amenity and its permissive rather than mandatory nature, resulting in the rather uneven use of its 

provisions. Indeed, whilst such land-use schemes were made mandatory in 1919, a 1926 deadline 

for their preparation was first extended and then abolished (RSCOI, 1992). Elsewhere it has been 

critically noted that had its provisions for betterment taxes9 been workable it could have been the 

roots of a very different planning system based on highly socialist principles (Reade, 1987), 

ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŀǇǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘƛƴƎ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎΩ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ǘhe good. Overall however this can be 

characterised as the period where English planning started to transition from independent reform 

movement, to a professionalised activity enshrined in state legislation; a move from the agency of 

individual planners toward the structures associated with plans and the planning system. 

In addition to questions of ideological legitimacy the relatively rapid shift from reform movement 

to state-sponsored activity needs to be situated in a political context where unionisation was on 

the rise, bringing with it the threat of mass strikes. Planning was positioned by powerful reformist 

interests as part of the solution (Ward, 2004). Conversely this might also be characterised as the 

state appeasing the working classes so as to maintain its power, exemplifying the potential, 

highlighted in Part 1, for the public interest to be used to obfuscate the true intentions.  

Notions of planning as being about creating better places to live for the working masses were 

reinforced in the aftermath of both the First and Second World Wars, the era of the welfare state. 

It has been recorded how the colossal human cost of the First World War sharpened the need for 

the state to take on board the concerns of the working class, reacting to the perceived risk of a 

popular uprising in the wake of the Russian Revolution (Ward, 2004; Reade, 1987). In due course 

this led to a huge programme of council housing construction, mandated by a series of Housing 

Acts that adopted the high space and layout standards proposed by the Tudor Walters Committee. 

Certainly the intertwined nature of politics and planning highlights how perceived collective 

interests were at the heart of the push for more planning in this era of the welfare state. 

Ward (2004) details at length the Town and Country Planning Acts of the 1930s though it is 

sufficient to note here how the power of local authorities to plan varied with the political context 

and, particularly, the ideology of the political party in power. Indeed the importance of political 

context was again highlighted by the Second World War, where Ward notes how the evacuation of 

urban areas led to the mixing of classes, making plain the deep inequalities in British society for 

                                                           
9
 Betterment is a tax on the increase in land value brought about by granting planning permission for a higher value 

use. It is based on the principle that this increase in value belongs to the state rather than the landowner, wƘƻ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ 
Řƻ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ΨŜŀǊƴΩ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜΦ  
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the first time. It is the end of this devastating war and the need for significant reconstruction that 

leads to a moment that has done more than most to shape contemporary English planning. 

The 1947 Town and Country Planning Act  and the Welfare State  

Part 1 characterised the 1945 Atlee Government as embodying a welfare state conception of the 

public interest. The same government also enacted the 1947 Town and Country Planning Act, a 

watershed moment in establishing the basis for the English planning system as it continues to 

operate in the contemporary context. Grounded in the principles that social relations are 

environmentally determined, through appropriate urban forms (Reade, 1987), the Act formalised 

planning in England as a twin-track state activity, with both forward planning and development 

control provisions. IƻǿŜǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ōƛƎƎŜǎǘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ !ŎǘΩǎ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ development 

rights over land and property development, to ensure that they accounted for the wider interests 

of society, the fundamental principle that still underpins planning as it is thought about it England.  

Originally it was also intended that the Act would facilitate the state appropriation of the increase 

of land value once development was approved, based on the principle that private individuals 

should not profit financially from the increase in land value resulting from a decision made by the 

state to grant planning permission. Such a tax brought with it the potential for considerable 

wealth redistribution. Fully implemented it would have effectively ended the accumulation of 

wealth through land ownership, fulfilling a key aim of the early 19th Century land reform 

movement, though it should be noted that the proposed tax did not extend to the profit to be 

made in actually developing the land (Reade, 1987; Ambrose, 1986). However it was quickly 

abolished by the 1951 Conservative Government. This was retrospectively justified by the 1991 

Conservative Government through the suggestion that land value increases are taxed through 

Capital Gains tax and general taxation (RSCOI, 1992). However it has been suggested elsewhere 

άto ǊŜƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ мфпт !Ŏǘ ƛƴŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜέ (Reade, 1987, p.52). 

The basis for the 1947 Act was a comprehensive definition of development that also continues 

broadly unchanged (Booth, 2003), setting out a highly technical basis for the activities that 

planning would have formal jurisdiction over. Following this definition all development proposals 

would require approval through the development control process, a radical departure (Ward, 

2004; Booth, 2003). However the use of technical standards, for example number of dwellings per 

hectare, can be seen to obfuscate the values behind such standards, so that it becomes unclear 

whether aiming for a particular housing density is in the public interest or not (Booth, 2003). In 

ǘǳǊƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ LƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ǉƭŀƴ ŀǎ ŀ ΨōƭŀŎƪ ōƻȄΩ. Compared to 
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considerable public concern about planning earlier in the 1930s and 40s, to the extent that 

bestselling books were written about it, this technocratic framing of planning detached it from the 

public and lead to a waning of societal concern about how it was practiced (Ward, 2004).  

Statutory Development Plans, Discretionary Planning  

The introduction of the development control process was strengthened by not implementing a 

zoning system, such that the plan was a material consideration, but not the final word in decisions 

over whether to permit development. This consideration of each case on its merits contrasts 

strongly with the provisions of the 1909 Act, giving those making planning decisions in the post-

1947 English context greater agency. Indeed it is the ΨdiscretionaryΩ nature of the development 

plan, and the negotiations involved in implementing it, that distinguishes the English system from 

countries such as France, where the plan is legally binding. Particularly this highlights the contrast 

between views of planning as constraining market efficiency, and of the development plan as 

providing certainty over what development is considered acceptable, thereby reducing risk and 

uncertainty for private developers (Ward, 2004; Healey, 2003). However this also characterises the 

English planning system as an arena where multiple scales both interact and conflict.  

The 1947 Act also strengthened the forward planning process, placing a greater emphasis on the 

plan as a structuring influence. Although LPAs could already prepare town planning schemes 

under the 1909 Act, the 1947 Act made their preparation statutory, requiring the production of 

Town Maps and County Maps through careful survey and analysis. The resulting plans were the 

very much about land-use planning, setting out detailed plans for how land was to be used at the 

end of their intended twenty year life. In reality it has been noted that the relationship between 

this technical work and a ǇƭŀƴΩǎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ǿŀǎ often less than clear (Ward, 2004; Faludi, 1973), a 

contrast further examined in Part 3. Conversely Ward (2004) suggests that plans produced under 

the 1947 Act were more sophisticated than previous plans, through the incorporation of phasing 

and more detailed proposals for particular areas. The Act also strengthened the ability of 

authorities to implement the ǇƭŀƴΩs proposals through the introduction of compulsory purchase 

powers, allowing LPAs to impose the purchase of land to meet collective needs. 

The strengthening of forward planning positioned the public interest as intended to be protected 

by the relationship of planners as subordinate to elected politicians; plans were presented as 

complete to the public, legitimised by their approval through representative democracy (Ward, 

2004). This designated the LPA as the body most appropriate to look after the public interest, 

ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ [t!Ωǎ ƻǿƴ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ƛƴ ƭŀƴŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΣ ƻŦǘŜƴ 
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through considerable land ownership. This relationship suggests that a Welfare State model of the 

public interest is espoused by the 1947 Act, in its intention that what is in the public interest is 

best addressed by technical experts, overseen by a political elite, in turn reinforcing the suggestion 

that planning takes places within the formal government sphere. Although the next sections 

suggest how the provisions of the 1947 Act continued to evolve, the fundamental principle that 

planning is a state activity, legitimised through representative democracy continues to underpin 

contemporary practice and, in turn, sets the context for the empirical work.  

Planning as Technical -Rational Activity  

Following the expectation that plans should be based on surveys and analysis the 1950s can be 

characterised as a period in which planning moved from being an activity embedded in the 

Welfare State, to a technical activity, framed as apolitical. This was reinforced by the Town 

Planning InstituteΩǎ ǇǳǎƘ ŦƻǊ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘǎ Ǌƻƻǘǎ ƛƴ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ 

than an activity conducted by people from multiple disciplines (Reade, 1987). Indeed Thomas 

(1994) notes that the acceptance of the planning profession has hinged on the notion that 

ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŎƭŀƛƳ ŀ άǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƛǎŜŘ ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊǘƛǎŜέ όǇΦмύΣ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜŘ 

in the English context by the tradition that planners should serve the government in power 

impartially, regardless of its political ideology. Embedded within this is the assertion that only 

those with appropriate expertise can have a role in looking after society.  

Equally the 1950s was the decade in which the development of the New Towns began to take 

place, each developed by a corporation with wide ranging powers, with the aim of addressing 

significant post-war housing shortages (Ward, 2004). This has been characterised as an extension 

of the aforementƛƻƴŜŘ DŀǊŘŜƴ /ƛǘȅ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨŎƭŜŀƴ ǎƘŜŜǘΩ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ 

layout such as the separation of pedestrian footpaths and roads (Pendlebury, 2015). This can be 

characterised as a continuance of the welfare-state approach to the public interest, but in a way 

that captured the possibility of designing places from scratch, using new urban forms. This 

ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘΩ ƛƴ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΦ 

The 1960s to the 198 0s: The Rise of Pluralism and  the  Neoliberal  State  

aƻǾƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ мфслǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƻǊ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ [Ŝ /ƻǊōǳǎƛŜǊΩǎ ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎƛƴƎ ƛŘŜŀƭǎ ƭŜŘ ǘƻ ǇƻƻǊ 

quality concrete tower blocks springing up in English cities, surrounded by barren green space, 

resulting more recently in the high profile demolition of many of these. These were intended to 

capture the spirit of the age in their use of new technologies to achieve high density housing that 
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could contribute to addressing considerable housing shortages. However growing social problems 

associated with high rise living and the poor quality of the towers themselves, illustrated by the 

1969 Ronan Point explosion, have been suggested to lead to their downfall (Ward, 2004).  

Furthermore the extent to which the slum clearance programmes broke up communities to 

replace them with these anonymous blocks lead to calls for much greater public involvement 

(Campbell and Fainstein, 2012), reflecting the shift from the welfare state to pluralist politics. The 

use of the public interest to justify the imposition of modernist urban projects has been 

characterised as a key driver in the problematisation of the public interest as a legitimising 

concept (Fainstein, 2010). 

From the 1960s onwards planning in England tended to reflect the broader political trends 

identified in Part 1 of the ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ ŜƳōƻŘƛƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ŀǎ ŀƴ 

imposed common good being challenged in favour of recognising the plurality of interests in 

society. Not least the technocratic framing of planning activities came to be seen as a grave 

concern in light of tendencies of planning decisions to favour powerful interests and for 

development plans to accept and accommodate existing commercial interests (Davies, 1982). 

Davies (ibid) concluded that ultimately planning is about political choices but asserts that planners 

persisted in framing decisions as matters of technical necessity. Echoing this was a lack of 

opportunities in the system for public concerns to be taken into account, leading to suspicion, 

reaching its height in the 1970s, that LPAs were making inappropriate deals with private 

developers and giving inappropriate weight to their proposals (Booth, 2003).  

The 1968 Town and Country Planning Act introduced a system of Local Plans and county scale 

Structure Plans that survived superficially until the 2004 Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act. It 

has also been noted how the decade saw growing recognition of the extent to which land use 

policies interacted with wider social and economic trends, leading to more complex forward plans 

(Murdoch and Abram, 2002). However the more radical change brought about by the 1968 Act 

was the enshrining in law of requirements for LPAs to both publicise the preparation of Structure 

Plans and Local Plans, and to invite public participation in their preparation (CPPP, 1969). For 

Thomas (1996) participation starts from the principle of giving people a greater say over planning, 

thereby lessening the interests of others and, in turn, leading to some rebalancing of uneven 

power relations. 

 In setting out how this might be practically achieved ǘƘŜ {ƪŜŦŦƛƴƎǘƻƴ /ƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜΩǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ƻƴ ǇǳōƭƛŎ 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ όƛōƛŘύ ŜŎƘƻŜǎ !ǊƴǎǘŜƛƴΩǎ όмфсфύ ǿŜƭƭ ƪƴƻǿƴ Ψ[ŀŘŘŜǊ ƻŦ /ƛǘƛȊŜƴ tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴΩ 
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in its emphasis on the need for planning authorities to move beyond simply publicising plans when 

they are finalised, too late for public participation to make any meaningful difference. Indeed 

Arnstein asserts that inviting participation without an accompanying redistribution of power to 

ensure that participation is taken into account is an empty gesture, echoing aforementioned 

concerns about the relationship between the state and the public sphere. The Skeffington report is 

more restrained, recognising that participation has the power to improve decision making, but 

asserting that decisions over adopting and implementing development plans should continue to 

rest with LPAs and their elected members. Not least the report cites the continued need for 

professional expertise in making these decisions. However Ward (2004) situates this restraint in 

terms of the /ƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜΩǎ limited remit, allowing it to address planning procedures but not the 

wider structures necessary to permit the redistribution of power. The resulting contrast between 

!ǊƴǎǘŜƛƴΩǎ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǎǎ ǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ ŎƘŀƴƎes brought about by the Skeffington Report has set 

the context for how public participation has developed in the English planning system in the 

intervening decades, with implications for how the public interest is articulated.  

The election of Margaret ThaǘŎƘŜǊΩǎ Conservative government in 1979, bringing with it a free-

market ideology, again emphasises the importance of political context and arguably marks a key 

moment of change in how the public interest is conceived of in planning activities. The following 

decade saw the social objectives of English planning discarded, in favour of reframing planning as 

an activity intended to enable rather than constrain development; a substantial repurposing of 

planning in England, but one achieved without much change in the basic legislative framework 

(Booth, 2003; Newman and Thornley, 1996). These aims are reflected in a book written for the 

later 1991 Conservative government (RSCOI, 1992), to explain the planning system for the general 

public; it cautions that elected councillors may not consider the need for development and 

appearance and notes that, prior to 1991, it was assumed that planning applications would be 

approved without clear reasons for their refusal. The influence of political ideology is apparent in 

the ōƻƻƪΩǎ articulation of the public interest in terms of economic efficiency, according with the 

ƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ ǇǊƛǾƛƭŜƎƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛǾŜ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳ ŦƻǊ ƎƻƻŘǎ, in turn 

intended to promote intended to promote individual freedom (Ward, 2004).  

This efficiency aim is further emphasised by the Thatcher GƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ 

planning tools such as Enterprise Zones, Simplified Planning Zones and Urban Development 

Corporations; tools intended to promote regeneration but tools that sat outside the formal 

planning system, allowing them to bypass the concerns of residents and elected members alike 
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(Newman and Thornley, 1996). To this end Healey (1989) discusses the 1980s as a time when 

policy processes were only selectively accountable, where government was overly centralised and 

where access to planning processes was far from fair and even. Healey suggests that this was in 

era where the welfare model of the state had reached its limits in the face of an expanding range 

of demands. Meanwhile the creeping neo-liberalisation of the 1980s and 1990s was reflected in 

the increased managerialisation of local government, as well as the growth of un-accountable 

executive agencies and performance criteria for planning decisions (Campbell and Marshall, 2000).  

The 1990s: The Plan as a Structuring Influence  

The 1990s, particularly the 1991 Planning and Compensation Act, reiterated the role of the Local 

Plan as the most important consideration in making decisions about individual planning 

applications. This ensured that plan-making processes were paid greater attention by different 

groups seeking the inclusion of their interests, in turn encouraging greater participation in their 

preparation (Murdoch and Abram, 2002; Newman and Thornley, 1996). In contrast it has been 

noted how national level planning policy, in the form of Planning Policy Guidance, allowed central 

government to both promote consistency amongst Local Plans, and ensure their responsiveness to 

central government priorities (Murdoch and Abram, 2002). To this end the English planning 

system has been characterised as far more centralised than those of European neighbours, such as 

France and the Netherlands, with strong centralised control through written policies but a lack of 

significance given to national and regional plans (Newman and Thornley, 1996). In turn it has been 

characterised as less participatory (ibid), such that it can be argued that the English system is 

inherently less concerned with collective interests as they might be defined through participation. 

Consequently the rhetoric of participation in planning had arguably become dominant by the 

1990s and can be regarded as a structuring influence on planning activities, but one that has failed 

to transform how it is practiced (Healey, 2003); planners know how to encourage participation, 

but not why (Campbell and Marshall, 2002b). ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ¢ƘƻƳŀǎΩ όмффсύ Ŏŀƭƭ ǘƻ Ǉŀȅ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ 

attention to what ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƛƳǎ ǘƻ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜΣ ƴƻǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ !ǊƴǎǘŜƛƴΩǎ όмфсфύ ƭŀŘŘŜr highlights the 

possibility of labelling a wide range of activities as participation, such that its very meaning 

becomes a matter of political choice. Indeed Campbell and Marshall (2000) observe that public 

involvement requires considerable time and resource, at odds with increasing concerns for 

economic efficiency. This narrative is reinforced by those who note that trust in the planning 

ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜǎ ǘƻ ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ ǘŜŎƘƴƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ 

still dominated by powerful interests, rather than allowing citizens to come up with their own 
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ideas that more effectively represent their interests (Tait, 2011; Swain and Tait, 2007; Davies, 2001, 

Low, 1991; Davidoff, 1965). As a result a public interest articulated through participation is 

positioned apart from both the Welfare State and Neo-liberal conceptions of the public interest 

that have contextualised English planning practices for most of the post-war period. 

Despite their association with the imposition the idea of radical settlement projects has never 

ǉǳƛǘŜ ŘƛŜŘΦ bŜǿ [ŀōƻǳǊΩǎ tŀǘƘŦƛƴŘŜǊ ŀƴŘ bŜǿ 5Ŝŀƭ ŦƻǊ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜǎ ǊŜǾƛǾŜŘ ƛŘŜŀǎ ƻŦ 

large scale redevelopment in the early 2000s. If the post-war new towns adopted similar 

modernist principles in addressing post-war housing shortages, the more recently proposed Eco-

ǘƻǿƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ¢ƻǿƴ ŀƴŘ /ƻǳƴǘǊȅ tƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŀƭ ǘƻ ǎǘŀǊǘ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƎŀǊŘŜƴ 

cities for the 21st century return full circle in trying to address contemporary housing shortages, 

embodying a collective interest that is characterised as national in scale (TCPA, 2011; DCLG, 2007). 

The political popularity of such ideas is apparent in the commitment of the UK government to 

ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ŀ ΨƎŀǊŘŜƴ Ŏƛǘȅ10Ω ŀǘ 9ōōǎŦƭŜŜǘΣ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ ŀƴ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ 

address a perceived collective need for more housing. However it is worth noting these are 

initiatives that have put forward by central government, rather than resulting from the plan-

making system operating at the LPA scale, reflecting the suggestion that urban regeneration 

initiatives have tended to be the subject of separate legislation, removed from the planning 

system (Newman and Thornley, 1996).  

The 2000s: Re-purposing Planning in England  

Overall the evolution of English planning since 1947 is most usefully summarised as a transition 

from a planning system concerned with the specific implementation of a fixed development plan, 

considered appropriate to the public sector development of 1950s new towns, to a more 

contemporary notion of planning as about negotiating the implementation of the plan, starting 

with 1960s Structure Plans taking an approach based on principles and regulations, rather than 

proposing specific land use developments (Healey, 2003). Despite this the scales at which plans 

were prepared remained remarkably unchanged until bŜǿ [ŀōƻǳǊΩǎ election in 1997. However, 

since this time it can be suggested that planning activities have been contextualised by constant 

reforms of the national policy context in which they operate. It is the reforms undertaken in 2004 

and 2010 that set the context for the empirical work.  

                                                           
10

 Though the Ebbsfleet development is named as a garden city it is less clear that the resulting development will pay 
ŀƴȅ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ IƻǿŀǊŘΩǎ ƎŀǊŘŜƴ Ŏƛǘȅ ƛŘŜŀƭǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŎŀǇǘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊƛǎŜ ƛƴ ƭŀƴŘ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ŦƻǊ the benefit of the community. 
Instead it is arguable that the romantic connotations attached to the term are being appropriated for political 
convenience, a matter of framing rather than substance. 
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It has been suggested that the purpose of the English planning system was to pursue the public 

interest until the early 2000s, but where the ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘΩǎ ǿƛŘŜ-ranging meaning has allowed central 

government to pursue different policy emphases through planning, all in the name of the public 

interest (Hart et al., 2015). Consequently the role of planning, and the conception of the public 

interest that it embodies, has arguably changed more radically; planning in England has moved 

from being an activity inseparable from the welfare state to an activity concerned with promoting 

economic efficiency, in line with a neoliberal conception of the public interest. Indeed it is felt that 

contemporary trends towards managerialisation and consumerism reduce the space to deliberate 

and make judgements about appropriate courses of action, where this is evidenced in planning 

activities by a lack of creativity in Local Plans, a consequence of their approval by central 

government (Vigar, 2012). In line with the changing objectives of planning such trends move 

planning activities further away from the idealised conceptualisation of public deliberation about 

what is in the public interest, set out in the first part of the chapter. 

The extensive reforms introduced to planning by the 1997 Labour Government through the 2004 

Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act saw the streamlining of Planning Policy Guidance into 

Planning Policy Statements, the replacement of Regional Planning Guidance with Regional Spatial 

Strategies and eventually Regional Strategies and the replacement of Local Plans with Local 

Development Frameworks (LDFs). The county level Structure Plans disappeared in this shake-up. 

This rethinking was couched in the rhetoric of improving community participation, speeding up 

the process, and devolution to regions, if there was some suspicion that this was simply a cover for 

the private concerns of developers at a planning system getting in the way, echoing the 1970s 

reframing of the system (Booth, 2003) and indeed hinting at the political convergence of the 

Labour and Conservative Parties around ideas of un-inhibiting the market. Furthermore Hart et al. 

(2015) highlight how the 2004 Act replaces the public interest with the equally broad purpose of 

pursuing sustainable development.  

Following on from the gradual transition from highly prescriptive ΨblueprintΩ planning to more 

flexible development plans the 2004 Act advocated a move from land-use planning to what is 

termed Ψspatial planningΩ, a shift intended be practically realised in the preparation of the LDF as 

the new form of the local spatial plan. For Healey spatial planning άŘŜƳŀƴŘǎ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

interplay of economic, socio-cultural, environmental and political/administrative dynamics as 

these involve across and within an urōŀƴ ŀǊŜŀέ όнллтΣ ǇΦоύΦ 
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Echoing these broad principles in a statement described by Campbell (2012b) as bold and 

surprisingly political the RTPI (2001) in their New Vision characterised spatial planning as 

encompassing the challenge of thinking beyond statutory systems and beyond the regulation of 

land use to take a much broader view of how planning can work to fulfil social needs, through co-

ordinating the impact of other sectoral policies on the constitution of places. This is about both 

the short and long term; both responding to fast changing circumstances and thinking about the 

long term consequences of policies, at all geographical scales. It is also a discipline that integrates 

multiple sectors and includes multiple voices, strongly echoing Arnstein (1969) in its assertion that 

public participation is about collaboration that gives voice to the most disadvantaged communities; 

ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ άŘƛǊŜŎǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ΨǿƻǊƭŘΩ ōǳǘ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǘƻ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƛǘέ όw¢tLΣ нллм, 

p.4). However the evidence has suggested that this ideal was not borne out by reality, where LDFs 

were slow to prepare and resource intensive, whilst failing to tackle poor public participation and 

cross boundary issues (Allmendinger and Haughton, 2009; Watson, 2009). In turn spatial planning 

is not a characterisation of planning that has survived a further round of reform. 

Post 2010 Reforms  

The extent to which planning is party-political in nature is well illustrated by the planning reform 

processes initiated by the 2010 Coalition Government, which introduced a new set of tools to 

replace those introduced by the 2004 Act. Crucially it is this process of reform that sets the 

national context for the cases examined by the empirical work, such that it is useful to detail it in 

some depth. The reforms further illustrate the ability of central government to set objectives for 

the planning system, introducing an economic growth imperative highlighted particularly by the 

bttCΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻǾŜǊǎƛŀƭ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ǇǊŜǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŦŀǾƻǳǊ ƻŦ ΨǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜΩ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΣ ŀ 

measure intended to bias the system toward permitting development. This is a presumption not 

dissimilar to that in operation prior to 1991, under the Thatcher government. In turn the NPPF was 

the subject of prominent debate, between those against its introduction, led by the National Trust 

and the Campaign to Protect Rural England, and those for, consisting of pro-development interests. 

The power of framing is illustrated by how the case for reform has been made by characterising 

planning as undermining economic growth. This is captured in a speech made by Prime Minister 

David Cameron, characterƛǎƛƴƎ ǇƭŀƴƴŜǊǎ ŀǎ ΨŜƴŜƳƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŜƴǘŜǊǇǊƛǎŜΩΣ ŎƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƭŜǎΣ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ 

and time delays that impede business (Cameron, 2011). It is further echoed by the Chancellor 

DŜƻǊƎŜ hǎōƻǊƴŜΩǎ ŎƛǘƛƴƎ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŀǎ an ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ΨǊŜŘ ǘŀǇŜΩ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ΨŜƴǘŜǊǇǊƛǎŜΩ 

(Osborne, 2012)Φ ¢ƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨŜƴǘŜǊǇǊƛǎŜΩ ŦǊŀƳŜǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ŀǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴ 
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and excitement, in turn framing planning as obstructive and parochial. In turn the Coalition moved 

to abolish Regional Strategies and their accompanying apparatus, such as Regional Development 

Agencies; to streamline more than twenty  Planning Policy Statements into the very concise 

National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF, DCLG, 2012)11; and to rename Local Development 

Frameworks back to Local Plans. As a result statutory policy survives at only the national and local 

authority scales; respectively the NPPF and National Policy Statements, and the Local Plan, with 

the new option to prepare a Neighbourhood Plan at the neighbourhood or parish scale.  

The importance placed on planning was underlined by the publication, prior to being elected, of 

ǘƘŜ /ƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛǾŜ tŀǊǘȅ όнллфύ ƎǊŜŜƴ ǇŀǇŜǊ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ ΨhǇŜƴ {ƻǳǊŎŜ tƭŀƴƴƛƴƎΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇǊŜǾƛŜǿŜŘ 

many of the changes outlined. Highly party-political in its use of persuasive language setting out 

the perceived failings of the 1997 Labour administration, the paper sets out a number of measures 

intended to address these. The paper characterises planning as crucial to a strong economy, but 

pledges to abolish undemocratic regional planning, and puts forward intentions to increase the 

scope of permitted development. Additionally it is noteworthy for suggesting that local plan-

ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǘŀƪŜƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ƻŦ ΨŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅΩΣ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

echo participatory democracy in involving the wider public in decision-making. Equally the paper 

ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ [ƻŎŀƭ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ CǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪǎ άŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŀ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ 

ŜƳŜǊƎŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ƭƻŎŀƭƛǘȅέ όǇΦуύΣ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ efforts to make 

Neighbourhood Plans would be incorporated as modules in the Local Plan. The efficacy instilled in 

ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘƛƴƎ [ƻŎŀƭ tƭŀƴ ƛǎ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŜǊΩǎ ŎƭƻǎƛƴƎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

permitted development rights will free up planƴŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ƛƴ άŘŜǎƛƎƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘƛƴƎ 

ǾƛǎƛƻƴŀǊȅ Ǉƭŀƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀǊŜŀǎέ όǇΦноύΦ 

Many of the tools aimed at addressing these critiques of planning were introduced by the 2011 

Localism Act; in addition to Neighbourhood Planning this introduced the Duty-to-Co-operate. This 

is intended to replace Regional Plans in fulfilling the strategic planning function, by requiring Local 

Planning Authorities (LPAs) to positively co-operate on cross-boundary issues. The Duty also 

requires LPAs to consult with a number of QUANGOs including the Local Enterprise Partnership, 

Network Rail and the Environment Agency, where evidence of positive engagement with these 

bodies has been embedded as a test of ΨsoundnessΩ for the eventual plan, to be tested through the 

ǇƭŀƴΩǎ 9ȄŀƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ tǳōƭƛŎ ό5/[DΣ нлмнύΦ 

                                                           
11

 The final National Planning Policy Framework, published in March 2012 is 59 pages long (DCLG, 2012). In 
comparison the previous Planning Policy Statement 12 (CLG, 2008) setting out the requirements to prepare a Local 
Development Framework was 30 pages long and one of some twenty such statements. 
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Local Enterprise Partnerships were introduced by the 2010 Local Growth White Paper (HM 

Government, 2010) under the guise of decentralising decisions that drive economic growth. They 

are formed of representatives of local authorities, private sector businesses and other 

organisations such as universities. Local Enterprise Partnerships have, at first glance, no powers to 

undertake planning activities, but are brought into the planning process by virtue of the Duty-to-

/ƻƻǇŜǊŀǘŜΣ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ /ƻŀƭƛǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǳƴŘŜǊƭȅƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ŦƻǊ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ƎǊƻǿǘƘΦ 

Neighbourhood Planning can be most easily characterised as devolving to a designated 

neighbourhood forum the ability to draw up planning policies and site allocations for a designated 

neighbourhood area or parish. It is useful to note that Neighbourhood Plans are given the same 

framing as other measures, in the way that they are seen by the NPPF (DCLG, 2012) as tools to 

enable development. With the intent of kick-starting this process of making plans for a new, more 

localised scale, central government provided funding for an initial tranche of 100 Neighbourhood 

tƭŀƴǎΣ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ΨCǊƻƴǘǊǳƴƴŜǊǎΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŜǘ bŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊƘƻƻŘ tƭŀƴǎ ŀǇŀǊǘ ŦǊƻƳ !ǊŜŀ 

Action Plans and Parish Plans are, for the former, that such plans are prepared by communities 

themselves, rather than for the latter, and for the latter their statutory status; their provisions 

must be taken into account by LPAs when making decisions about planning applications. In March 

2015 the Department for Communities and Local Government recorded that 1408 areas had 

applied to be designated as Neighbourhood Forums, with 61 Neighbourhood Plans having been 

successfully adopted through a referendum of neighbourhood residents (Duggan, 2015).  

The Public Interest in Contemporary Planning Practice  

Examining English planning practices in a historical light sets the context for contemporary 

planning practice, specifically for examining how the public interest in the contemporary context. 

This section considers some of the research that has looked at how practitioners think about the 

concept, relating them back to the different meanings of the public interest set out in Part 1. 

Planners have taken comfort from the assumption that planning activities must be in the public 

interest (Campbell and Marshall, 2000). Indeed, through its code of conduct the Royal Town 

tƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ŎƻƴŦŜǊǎ ŀ Řǳǘȅ άǘƻ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƻǿƴ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎέ όǇΦмΣ w¢tLΣ нлмнύ ƻƴ ŀƭƭ ƛǘǎ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΣ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƭŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŘ ōȅ 

the private or public sector. However ǘƘŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǎŜǊǾŜ ǘƘŜ ΨŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ ƻǊ 

ǘƘŜ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎΩ ƛǎ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ŀƴ ŀōǎǘǊŀŎǘ ƻƴŜΦ The incoherence of the public interest as a concept is  

suggested by evidence that practicing planners find the public interest, as about serving 

communities, to conflict with their obligations to their employers, in addition finding conflict 
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between process and outcome focussed conceptions of the public interest (Tait, 2011; Campbell 

and Marshall, 2002b; 2000; Howe, 1994; Healey and Underwood, 1977). Research into how those 

practicing planning apply the concept of the public interest explicitly is relatively rare. However 

this section is intended to consider some of the research that does exist in this area.  

IƻǿŜΩǎ όмффпύ ŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜǘƘƛŎŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƻŦ North American planners 

specifically addressed how they understood the public interest. The results suggested uncertainty 

about whether not serving the public interest would be ethically problematic, especially when 

compared to the much greater certainty amongst those interviewed about misrepresentation 

ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ ŎƭŜŀǊ ōǊŜŀŎƘ ƻŦ ŜǘƘƛŎŀƭ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎΦ IƻǿŜΩǎ work established that planners do express 

different conceptions of the public interest; all have at their heart serving the public, but the 

process of arriving at what was defined as in the public interest was more variable. Most 

commonly planners were found to express deontological (process-focussed) conceptions of the 

public interest, based on the balancing of different interests, followed by the protection of rights. 

However suggestions that planning should consider the future consequences of action and should 

favour the collective interests of the broader community were also popular, bringing into play 

teleological approaches, and doing little to address the suggestion that the public interest is far 

from a coherent concept. Howe further suggests that this was reflected in the roles chosen by 

planners, with particular variations between those who saw themselves as technocrats, in the 

modernist tradition, those who engaged fully in political manoeuvring, attempting to influence 

how choices are made, and those that were a hybrid of the two (Howe, 1994; 1980).  

Evidence from planning practice in England, specifically in the development control context, 

suggests that the public interest is still accounted for when considering planning applications, 

particularly conceived of as access to public space and the principle that economic growth is in the 

best interest of a city as a whole (Tait, 2011). Tait suggests the second of these to be highly 

utilitarian in nature, arguably according with the prevailing neoliberal conception of the public 

interest. However both can be suggested to characterise the public interest as measurable, 

opening up questions around the extent to which practitioners draw upon embedded notions of 

the public interest, as opposed to reflecting on whether such notions are always appropriate12. 

                                                           
12

 The need to reflect on what access to public space should look like for example is seriously threatened by the 
movement away from the principle of public adoption of roads and open space and growing trends for the private 
ownership of such space. Minton (2009) gives an engaging account of this process, particularly discussing gated 
communities and privately owned shopping centres. 
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Moreover the research does supporǘ CƭŀǘƘƳŀƴΩǎ όмфссύ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ Ŏŀƴ ŀŎǘ 

as a mechanism for the evaluation of public policy, a potentially useful notion moving forwards. 

Similar themes are apparent in more recent interviews with planners in the Republic of Ireland, 

undertaken by Fox-Rogers and Murphy (2015). These illustrate a significant gap between the 

idealistic conceptions of the public interest apparent in planning theory and the process-oriented 

practices of planners. Murphy and Fox-Rogers found that planners conceive of the public interest 

as about avoiding the negative consequences of development and balancing competing interests, 

ǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƴƎ IƻǿŜΩǎ όмффпύ bƻǊǘƘ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎΦ Murphy and Fox-Rogers further 

note that, whilst planners consider the public interest to be an important guiding principle for 

their work, many struggle to define the concept, suggesting that this results from a lack of self-

reflection. In turn this echoes ¢ŀƛǘΩǎ όнлммύ questioning of the extent to which planners are acting 

upon deeply embedded notions of the public interest. Overall the studies outlined illustrate that, 

for practitioners, addressing the public interest is a practical matter. However it is evident that 

practitioners find it difficult to translate the normative principles outlined in part 1 into practical 

actions, leading the public interest to be accounted for in ways that are embedded in the system.   

Conclusions  

Both regulatory and forward looking models of planning in England can be seen as reactions to the 

19th Century industrial city, in itself a product of the rapid urbanisation that characterised the 

movement of Britain from a predominantly agricultural to an industrial economy, giving them a 

common grounding (Ward, 2004; Cherry, 1974). However, whilst the regulatory side has always 

been predominantly a state-led activity, the forward looking side finds its origins in an 

independent reform movement that, with encouragement, has been appropriated by the state for 

the purposes of addressing social problems. Certainly the visionary model settlements exemplify 

the common good conception of the public interest, being the result of individualistic judgements 

for what the ideal settlement should look like.  

The 1947 Act formalised the split of planning into forward planning and development control 

activities and this split has been reinforced by their very different histories since. The forward plan 

has been subject to shifting political rhetoric. Meanwhile, despite being the most direct link 

between land-use change and the public, the development control process is painted by the media 

as slow, bureaucratic, reactive and trivial, leading to arbitrary decisions that regularly permit poor 

quality developments (Booth, 2003). Yet more than six decades since its formal inception 

development control has remained a remarkably unchanged practice, if one that has become 
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increasingly more target driven and ΨŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊΩ oriented. Equally it is development control that 

has come to dominate the contemporary societal imagination of planning in England. 

The lack of change illustrates that, even at its most instrumental, development control remains a 

vital process for mitigating the adverse effects of development on wider society. In this sense it 

Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŦǳƭŦƛƭ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ όмфрпύ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǇƛƭƭƻǾŜǊ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ 

are systematically cared for. In turn development control arguably accounts for a lowest common 

denominator approach to the public interest. This has been shown to resonate with practitioners; 

defining the public interest in terms of practical values allows it to be applied through micro scale 

decisions, but where the public interest has come to be defined in embedded ways. This is in the 

context of difficulties in translating the normative principles set out in Part 1 into practical actions, 

setting a context for the next part of the chapter. Moreover, whilst development control 

safeguards a minimal approach to accounting for the public interest, this arguably serves to 

ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳ ǘƘŜ LƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ Ǉƭŀƴ-making process, as the mechanism through 

which planning may again accommodate the potential for deliberating about future places. In 

contrast the idea of forward planning survives but with each round of reform has had less time to 

make an impact, beginning to suggest how society has arrived at a context where planning is no 

longer thought about as an imaginative activity.  

Equally central government reforms have eroded the extent to which the English planning system 

unites the two elements has the explicit aim of accounting for the public interest. The close 

relationship between party politics and planning has been a critical influence on how planning 

activities have evolved to suit political will. Particularly this is evident in the transition of English 

planning away from its highly progressive, even socialist, roots, towards an activity that has 

become pre-occupied with economic efficiency. In turn the public interest has come to be 

conceived of in multiple ways, according to the political context, stifling the possibility for the 

public interest to be articulated in a more participatory manner. Yet it can still be suggested that 

collective interests remain implicit, though harder to define, in the intention that planning 

activities in England should address sustainable development. 

Consequently a ƪŜȅ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŘǊŀǿƴ ƻǳǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ w¢tLΩǎ όнллмύ bŜǿ ±ƛǎƛƻƴΤ 

Ŏŀƴ ŀ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƻŦ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ΨŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƴƎΩ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜŘ 

communities be compatible with a model of planning that is integrative and thinks about the long 

term impacts of policies at all geographical scales? This returns to questions of whose collective 

interest and how this is articulated. However, if such reforms may appear chaotic, it can be noted 
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that both national and local level policy have survived each round of reforms, suggesting an 

element of stability in the system that can be used to provide a focus for the empirical research. 

As such it is useful to now examine different theoretical understandings of planning, to 

understand how these provide a normative lens for practice. 
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PART 3: CHANGING INTELLECTUAL IDEAS OF 

PLANNING  

Introduction  

The previous section sketched out the history of planning in the English context, with the intention 

of suggesting how the public interest has been conceived through this history. However it is also 

necessary to recognise that the rise of planning education from its modest early 20th Century 

beginnings has not simply been about teaching static ideas of what planning is but has also 

actively critiqued and influenced the evolution of planning practice. Relating a history of planning 

suggests how it has ended up where it is today but not necessarily why. As such this part of the 

chapter can be characterised as starting to address why planning is thought about the way it is, 

building on the idealised notions of what planning should be set out in the Introduction.  

Utopian Thinking and ôHigh Modernismõ 

CǊƛŜŘƳŀƴƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ǳǘƻǇƛŀƴ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜ ŀ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜǇŀǊǘǎ 

significantly from wƘŀǘ ǿŜ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘέ όнлмнΣ ǇΦфлύΦ {ƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅ 

Levitas (1990) calls for a broad definition of utopia to encompass a range of meanings, but where 

these are brought together in their imagination of alternative, better worlds, considering this to be 

an innate part of being human. Utopian thinking is characterised as a form of thought necessary to 

thinking beyond the barriers of everyday experiences and difficulties, in the process leading to the 

rethinking of the realms of what is feasible, and giving emphasis to the characterisation of thinking 

about the future is an imaginative exercise (Friedmann, 2012; Levitas, 1990).  

This type of thinking is arguably necessary to any attempt to revive ideas of planning as setting a 

vision for the future of places, the form of planning suggested to have become marginalised in 

Part 2 of the chapter. However utopianism can also be suggested to underpin the ideal settlement 

projects briefly considered at the beginning of Part 2. The resulting tension between seeing these 

projects as stimulating the imagination of what planning can lead to; they arguably exemplify the 

idea that planning can deliver better places as a whole. However their association with imposition, 

and tendencies to see a homogenous public were noted in Parts 1 and 2 to have contributed 

significantly to calls to abandon the public interest as a legitimising concept. It is worth revisiting 

briefly what such projects were trying to achieve, in order to set the context for thinking about 

how their concerns might be addressed in an era where the diversity of society is better 

recognised. 
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Despite working in different contexts and having different political values, figures such as Howard 

and Le Corbusier were considered motivated by a social conscience to address urban problems. 

This led them to pursue highly complete new urban forms that eradicated the problems of the 

industrial city, making the most of new technological approaches (Fishman, 2012; Ward, 2004; Hall, 

2002). Intrinsic to such approaches are the idea that social relations were better engendered by 

well-designed buildings, accompanied by comprehensive programmes for wealth and power 

redistribution, strongly echoing the aims of the welfare state (Fishman, 2012; Hall, 2002). Fishman 

(2012) interprets such projects as about capturing the optimism and excitement of an age. In 

contrast Scott (1990) is rather less optimistic about such intentions, asserting that the intention 

that plans for new cities should be drawn up by experts, separated from politics, tries to frame 

them as neutral. Fishman (2012) suggests that such separation is about the unbounding of the 

imagination. Scott (1990) counters with the suggestion that it is about being highly authoritarian, 

giving power to those with the necessary expertise.  

Theorising Planning as a Technical -Rational Activity   

A crucial theme in Part 2 were tendencies for planning activities to be framed as technical, 

particularly since the 1950s, in spite of the potential for political choices to be made. Bound up 

with this is the embedded view of planning as a self-regulating profession, with its own code of 

conduct, and its own technical expertise, but where its existence as a profession is taken to mean 

that it is acting in the public interest (Thomas, 1991). This framing is appropriate to Howard and Le 

Corbusier, insofar as they see planning as a technical matter, separated from politics.  

This approach has been theorised as Rational Planning by Faludi (1973), who sought to argue for a 

rational, process oriented theory of planning as a way of attaining the desired outcomes, through 

the careful analysis of information. Faludi situates this in the assertion that planning theory should 

be concerned with how planners operate, a focus on process over what the outcomes of planning 

should be, comparing planning to science in its approach. This is suggested to be premised on the 

ability to identify a collective public interest, against which proposals can be evaluated (Alexander, 

1992; cited by Moroni, 2004), lending themselves to the articulation of what is in the public 

interest in technical terms.  

Critiques of the technical-Ǌŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŘǊŀǿƴ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ƛƴ [ŜŦŜōǾǊŜΩǎ όмффсύ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴ 

that science over-fragments the world in its attempt to create objects for analysis, overstating the 

potential for objectivity; Lefebvre instead suggests that planning should be the discipline that 

brings together all the partial and isolated knowledge about the city. Elsewhere Schön (1983) 
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ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŀƭƭƻǿ ŦƻǊ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎŜΣ ŀǊǘƛǎǘǊȅ ƻǊ ƛƴǘǳƛǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀŘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

temptation to apply formal models at all costs, leading to an ignorance of the problems they 

create. Furthermore Lefebvre takes the view that planning should not simply be the purview of 

planners, a sentiment echoed by those civic movements that sought to participate in planning as a 

response to its technical framing (Fainstein, 2010). In particular the tendencies for planning to be 

impositional, but where these impositions are framed as apolitical, have come to problematise the 

notion of planning as about having vision for future places. 

Marxist Understandings , Grassroots Movements  

In this light Levitas (1990) discusses the tendencies of Marxism to avoid the use of the word 

ΨǳǘƻǇƛŀΩ ǇǊŜŎƛǎŜƭȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ǘŜƴŘŜƴŎȅ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŘǊŜŀƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ƴŜǾŜǊ ōŜ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜŘΣ 

at least not without imposition. To this end Scott (1990) suggests that the pursuance of utopian 

ideals is not inherently problematic but becomes so when it is done free of any commitment to 

democracy or civil rights. Instead socialism was seen as a state of mind that would come about 

through persuasion, rather than as a utopia with its own set of institutions and physical 

arrangements. It is a struggle that has been characterised as about stripping away embedded 

ideologies from the marginalised in order that they realise their exploitation and act to overcome 

it (Healey, 2006). Marxist understandings of the state see it as a tool of the dominant classes, a 

power imbalance that can only be overcome through class struggle and, ultimately, revolution: 

ά.ǊŀǾŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ΨŀŦŦƭǳŜƴŎŜΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴ ƛƳŀƎŜΩ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ Ƙƻǘ ŀƛǊ ǿƘŜƴ 

confronted by the reality of a socio-economic system which must be changed before 

ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŘŜǎƛǊŀōƭŜ ƻǊ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΦέ ό5ŀǾƛŜǎΣ мфунΣ ǇΦмнтύ 

As a result planning activities come under attack for being deeply embedded in the state and 

therefore bearing some responsibility for the privileging of profit, whilst hiding behind the rhetoric 

of community and public interest (Reade, 1987). This creates a difficult tension for the planner, 

embedded in the state, who must constantly question whether their actions are simply 

legitimising the capitalist society, even when they are making efforts to improve the lives of the 

disadvantaged (Fainstein and Fainstein, 1982)? 

The ideas embedded within the critiques; that planning processes should counteract embedded 

power relationships can be seen in ideas around the right to the city; the assertion that the least 

advantaged should have access to the same urban spaces that the most advantaged do (Lefebvre, 

1996). Such ideas are developed by those who advocate grassroots or counter-hegemonic 



Planning in the Public Interest?                                      55 

 

movements in planning (Purcell, 2009; Soja, 2004; Sandercock, 1998; Scott, 1990). Equally they are 

returned to in thinking critically about the more recent development of communicative theories of 

planning. Contrasting with the modernist approach this starts to uncover the idea that planning is 

an activity that privileges particular values. This is an idea that warrants rather deeper 

consideration moving forward, particularly given the contrast between articulating the public 

interest subjectively and objectively.  

The Recogni tion of Planning and Planners as Value -Led 

[ƛƴŘōƭƻƳΩǎ όмфрфύ ǊŜƧŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ rational-technical approach, in favour of a model of policy 

ǇǊŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ΨŘƛǎƧƻƛƴǘŜŘ ƛƴŎǊŜƳŜƴǘŀƭƛǎƳΩΣ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ŀ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ 

planners are driven by values, whether implicitly or explicitly. In this approach the biggest 

influence on the content of the plan is the plan that preceded it, recognising the futility of trying to 

undertake a comprehensive analysis of what policy is needed, that policy-makers cannot help but 

draw on their experience of existing policy, and that they should therefore do so in a more 

conscious manner. Lindblom contends that this approach better reflects the political reality of 

plan-making than the rational-technical approach.  

The realisation that planners have values and, by extension, that planning cannot simply be a 

technical-rational process, but must also be value-led, and therefore political in nature, is credited 

by Healey (2006) to Davidoff (1965). Healey situates this in a broader intellectual shift in the 1970s 

questioning the objectivity of science and recognising that science itself is a socially produced 

concept. ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘƛƴƎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀƴƴŜǊ ƛǎ ǎǳƳƳŀǊƛǎŜŘ ŀǎ άōƻǘƘ ŀƴ ƻōƧŜŎǘ ƻŦ ōƭŀƳŜ ŀƴŘ 

hostility, and ǘƘŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ƘƻǇŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴέ όIŜŀƭŜȅΣ нллсΣ ǇΦоύΦ 

Davidoff (1965) strongly rejects the characterisation of the planner as a technician in his assertion 

that planning is about examining social and political values, values that can be neither measured 

nor ranked. He considered a technical approach to be reductionist, reducing the space for 

planning to make innovative contributions, in turn leading him to assert that action cannot be 

decided upon from a neutral position. Offering a slightly different perspective Dunlevey (1972) 

problematises the idea of the value-neutral planner through his discussion of ideology as a set of 

ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭƛǎŜŘ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎΦ CƻǊ 5ǳƴƭŜǾŜȅ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƭƛŎƛǘΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘΣ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ 

iŘŜƻƭƻƎȅ ƻƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀƴƴŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ ŜǾŜǊ ōŜƛƴƎ ǘǊǳƭȅ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ 

but instead makes planning a discipline guided by value judgements. This is reflected in the 

assertion that the public interest can only ever be subjectively defined; about pursuing particular 
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values (Flathman, 1966)Σ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ƻƴ ƛƴ ƭƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ǇǊŀŎǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊǎΩ ǘŜƴŘŜƴŎƛŜǎ ǘƻ ŘǊŀǿ 

on embedded meanings of the concept. 

Indeed, whilst utopian thinking may be part of human nature, Levitas concedes that utopia is a 

ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴΣ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜŘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƭȅ ōȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ ǘƻ ŀǎƪ άƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƎƻƻŘ 

ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΚέ ό1990, p.183). Levitas suggests that 

judgement is necessary but equally that such judgement is about making political choices. Framing 

this in terms of the public interest this is about asking whether such thinking is undertaken by a 

single person, such that the way the future is imagined is a product of their singular critique, in 

line with a focus on pursuing particular outcomes, or whether it is debated and pursued 

collectively, espousing a focus on the process of articulating what is in the public interest.  This 

becomes particularly relevant in light of the pervasive but imperceptible shift from the modern to 

post-modern era, to which the recognition of ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ ǇƭǳǊŀƭƛǘȅ is intrinsic. 

Pluralist Approaches to Planning  

Part 1 of this chapter concluded that conceiving of a homogenous public with universal interests 

has been challenged by recognition of diverse societal interests; the characterisation of society as 

pluralist. In turn this homogenous public interest has underpinned the theorisation of planning as 

a technical-rational activity, itself challenged by the recognition of planning as a value-led activity.  

Guided by Marxist critiques of planning Davidoff (1965) seeks to address this tension, between 

planning as a homogenising activity and society as pluralistic, by putting forward advocacy 

planning. 5ŀǾƛŘƻŦŦΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ reverses traditional notions of the plan as written by experts, 

instead making it the role of planners to support many different groups in preparing plans to 

compete with the official public plan. It is an approach reflected in !ǊƴǎǘŜƛƴΩǎ όмфсфύ ŀǎǎŜǊǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ 

participation is an empty gesture without the redistribution of power. In turn this gives a more 

diverse range of parties a voice, in a more open and transparent process that makes clear the 

values behind the plan (Davidoff, 1965). However the unresolved question is how these differing 

viewpoints would be brought together to achieve a shared outcome. Post-modern, pluralistic 

approaches can be criticised for being ƻǾŜǊƭȅ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾƛǎǘƛŎΣ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴ Ŝǉǳŀƭ ǿŜƛƎƘǘ 

and further reducing the potential to find a common way forward (Campbell, 2012a; Sandel, 

2009b; Healey, 1993; Squires, 1993). To this end advocacy planning offers an approach to planning 

ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ǘǊŀƴǎǇŀǊŜƴǘΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ ǇƭǳǊŀƭƛǘȅ, but arguably does not overcome the 

tension between the interests of different groups. 
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The ôCommunicative Turn õ in Planning  Theory  

In understanding how planning theorists have addressed the tensions associated with pluralism 

and the recognition of diversity it is useful to consider the loosely related movement in planning 

ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ψ/ƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛǾŜ ¢ǳǊƴΩΣ ŀǎ ŀǊƎǳŀōƭȅ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ 

contemporary theories about how planning should be done. It has been summarised as a way of 

ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ƻŦ άŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎƛƴƎ ŘƛŦferent ways of experiencing and understanding 

while ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ άƳŀƪŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊέ όIŜŀƭŜȅΣ мффоΣ ǇΦносύΣ drawing on the rediscovery of 

values, lifestyle diversity and socially constructed knowledge. In turn it is intended to problematise 

technical plannƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ΨǎƘŀǊŜŘΩ όƛƳǇƻǎŜŘύ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ƛƴ ƭƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜ ǘƻ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊ ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜŘ 

outcomes. Instead it introduces ideas of identity as constructed in relation to others, open 

dialogue and the expression of subjective realities, in turn requiring ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ 

respective interests and values (Healey, 2006; 1993; Friedmann, 1987). If the reflective 

practitioner can be described as someone who singularly rethinks and reframes issues (Schön, 

1983), Forester (1999) develops this idea to think about the deliberative practitioner, who rethinks 

and reframes issues together with others. In this formulation the public sphere is about coming 

together from positions of difference. 

Particularly it is useful to situate communicative theories of planning as a way of articulating the 

public interest through deliberative, participative processes that position the planner in a 

mediating and facilitating role, to produce outcomes that are equitable and acceptable to all those 

involved.. This requires abaƴŘƻƴƛƴƎ ƛŘŜŀǎ ƻŦ άǘƘŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭƭȅ ƘƻƳƻƎŜƴƻǳǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ 

ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΩέ όIŜŀƭŜȅΣ нллсΣ ǇΦонύΦ CƻǊ CǊƛŜŘƳŀƴƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ƻƭŘ 

ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ Ƙŀǎ ŘƛŜŘ ōǳǘ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ Řƻ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎέ όмфутΣ ǇΦпмсύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƭŜŀŘǎ ƘƛƳ ǘƻ ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘŜ 

for planning as a form of social mobilisation, with the aim of reclaiming the public domain as the 

legitimate source of political power, in order to guide the actions of the state and private interests. 

To this end communicative approaches adhere to the normative construction of the public sphere 

set out in Part 1, as the space in which collective interests are deliberated.  

To understand how planning practice might adopt such ideas this work now turns to consider 

IŜŀƭŜȅΩǎ όнллсύ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀtive planning as a key expression of the 

communicative approach to policy formulation, including consideration of the process of 

consensus-ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ŀǘ ƛǘǎ ŎŜƴǘǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ǘƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ Ǌƻƻǘǎ ƛƴ Ψ{ǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀǘƛƻƴ ¢ƘŜƻǊȅΩ όDƛŘŘŜƴǎΣ мфупύ 

ŀƴŘ IŀōŜǊƳŀǎƛŀƴ Ψ/ƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛǾŜ wŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǘȅΩ (1984). 
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Collaborative Planning  

The collaborative approach to planning put forward by Healey (2006) can be positioned as a 

practical application of ideas around deliberative democracy, rooted in the idea that all 

stakeholders; those whom a decision will impact, should have a voice in that decision. In turn 

decision-making processes need to draw on all forms of knowledge and decisions should be made 

through the agreement of all those concerned (ibid; Dryzek, 2002). It therefore has at its heart the 

aforementioned public domain or sphere, as a space for deliberation, but formulated in a way that 

recognises multiple interests (Healey, 2006).  

Following this approach the public domain becomes a space for institutional capacity building; 

building the capacity of locationally grounded networks, where such capacity is a product of the 

quality of the relational networks that are brought together. Healey (ibid) argues that such 

networks provide the basis for developing understandings of issues that are shared across cultural 

divides. In the process the collaborative approach seeks to recognise that knowledge takes many 

forms, thereby enrolling forms of knowledge not traditionally valued in the English planning 

ǎȅǎǘŜƳΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜΩ has traditionally tended to be very narrowly defined 

(Krizek et al., 2009). Aesthetic and emotional knowledges are suggested to be key examples of 

these missing knowledges.  

The collaborative approach suggests ǘƘŀǘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ Ŏŀn only take place 

through social interaction, such that this recognition should see competitive bargaining eschewed 

in favour of consensus building, as a method for arriving at the right thing to do (Healey, 2006). 

The types of knowledge enrolled in this lead to it being a subjectively defined interest, if one that 

is arguably intersubjective; only valid at a particular time, in a particular place (Mäntysalo and 

Jarenko, forthcoming).  

Accordingly the criteria for spatial planning that adopts a collaborative approach are both different 

and more numerous than the judgement of whether the process achieved its objectives; instead it 

ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ Ƙƻǿ ŀ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǿŀȅǎ ƻŦ 

thinking about issues, whether social capital has been generated and whether new links have been 

forged (Healey, 2006). Certainly this latter consideration was also considered as a benefit by the 

Skeffington Report, citing public participation in plan-making as a way of getting people involved in 

wider community life (CPPP, 1969). 
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This is reinforced by the assertion that outcomes are imposed through power relations, such that 

destabilising these power relations through the collaborative process will have a significant impact 

on the eventual outcomes (Healey, 2003; 1993; Innes, 2004; Arnstein, 1969). For these reasons 

IŜŀƭŜȅ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎΣ ŀǎ άŀ ǇǊƛƻǊƛ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƎƻƻŘ ƻǊ ōŀŘΣ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƻǊ ǿǊƻƴƎέ 

(Healey, 1993, p.233) cannot be specified in advance. In the contrast between process and 

ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜ ŦƻŎǳǎǎŜŘ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ōȅ IŜŀƭŜȅΩǎ 

assertion that άǎǇŀǘƛŀƭ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ōŜ ƧǳŘƎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎέ 

(2006, p.71). The potential to achieve this is indicated by a discussion of consensus building, 

considered in depth by Innes (2004), when responding to critics of the approach. 

Consensus-Building  

Consensus building can be defined as the process of making a decision through the uncoerced 

agreement of all parties present, during the deliberation of issues that will lead to a decision being 

made one way or another (Innes, 2004). Innes provides a list of conditions that an effective 

consensus-building process will satisfy, including the need to ensure that a full range of 

stakeholders are able to participate effectively. This is facilitated by making resources available to 

weaker interests, such that they may hire experts to participate on their behalf, echoing the pre-

requisites for advocacy planning (Davidoff, 1965). Further conditions are that participants set the 

agenda and the ground rules for reaching a consensus. Innes notes the importance of practical 

considerations in making the process successful; the skills of an experienced mediator with the 

ability to act as a neutral arbitrator are considered essential13.  

It is suggested by Innes that the capacity building referred to by Healey (2006, 2003) can build 

arenas for long term collaboration and dialogue. In turn these can be used in collective actions 

other than plan-making, such that Innes describes consensus ŀƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŀǎ άǇǳƴŎǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƳŀǊƪǎ ƛƴ 

ŀƴ ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎέ όнллпΣ ǇΦфύΦ Accordingly any insincerity amongst participants 

about their interests is expected to dissipate as participants get to know each other over months 

and years. However this is a fragile process, requiring ongoing commitment (Forester, 1999). 

Equally Innes (2004) is quite specific about the circumstances in which consensus-building is 

appropriate, seeing it as an alternative when traditional approaches to decision-making are not 

delivering results, for example when no one party has sufficient power to make something happen. 

In this sense consensus-building can be very much seen as product of the North American context, 

but is interesting to think about in the changing English institutional context for planning. 

                                                           
13

 Forester (2009) writes at length about the ability of a skilled mediator to facilitate highly productive dialogue. 
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Theoretical Foundations: Communication, Power and Structuration  

Collaborative planning is grounded ƛƴ DƛŘŘŜƴǎΩ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŜƻǊȅΣ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ 

agency are mutually constitutive and continually interacting (Healey, 2003; Giddens, 1984). 

Crucially structuration recognises that social relations do not occur naturally, thereby 

problematising a technical approach, but equally recognises that privileging values without any 

consideration of context is overly relativistic (Squires, 1993). Instead it characterises such relations 

as structured by forces such as history and power, but posits that these can be dismantled with 

sufficient agency (ibid; Healey, 2003). It is with this in mind that Healey asks whether spatial 

planning should be about reinforcing those power structures or attempting to challenge them?  

Whilst acknowledging the complex relationship between power and agency Giddens (1984) 

suggests that a simple underlying principle can be discerned; agents need to be able to deploy 

power in order to make things happen. Giddens recognises the popular suggestion that power is 

ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ōȅ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎΣ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƛǎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎǘǊǳcture, but that this 

narrowing of choices does not remove the ability to act. This is strongly reflected in the assertion 

that planners become powerless by ignoring those in power, instead requiring them to develop a 

strong understanding of power relationships in order to empower communities. Planners are 

suggested to be frequently overwhelmed by the exercise of political power, by the exercise of 

economic power by private interests and, in some instances, by a combination of the two 

(Forester, 1999; 1989). 

The consequence is a need to recognise political and institutional context as a constraint on the 

ambitions of planning, opening up questions around who actually influences planning decisions 

(Newman, 2008; Forester, 1989). However a divergent viewpoint is offered by Forester (1999), 

ǿƘƻ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘƭȅ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎƛƴƎ ǇƻǿŜǊΩǎ ŎƻǊǊǳǇǘƛƴƎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǇƭŀƴƴŜǊǎ ƴŜŜd to 

get on and do something about it, a pragmatic counterpoint to the Marxist perspective. Indeed, 

reflecting the ethos of structuration in making space for agency, planners are considered to have 

power in influencing public participation; to choose to empower or disadvantage particular groups 

by choosing who is invited to participate, the issues to enrol and how to deploy information 

(Healey, 1993; Forester, 1989). Accordingly it should not be assumed that planners are 

autonomous but that they are able to find space for autonomy (Forester, 1999).  

For Newman this suggests that empirical work should seek to understand how those actors on the 

ƎǊƻǳƴŘ άŀǎǎŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎΣ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŎŜƴǘƛǾŜǎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴέ όнллуΣ 

p.1382). This is ŀ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅ ŀŎŎƻǊŘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻŦ CƻǊŜǎǘŜǊΩǎ όмфффΤ мффоΤ мфуфύ 
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own empirical work on unique cases that reveal the potential for more communicative approaches 

to transform practice, justifying his calls for each planning situation to be judged on its individual 

properties and dismissing the idea that standard planning solutions can be applied (ibid; Campbell, 

2006). Such ideas are slightly at odds with an ideal collaborative approach but instead accord with 

a more pragmatic approach, where analysts look for examples of best practice in creating 

democratic spaces and seek to understand how they can be institutionalised (Hoch, 1996, cited by 

Fainstein, 2010), and where mistakes are to be expected and learnt from (Healey, 2012). 

Communicatio n 

In the spirit of the public sphere Forester considers communication the most important aspect of 

ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎΣ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƭŀƴƴŜǊǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛƴƎ άǿƘƻ ǎŀȅǎ ǿƘŀǘΣ ǿƘŜƴ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿέ 

(1999, p.53), This is about understanding and probing claims, rather than simply accepting them as 

the truth, in order to cultivate more imaginative approaches to planning (Fischer and Forester, 

1993). Fischer (2009) highlights the importance of deliberation as a way of making transparent a 

lack of knowledge and, therefore, where action is underpinned by embedded discourse; this latter 

tendency was earlier noted to underpin trends toward the public interest becoming rhetorical 

(Forester, 2011). The efficacy of such an approach is exemplified by how the framing of drug 

addiction in either legal or medical terms significantly changes the action prescribed (Fischer, 

2009). Communicative approaches seek to make explicit the normative principles behind a plan, 

the discourse that informs them, and the power relations that promote them. 

In this more transparent model of planning Sandercock (1998) characterises the role of the 

planner as about listening, with a particular emphasis on bringing marginalised groups into the 

planning process, such that situations are created where the outcomes are decided by the force of 

argument, rather than by who has the most power or highest status. To promote collective 

reasoning that recognises such reasoning as historically and contextually embedded (Healey, 1993) 

the collaborative approach adopts the principles of Habermasian Communicative Rationality as an 

analytical framework (1984), suggesting that ideally contributions should be understandable to all 

involved, sincere, truthful and representative of those for whom the contributor claims to speak. 

Healey (2012; 2006) suggests that achieving these ideals and, consequently a more people-centred 

democracy, is likely to be a continual struggle. On the other hand this is countered by the 

suggestion that those parties involved in consensus building are only involved because they 

cannot achieve their goals alone, thereby subverting power relations by introducing a greater 

plurality of interests to the decision-making process (ibid; Innes, 2004).  
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Knowledge in Plannin g 

Drawing on concerns for how knowledge claims are probed it is useful to consider the role of 

knowledge in planning. Rydin writes about the traditions of knowledge produced by experts, 

ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ŀ άƳƛǊǊƻǊ ƻƴǘƻ ΨƴŀǘǳǊŜΩ ŦƻǊ ΨǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩέ (2007, p.52), and therefore resulting in large chunks 

of knowledge that sat around waiting to be picked up and rationally translated into action. This is 

the very definition of objective of technical knowledge; knowledge that has been produced by 

scientifically measuring things that can be broken down into units. A poignant example of this has 

been the housing density targets traditionally enshrined in planning policy; knowledge has been 

translated into policy that suggests achieving a density of thirty dwellings on each hectare of land 

is desirable. The implicit suggestion is that the extent to which planning fulfils the public interest 

can be objectively measured, but where this speaks to a tradition of the public interest being 

looked after by those who were technically expert in the use of such measures. Instead Booth 

(2003) points out the way in which such measures hide the way in which they have been arrived at, 

therefore making it difficult to know whether achieving such densities is in the public interest or 

not. This is one example of how knowledge is far from benign; that planning activities are about 

the ways in which knowledge is translated into action is demonstrated in the way that density 

targets have for many decades influenced how planners think about housing developments.  

Rydin (2007) also details the trend towards rejecting formulations of knowledge as rationally 

technically produced, in favour of seeing knowledge as situated; produced by particular actors 

with particular interests. The implication is that knowledge is also situated within a particular set 

of power relations, representing a particular set of interests and can therefore be exploited by 

ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǇƻǿŜǊ ό/ŀƳǇōŜƭƭΣ нлмнŀΤ {ŀƴŘŜǊŎƻŎƪΣ мффуύΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀ ǘǊŜƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ±ƛƎŀǊΩǎ 

(2012) questioning of the extent to which planning can lay claim to an exclusive body of 

knowledge. The ways in which such inclusive, deliberative processes try to enrol non-technical 

knowledge in the process are noted by Campbell (2012a); not least this is apparent in the potential 

of consensus building to overcome power relations by allowing all parties to communicate on the 

same terms (Innes, 2004). This privileges the expectation of sincerity by imbuing participants in 

consensus building with a responsibility to fully impart the knowledge that underpins their 

argument for a particular course of action (Williams, 2002).  
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In particular {ŀƴŘŜǊŎƻŎƪΩǎ (1998) characterisation of planning as an activity about listening is 

underpinned by the synthesis of multiple ways of knowing. CƻǊ {ŀƴŘŜǊŎƻŎƪ όмффуύ ΨƭŀȅΩ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ 

may take seven forms:  

¶ Dialogical Knowledge: The need for planners to listen to the stories of stakeholders, 

ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘƛƴƎ Ƴǳǘǳŀƭ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜŘΦ {ŀƴŘŜǊŎƻŎƪ ŎƛǘŜǎ CƻǊŜǎǘŜǊΩǎ όмфуфύ 

assertion that reason and emotion are intrinsically intertwined.  

¶ Tacit/Experiential Knowledge: The knowledge that people gain from experience, without 

necessarily being able to say where it has come from. Particularly this might take the form of 

aesthetic or emotional knowledge. This creates a need for planners to ask the right questions 

to uncover tacit experiences of place. Sandercock also reminds that planners routinely draw on 

their own tacit knowledge without being aware of it. This in turn provides an intuitive insight 

into the impact of future proposals. 

¶ Local Knowledge: For Sandercock the challenge to planners is overcoming the embedded view 

of local knowledge as being coloured by self-interest. 

¶ Symbolic: This is about recognising the value of non-verbal knowledge such as art and poetry, 

particularly as a way of understanding marginalised groups. 

¶ Contemplative: /ƻƴǘŜƳǇƭŀǘƛǾŜ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŦƻǊƳ 

of scientific enquiry, but might instead be accessed through story-telling. 

¶ Learning by Doing: Sandercock suggests this is particularly relevant to empowering 

communities by supporting them to undertake particular activities, gaining knowledge through 

this practice. 

{ŀƴŘŜǊŎƻŎƪΩǎ argument is not for dismissing scientific/technical knowledge, but to emphasise the 

importance of other types of knowledge in understanding cultural diversity. Implicit in this is that a 

ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ŀŎŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǘion of a greater diversity of 

knowledge types. In turn this has consequences for how planning activities might be undertaken, 

something that becomes clearer in considering the implications of a communicative approach for 

the plan-making process. 

The Implic ations of a Communicative Approach for Strategy Making  

The Introduction ŘǊŜǿ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ǉƭŀƴ ŀǎ ŀ ΨōƭŀŎƪ ōƻȄΩΣ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ ƛǘ ŀǎ ŀ ŘǳǊŀōƭŜ 

part of the planning system, but where it resulted from a process that was less than transparent in 
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the way it brought together multiple interests. In turn Healey (2007; 2003) details the movement 

taking roots in the 1960s away from the characterisation of plans as fixed structures, toward plans 

as strategies, evoking ideas of greater proactivity in achieving the planΩǎ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ.  

In the spirit of communicative approaches the ideal put forward for such strategies by Healey 

(2007) and Albrechts (2006) draws on multi-level governance in its move away from fixed 

hierarchies14, toward bringing together multiple actors in collective action. Moving away from the 

ǿƛŘŜƭȅ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ ǇƭŀƴΩ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƻǾŜǊŀǊŎƘƛƴƎ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ Albrechts (2006) 

characterises strategic spatial planning as about vision, action and abandoning traditional 

boundaries, about being more proactive, when compared to the traditionally reactive nature of 

planning. These ideas draw on an understanding of place, not as a container, but as relational; 

products of multiple geographies of space and time, thereby including a far wider range of 

influences (Graham and Healey, 1999). To this end Healey (2007) strongly asserts the importance 

of context; each locality for which spatial strategies are made is a unique intersection of multiple 

histories, scales and cultures that are difficult to delimit. However Newman (2008) challenges this 

normative ideal, suggesting that there is weak evidence for its success.  

This approach is captured in reframing the plan as a series of rehearsed arguments for why certain 

things should happen in certain places, ready for deployment as opportunities arise15, which just 

happen to be recorded in a plan (Healey, 2007; Albrechts, 2006). In this formulation tƘŜ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΩǎ 

influence depends on its ability to persuade other actors of the correctness of its vision (Healey, 

2007). Healey (ibid) further notes the strategyΩǎ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ ƳƻōƛƭƛǎŜ ǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜ 

actors hesitant to prepare them16, highlighting the importance of assembling power behind the 

idea of a unique place in levering resource allocation for future development. Thinking of the plan 

as a strategy leads one to think of it as a set of arguments designed to promote a working 

consensus around a particular direction of travel towards a particular vision of the future. 

Criticisms of the Communicative Approach :  Context and Power  

                                                           
14

 See also Faludi (2012) who urges planners to move away from fixed hierarchies and boundaries, in favour of so 
ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨǎƻŦǘ ǎǇŀŎŜǎΩ ǘƘŀǘ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ ŀŘƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ǘƻ ōŜ ǎƻƭǾŜŘΦ 
15

 YƻƻǇƳŀƴǎΩ όмфффύ exploration of Political Opportunity Structure theorises the opportunities that Healey (2007) 
notes for their potential to allow the implementation of strategic spatial strategies. The theory suggests that 
opportunities to take collective action, such as protesting, voting or lobbying are determined by the interaction of 
social movements with politics, such interactions in turn being shaped by democratic structures. However Koopmans 
further suggests that the opportunity to act is far from enough, suggesting that the capacity and motivation to act is 
also needed, further shaped by an ability to achieve a collective identity. 
16

 See also Murdoch and Abram, 2002; Davidoff, 1965 
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Yiftachel and Huxley (2000) express concern that communicative approaches privilege 

communication at the expense of understanding the social and economic context within which 

planning takes place. They suggest that claims of communicative theory becoming the dominant 

paradigm in planning theory echo claims made about the rational-technical approach, another 

approach that saw planning as procedural, and one step removed from politics and, consequently, 

in danger of missing opportunities to influence these contexts. These concerns are strongly 

reflected by Purcell (2009) in his suggestion that communicative approaches do not challenge 

existing power relations and therefore cannot challenge the neo-liberal hegemony.  

Healey (2012; 2003) counters criticism that the collaborative ideal cannot be achieved in the 

English planning system and pays insufficient attention to the forces structuring the opportunities 

for agency, with the suggestion that innovations are context specific and challenge local structures; 

Healey argues that more participative practices have tended to arise in local areas where local 

government has greater autonomy. However the optimism that consensus can be reached that is 

widely problematised, leading Young (1990) to suggest that the solution is the democratic state 

whilst Dryzek (2002) puts forward the idea that the outcome should be a working agreement, 

where a course of action is agreed but not necessarily because all stakeholders have the same 

reasons for agreeing it.  

Conversely, as earlier noted, tǳǊŎŜƭƭΩǎ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ-hegemonic movements 

that are agonistic in nature. Mouffe (2005) characterises agonism as a development of antagonism; 

where in antagonistic situations participants aim to annihilate each other, those in agonistic 

situations see each other as adversaries with conflicting interests. In this spirit McClymont (2011) 

expresses concern that the collaborative approach causes parties to hide their true interests for 

fear of weakening their ability to reach an agreeable compromise through consensus-building. 

Drawing on English development control practices McClymont instead writes in favour of an 

agonistic approach, suggesting this to be illustrated by the planning appeals process, which 

abandons the need to reach a consensus in favour of a Planning InspectorΩǎ judgement. Such 

approaches speak to the imposition of the public interest but ensure that different interests are 

able to influence decision-making, leaving a remaining question of who may legitimately make the 

decision. 

Limits to Recognition  

Other criticisms of communicative approaches tend to come from the sphere of justice, from the 

broader debates about what a good society might look like, within which planning is situated. 
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Indeed Low (1994) suggests that the concerns of justice with fairness are necessarily concerns of 

planners, concerns that are dealt with by acting politically. Low concludes that planners must 

appeal to the principles of justice in seeking to defend their actions. In turn the criticisms related 

here centre on the tension between recognising the interests of different groups and making a 

judgement about the values that each group holds.   

The need to allow for different group preferences is summarised by Fraser (2008, 2003) in noting 

that cultural difference does not easily map onto economic inequality. Fraser gives the example 

that those identifying as homosexual may fall anywhere on the income spectrum, such that 

achieving sexual equality is about being perceived as equal in the eyes of all society, rather than 

being about any form of redistribution. To put this in terms of planning activities the idea that 

society does not share a single desired mode of living can be seen in the existing built environment, 

in the sheer diversity of settlement patterns and their associated lifestyles. This is addressed by 

IŜŀƭŜȅΩǎ όнллсύ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ 

encourages participation from positions of difference. 

Conversely Moller-Okin (1999) argues for limits to individual freedom in areas other than material 

difference, considering for example whether polygamy should be recognised as a practice of a 

particular cultural group, embedded in a society where such behaviour is considered incompatible 

with its values. Moller-hƪƛƴΩǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǳch values should be imposed, even if only to 

recognise the detrimental effects on the women involved in polygamous relationships, starts to 

suggest a common good model of the public interest, based around intrinsically shared values.  

Similarly Fainstein (нлмлύ ŘǊŀǿǎ ƻƴ aŀǊȄΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ŦŀƭǎŜ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎΤ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 

interests are unconsciously shaped by their societal position, thereby challenging the idea that 

people shape their sense of self through participation. In turn this prompts the question of 

whether those participating are able to judge their own interests or what is in the interest of the 

wider public.  

Stakeholder Identification  

It is also necessary to ask how appropriate stakeholders should be identified in order to achieve an 

ideal collaborative process. The notion that all stakeholders with an interest in an area should be 

included, suggests that an area and therefore its stakeholders can be delimited. However this is 

rather at odds with the relational understanding of place also advanced by Healey amongst others, 

which begins to suggest that stakeholders may not be based in the same locality, raising practical 
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questions of how they might be brought together to interact socially. As an example of this Healey 

(2008) writes about the contributions of academics to the strategic planning process; if a relational 

understanding of place may help to justify their inclusion as stakeholders Healey recognises that 

academics have access to different types of knowledge unavailable to other stakeholders. 

However Healey also cautions about the potential for this to crowd out other types of knowledge, 

suggesting that it is the choice of the policy-makers as to how to engage with members of the 

academy. Furthermore this seems at odds with the ideal of Habermasian communicative 

rationality that suggests all stakeholders should be able to engage at the same level, in order to 

overcome embedded power structures. In many ways the empirical work of Forester (2012; 1999) 

might be seen as a response to this, giving many practical examples of a mediated deliberative 

process. Yet the question that this raises is whether the same processes can be extended to a plan 

preparation process where a multitude of stakeholders can be identified, contrasting with the very 

much smaller numbers of stakeholders involved in very specific planning problems. 

Attempting to plan for functional areas defined from the ground up, in accordance with a 

relational understanding of place, rather conflicts with the institutionalised need for English local 

spatial plans to both join up and the legal requirement for LPAs to work together to address cross-

border issues, in order to ensure effective decisions for places are made across England. It does 

not immediately seem plausible that such coverage could be achieved without some imposition of 

boundaries, currently achieved through the occasional review of LPA boundaries by the Local 

Government Boundary Commission for England (LGBCE, 2011). Accordingly this can be seen as a 

strongly structuring influence that this research will need to work within.  

Stakeholders That Canõt Participate 

To return once more to Dewey (1954) a public exists when political organisation is necessary to 

address the indirect spillover consequences of decisions. Communicative theories of planning are 

compatible with this theorisation, in so far as all those considered stakeholders are sufficiently 

localised so as to allow them to participate in decision-ƳŀƪƛƴƎΦ ¦ƴŘŜǊ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ŦƻǊƳǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǎǳŎƘ 

stakeholders might be regarded as sufficiently closely related to avoid the need for officials to care 

for these consequences. The difficulty comes when the definition of a stakeholder and, by 

extension, the extent of those affected by decisions is probed further. The resulting question is 

around the limits of the public; should it cross national boundaries, should it extend to include 

other species affected by decisions and should it include future generations (Campbell, 2012b; 

Nussbaum, 2008)? The possible answers to this again stray into theories of justice and what makes 
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a just society, if it is arguable that this sets the context for planning theory, not least in suggesting 

who and what the public are and, in turn, whose interests planning should serve.  

Historically it would have been easy to suggest that people divided by national boundaries would 

have been too isolated from each other as to share a meaningful common interest and therefore 

form part of the same public. However the contemporary context is one in which the media 

facilitates a far greater understanding of how decisions have consequences for distant others; 

those who are not sufficiently localised to participate in decision-making. hΩbŜƛƭƭ όнлллύ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ 

that it is part of human nature to make complex assumptions about how distant others will be 

affected, giving the example of road users; drivers do not generally know each other personally 

but must still imagine how their behaviour will affect other drivers and vice versa. Accordingly 

hΩbŜƛƭƭ suggests that people can be reasonably expected to think about the impacts that their 

actions might have on distant others, in recognition of the ways in which globalisation brings 

about a far denser network of inter-connections amongst the global population than at any other 

point in history. This is partly about moving from a container to a relational understanding of 

space. hΩbŜƛƭƭ notes how justice has traditionally been thought about in relation to the container 

ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΣ ōǳǘ ƛǎ ǎŎŜǇǘƛŎŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ƛǘǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƻōƭƛƎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ 

distant others, given the significant inequalities between nation-states. The question that follows 

logically from this is whether the public extends to include other species? 

 A particularly influential ideŀ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƻǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜ ƛǎ wŀǿƭǎΩ όмфтмύ Ψ±Ŝƛƭ ƻŦ LƎƴƻǊŀƴŎŜΩΤ ǘƘŜ 

ŀǎǎŜǊǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛŦ ƻƴŜ ƘŀŘ ƴƻ ƛŘŜŀ ǿƘŀǘ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜ ƻƴŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƭŜŀŘ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ƻƴŜΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ 

society would be, one would select a societal model that privileged material equality amongst its 

members. Consequently a Rawlsian approach to justice favours material redistribution. However 

Nussbaum (2008) suggests that such a model is flawed in conflating those who design society with 

those who society is designed for, ignoring other species. NusǎōŀǳƳΩǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǳŎƘ 

elision fails to account for those who are not yet born, or for any species other than humans, again 

enrolling issues around environmental justice amongst others, such that her argument is 

particularly relevant to the future-orientation of planning. This is reflected in Nussbaum (ibid) and 

{ŜƴΩǎ όмфффύ Ψ/ŀǇŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜΣ ŀƴ ŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƳƻŘŜƭ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

argues that redistribution is about ensuring equality of opportunity rather than basic material 

equality. Lƴ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ hΩbŜƛƭƭ, Nussbaum instead asserts that those who have the ability to 

communicate and reason need to recognise that they are also making plans for others.  
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Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǇƛǊƛǘ 5ǊȅȊŜƪ όнллнύ ŎƛǘŜǎ DƻƻŘƛƴΩǎ όмффсύ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ ΨŜƴŎŀǇǎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎΩΤ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ǘƘŀǘ 

environmental interests will be represented in deliberative situations by people sympathetic to 

such causes. Dryzek extends this theory to suggest that introducing evidence of environmental 

problems will allow the environment to speak for itself, arguing for the mobilisation of 

environmental movements to campaign at multiple scales, rather than assume that such issues are 

dealt with at the national scale. 

.ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜƳŜ wŜŀŘΩǎ όнлмнύ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ǇŀǇŜǊ ǘŀƪŜǎ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ ƘŜŀǊǘ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ǘƘŀǘ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ 

generations should be explicitly represented in political decision-making processes, echoing 

Owens and Cowell (2011) in positioning Climate Change as ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ 

ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƳƻǊŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ƻƴ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀƴ ŜǾŜǊ ōŜŦƻǊŜέ όhǿŜƴǎ ŀƴŘ /ƻǿŜƭƭΣ нлммΣ 

p.2). Not least this acts as a reminder of the future orientation of planning, indicating a need to 

account for the needs of future generations in present-day planning decisions. wŜŀŘΩǎ όнлмнύ 

solution is the idea of a super-jury, specifically selected to review the impact of government 

decisions on future generations, with the power to veto such decisions, should their deliberations 

reach a unanimous consensus that decisions will impact adversely on those yet to be born. For 

Read this is rooted in ideas such as that of the famous Conservative Edmund Burke, who 

ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŜŘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ŀǎ άŀ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ƭƛǾƛƴƎΣ ōǳǘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘƻǎŜ 

ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ƭƛǾƛƴƎΣ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ŘŜŀŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ōƻǊƴέ όwŜŀŘΣ нлмнΣ ǇΦоύΦ  

For each example of a stakeholder who cannot participate; distant others, other species and 

future generations, ways have been put forward for taking their interests into account when 

making decisions. Whilst these do not adhere to a strict interpretation of communicative 

approaches to planning each stakeholder is nevertheless expected to be accounted for through 

those that can participate broadening their thinking to advocate for those missing stakeholders. To 

this end the approaches outlined continue to emphasise a deontologically focussed approach to 

decision-making. However there are two immediate challenges to this focus on the quality of the 

process; the first is a lack of guarantee over whether such issues will be heeded, raising the 

question of whether ground rules should be set for deliberative processes. The second challenge is 

ǘƘŀǘΣ ƛƴ ƭƛƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ hΩbŜƛƭƭΣ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ ǎǳŎƘ ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎ Ƴǳǎǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘƻǎŜ 

missing stakeholders would seek to achieve, bringing into play a teleological focus on the 

outcomes of decision-making.  Each of these is worthy of examination in greater detail. 

Setting Ground Rules  
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It has been widely asserted that for participation to act as a vehicle for redistribution those 

participating need to have power over the decisions (Healey, 2006; Arnstein, 1969). However 

Campbell and Fainstein (2012) note that participatory efforts have sometimes pursued less than 

progressive outcomes, leading to the question of what should happen if popular will fails to 

account for marginalised groups (Fainstein, 2010; Campbell, 2005)?  

That participants do not always have good intentions in mind is illustrated ōȅ ²ƛƭǎƻƴΩǎ όнллрύ 

experiences of trying to co-ordinate a community development programme, where many 

participants saw the programme as way to further individual self-interest. Perhaps more seriously 

Wilson relates the way in which the community particularly scrutinised projects aimed at ethnic 

minorities. Responding to whether ground rules should be set to avoid such situations Dryzek 

(2002) suggests that it is hard to confront racism and prejudice if it cannot be expressed, and 

therefore challenged, in a deliberative situation. Dryzek asserts that it is vital to have faith in the 

power of deliberation. However the assumption implicit to this; that such issues will always come 

to lightΣ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ōƻǊƴŜ ƻǳǘ ōȅ ²ƛƭǎƻƴΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘΦ 

Dryzek (2002) considers this idea of setting ground rules to be related to constitutionalism; writing 

in the North American context Fox and Miller (1995) discuss the idea that non-elected public 

servants should be first obligated to the United States Constitution, a framework of fundamental 

principles, with obligations to elected officials coming second. However the idea of setting such a 

framework for deliberative democracy is suggested by Dryzek (2002) to be something in itself that 

could be deliberated, such that any framework promotes the rights of all, by provoking 

consideration of the interests of others over individual self-interest. Further to this Read (2012) 

notes the inclusion within the constitution of an obligation to maintain US society for future 

generations. In turn this suggests the setting of substantive goals that need to be taken account of 

in the decision-making process. 

A Focus on Substantive Goals  

It was suggested that communicative approaches to planning embody a process focussed 

conception of the public interest, contrasting with outcome focussed conceptions. A collaborative 

approach to planning aims to enrol types of knowledge not typically valued in planning activities. 

However this leads to the question of whether better outcomes necessarily result from being 

better informed, with ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘƛƴƎ ΨƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ-ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŦŀŎŜΩ ŀƴ ŀǊŜŀ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŜƳǇƛǊƛŎŀƭ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ 

is lacking (Campbell, 2012a). Campbell (ibid) notes that the use of knowledge tends to be 

organised through power relations. In adherence to a teleological conception of the public interest 



Planning in the Public Interest?                                      71 

 

Campbell further suggests that efforts to enrol other knowledge forms should be accompanied by 

considering the substantive goals of policy processes, and the extent to which they are 

redistributive.  

Earlier discussions in both part 1 and this part of the chapter established the importance of 

accounting for plurality in society. However Fraser (1997) notes a receding concern for universal 

redistribution, particularly in the post-1989, post-socialist era, leading to increasing economic 

ƭƛōŜǊŀƭƛǎƳ ŀƴŘΣ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅΣ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘȅΦ CǊŀǎŜǊΩǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ōƻǘƘ 

redistribution and the recognition of difference need to be accounted for. In turn this echoes 

earlier conclusions that planning is about both deliberating and judging the universal and the 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊΤ άƧǳǎǘƛŎŜ ƛƴ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ŜǘƘƛŎŀƭ ƧǳŘƎŜƳŜƴtέ ό/ŀƳǇōŜƭƭΣ нллсΣ ǇΦмлпύΦ Lƴ 

achieving this Campbell (2012a) asserts that the key skill of those involved in planning should be 

the ability to synthesise multiple knowledges, but also to judge the need to take action. Echoing 

the point that planning is an arena for conflict between scales Campbell (2006) concludes that 

what is just will vary according to the scale one has in mind, suggesting that a focus on working at 

the local scale has neglected the ability of planning to achieve just outcomes at other scales.  

Fainstein (2010) further contends that a communicative approach to planning pays inadequate 

attention to the substantive content of the debate, instead suggesting that principles of justice 

should be prioritised in evaluating public policy. Elsewhere evidence that society as a whole may 

benefit from pursuing a common interest in redistribution is implicit in the assertions that 

excellent public services are essential to solidarity regardless of economic circumstances, and that 

ƳƻǊŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎŀƭƭȅ Ŝǉǳŀƭ ǎƻŎƛŜǘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƘŀǇǇƛŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƘŜŀƭǘƘƛŜǊ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƭŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ 

circumstances (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010; Sandel, 2009a). The resulting assertion that planning 

theory should be about debating the goals of planning is summarised in the suggestion that 

άǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƳƻōƛƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ŀ Ǝƻŀƭ ǘƻ ƳƻōƛƭƛȊŜ ŀōƻǳǘέ (Fainstein, 2000, p.128). This reinforces 

the suggestion that pursuing the public interest through planning should be about particular 

values, but returns to the question of what these should be and how they are legitimised. 

9ŎƘƻƛƴƎ CŀƛƴǎǘŜƛƴΩǎ position Sandel (2009a) points out the difficulty of trying to reason about the 

right thing to do from a neutral position. This is further illustrated by Krumholz and Forester (1990); 

whilst Forester is typically associated with communicative, process focussed approaches, 

KrumhƻƭȊΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ƻŦ /ƭŜǾŜƭŀƴŘ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜ 
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conception of what is in the public interest to pursue through that process17. For Krumholz 

planning is about both processes and outcomes and, if communicative models of planning do 

much to provide a normative direction for process oriented planning, Campbell and Marshall 

(2000) assert a need to revive ideas of the public interest conceptualised as the Ψcommon goodΩ, as 

a way of addressing the need to think about outcomes. 

CŀƛƴǎǘŜƛƴΩǎ όнл09) concern that a just outcome is not necessarily the end of a just process is 

exemplified by the case of the Bronx Terminal Market in New York, where local wholesale food 

sellers were evicted and their premises demolished to make way for a shopping mall, ostensibly in 

a fair process, but one that Fainstein suggests contributes to the driving down of wages and 

consequently quality of life by large corporations, reflecting the power gradient considered to 

have disadvantaged the Bronx merchants. To address this Fainstein positions ǘƘŜ ΨƧǳǎǘ ŎƛǘȅΩ18 as the 

goal of planning, a concept that strongly revives ideas of redistribution and planning to benefit 

marginalised interests, and one that also revives ideas of utopian thinking in the way that it tries to 

envisage a way of life beyond existing constraints (Campbell and Fainstein, 2012; Friedmann, 2012; 

Fainstein 2010; 2005; 2000). In the process Fainstein (2010) suggests that inclusivity in 

deliberation is about representing diverse interests, rather than participation for the sake of 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŀǘ ƻŘŘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ¸ƻǳƴƎΩǎ όмффлύ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

marginalised groups should be prioritised in order to compensate for historical  marginalisation. In 

terms of the public ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ 

participation should be about defining common interests rather than considering the interests of a 

particular group. 

Mitigating Climate Change as a Key Example  

In examining the boundaries of ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜ hΩbŜƛƭƭ όнлллύ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ǇƻǊƻǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǎǘŀǘŜ 

boundaries, but where this is ŎƻǳǇƭŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ ΨŎƛǾƛŎΩΣ ƻǊ ƭƻŎŀƭƛǎŜŘΣ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

reasoning. hΩbŜƛƭƭ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ǘƻ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎŜŘ ŦƻǊ being 

overly abstract and insufficiently sensitive to difference, but nevertheless maintains that universal 

approaches are in need of re-examination. ¢ƻ ŀ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŎƻƴŎŜŘŜŘ ƛƴ {ŀƴŘŜǊŎƻŎƪΩǎ 

(1998) suggestion, cited in Part 1, that decision-making should account for the plurality of groups 

                                                           
17

 The suspicion with which the public interest is generally regarded in the North American context is however evident 
in a footnote, which notes the multiple attacks on the concept by authors interested in pluralist politics.   
18

 Fainstein (2010, pp.172-173) sets out an extensive list of planning policies that should help to achieve the just city, 
too numerous to relate here. 
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but where those groups should be expected to appeal to overarching principles of justice, not 

least as a way of the need for planning to account for both the universal and the particular. 

The role of planning in achieving sustainable development is one asserted by many, but also one 

that has traditionally been considered to be achieved through technical work rather than through 

the argumentation and deliberation intrinsic to a more participatory approach (Campbell, 2012b; 

Cowell and Owens, 2006). In contrast Levitas (1990) also highlights the relevance of utopian 

thinking in addressing the resurgence of environmental issues. It is also an issue that accords 

better with a relational conception of space over the traditional container view, if this does again 

return to the stakeholder identification problem.  

Following from its impacts on generations to come Climate Change is arguably the issue that 

makes the strongest argument for theories of planning that incorporate universal conceptions of 

what is good. It is a phenomenon where the spillover effects of human activities, at even the most 

localised scale, create a public with a shared interest, which is global in scale. Equally it is a 

phenomenon where there is a sufficient working consensus around the need for its mitigation that 

it should act as a criterion in all public policy decisions (Fainstein, 2010). In this sense the 

mitigation of climate change exemplifies the need to have in mind substantive goals for the policy 

process. Yet the same authors pose a question as to whether a collaborative model of planning 

can account for Climate Change: 

άIƻǿ Ŏŀƴ ǿŜ ƧǳǎǘƛŦȅ ŀ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǊƻƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ǿƘŜƴ ŦŀŎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ Ŝxacting goal of 

ǊŜŘǳŎƛƴƎ ƎǊŜŜƴƘƻǳǎŜ Ǝŀǎ ŜƳƛǎǎƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ул҈ ōŜƭƻǿ мффл ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ōȅ нлрлΚέ όhǿŜƴǎ ŀƴŘ 

Cowell, 2011, p.14). 

The implication is that substantive goals are regarded as such because of the need to achieve 

them regardless of whether they are legitimised through a deliberative process. However this is 

not intended to suggest that there is a singular course of action in achieving them. 

Conclusions  

Communicative approaches to planning have significant consequences for how planning activities 

should happen, in conjunction with the move from a technical to a value-led conception of 

planning. Recognising difference but overcoming it through consensus building is to be welcomed 

as stimulating collective action in a more positive way than the pluralist or neoliberal alternatives. 

Adopting a communicative approach to the public interest as a lens for evaluating practice can be 

seen to do much to address the criticism that planning activities are technocratic and impositional.  
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To be welcomed are the concerns of the communicative turn with language, communication and 

power, providing tools to make more transparent the plan-making process, in turn countering the 

IƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ǉƭŀƴ ŀǎ ŀ ΨōƭŀŎƪ ōƻȄΩ. Furthermore the adoption of 

Structuration is extremely useful in recognising that whilst consensus decisions may lead to spatial 

strategies, those strategies act as a structural influence on future decisions (Healey, 2007). This 

characterises the spatial plan, not as a solid, immovable object, but as a set of arguments to be 

employed at the appropriate opportunity; arguments formulated through the intersection of 

structure and agency, that can sometimes be challenged through agency. 

It is noteworthy that a collaborative approach repositions planning in relation to other activities, 

working well with ideas of planning that seek to reconcile the spatial impacts of other decisions. 

Equally it can be suggested that the communicative approach does much to clarify the version of 

ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǇǳǊǎǳŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ [t!Φ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎΩ 

to be the citizens within the bounded LPA area, where a focus on consensus building leads to their 

collective interest being defined through a deliberative process. However this is potentially at odds 

with the need for planning to reconcile conflicting issues at multiple scales.  

The extent to which consensus-building is central to a collaborative approach warrants revisiting 

tŀǊǘ мΩǎ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŀ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎΩ ŀƴŘ ŀ ΨŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜΩΦ Consensus building is intended to give all 

of those affected by a decision a direŎǘ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ 

(1954) formulation, those involved would be sufficiently closely related such that a public would 

not come into existence. Healey is explicit that a collaborative approach privileges the quality of 

the process, such that what is in the collective interest is defined through a fair process, 

predicated on the ability to identify a clear set of stakeholders with an interest in the decision. This 

is arguably easier when the decision to be made has a localised impact, but less easy when the 

impacts are both more diffuse and less predictable. The implication is that, alone, the 

collaborative approach may be inadequate in dealing with the interests of the environment, other 

species and future generations; stakeholders that cannot directly participate in such a process. 

Instead there is a need to think through some of the broad substantive goals that planning should 

ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǎǳƳƳŀǊƛǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ !ǊƛǎǘƻǘŜƭƛŀƴ ƛŘŜŀ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƎƻƻŘ ƭƛŦŜ ŎŀƴΩǘ ōŜ ŘƻƴŜ 

from a neutral position (Sandel, 2009a). The difficulty with this is that any revival of this type of 

homogenous, universal collective interestΤ ǘŜǊƳŜŘ ǘƘŜ ΨŎƻƳƳƻƴ ƎƻƻŘΩΣ needs to overcome both 

ǘƘŜ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴŀǊȅ ǘŜƴŘŜƴŎƛŜǎ ƴƻǘŜŘ ƛƴ tŀǊǘ м ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƘŀǇǘŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǘƻ ƛƳǇƻǎŜ ΨaƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘΩ 

solutions, key contributors to the downfall of ideas that society could have a common interest. It is 
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worth recording that moments such as the recognition of Climate Change and the post-2008 

financial crisis have not created quite the sense of widespread collective imperative that might be 

best illustrated by the end of World War Two, perhaps echoing the recognition of society as 

pluralistic. Accordingly, bound up with an outcome focussed conception of the public interest is 

the question of who may legitimately make decisions about its imposition. 

It is worth noting the use of the terƳƛƴƻƭƻƎȅ ΨǎǳōǎǘŀƴǘƛǾŜ ƎƻŀƭǎΩ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎΤ ǘƘŜ 

Introduction noted how planning activities were expected to result in changes to the places in 

which people live, but also how the English Local Plan is typically expected to last 25 years, such 

that its impacts on the physical environment may remain unknown for many years. Yet it is 

impossible to privilege either position wholeheartedly; the right outcome must still be arrived at 

by a process and arguably the quality of the process has the potential to impact on the quality of 

the substantive goals chosen, by enrolling a much greater range of knowledges than past 

tendencies to frame planning as a technical-rational activity.  

Conversely the urgency of issues such as Climate Change means that substantive goals cannot be 

put to one side simply because the process was flawless. Equally, in thinking about the extent of 

the public, it is arguably easier in the contemporary context to imagine how far a more diffuse 

public with common interests might extend, demanding renewed attention to the scalar extent of 

collective interests; drivers of globalisation such as the Internet and mass media allow a better 

understanding of how issues can have global impacts, and how they impact on distant others. 

Taken together with the need to address the interests of stakeholders who cannot directly 

participate this necessitates further attention to who, and what, constitutes the public. 

It was suggested that planning theory acts as an evaluatory lens for practice. In turn the lack of 

clarity in forward planning practice can be argued to reflect the lack of consensus in planning 

theory. Yet Fainstein (2010) suggests that the differences are a matter of eƳǇƘŀǎƛǎΣ ŎƛǘƛƴƎ CƛǎŎƘŜǊΩǎ 

(2009) suggestion that both can be integrated through a broader framework. Indeed it worth 

noting that pursuing substantive goals does not deny the value of deliberation about those goals, 

or the value of stakeholders being able to participate in those deliberations. Rather the difference 

of emphasis is in how the decision is made about such goals and who is in involved in making it. 

Accordingly, if it is not possible to privilege either process or outcome focussed definitions of the 

public interest, it becomes necessary to construct a framework that incorporates both, to discover 

the extent to which these differing conceptions are enacted in practice. The next chapter puts 

forward a framework that tries to achieve this by drawing on scales of time and geography.  
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CHAPTER 3: CONCEPTUAL 

FRAMEWORK: THE PUBLIC 

INTEREST & SCALE 

 

 

PART 1: THE CONCEPTUAL  FRAMEWORK  

Introduction  

The previous chapter reviewed the changing ways in which the public interest has been conceived 

of through different theories and practices of planning. The chapter highlighted an enduring 

association of the public interest with the technocratic framing of planning and imposed solutions. 

As a result mŀƴȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ŀōŀƴŘƻƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΩΣ ƛƴ ŦŀǾƻǳr of addressing 

collective needs in other ways. Yet it can also be argued that this continuing acknowledgement of 

the need to address collective concerns simply serves to emphasise the need to rehabilitate the 

concept of the Ψpublic interestΩ ŀǎ ŀ ǿƛŘŜƭȅ ǳnderstood label for this: 

ά²Ŝ ŀǊŜ ŦǊŜŜ ǘƻ ŀōŀƴŘƻƴ ǘƘŜ  concept but if  we do so we will simply have to wrestle with 

the problems under some other ƘŜŀŘƛƴƎΦέ (Flathman, 1966, p.13) 

Certainly a collective interest remains intrinsic to ideas of planning; without it planning, even 

thinking about the future of places, becomes about self-interest. This might be acceptable were it 

not for the very roots of society, and, by extension, the making of places in which society comes 

together, being in the idea that by living together human beings experience a better quality of life 

than is possible individually. In turn this underpins ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅΩǎ ǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǇǳǊǎǳƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘΩǎ 

rehabilitation. 



Planning in the Public Interest?                                      78 

 

The chapter also began to suggest a gap in the literature for empirical work; conceptions of the 

public interest in the planning process have been examined in the North American and Irish 

contexts and in the development control context in England. However research in this area 

remains limited. Particularly lacking is work that examines how different conceptions of the public 

interest are brought into play through planning practices, in contrast to examining how the public 

interest is explicitly understood by practitioners. Furthermore an underlying theme throughout 

the work has been how planning activities must deal with conflicts between the appropriate 

course of action at different scales, suggesting that adopting a single conception of the public 

interest cannot satisfy all scenarios. Particularly Climate Change was highlighted as an issue that 

ŎǊŜŀǘŜǎ ŀ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎΩ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ƛƴ ǎŎŀƭŜΣ ōǳǘ ŀƴ ƛǎǎǳŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ƻŦ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ may 

cause localised discomfort. 

The public interest in planning is about articulating the goals that planning activities should seek to 

address. It has been noted how communicative approaches to planning do crucial work in 

rehabilitating a deliberated collective interest in an era where diversity is better recognised as 

important, adhering particularly to a process-focussed approach to articulating what is in the 

public interest. However, in line with the contrast between process and substantive goals earlier 

identified, the collaborative model does not attempt to reclaim ideas of a pre-existing common 

good, as associated, for example, with the mitigation of Climate Change. Equally it arguably cannot 

account robustly for stakeholders that cannot participate in decision-making. Indeed, if the 

common good has been suggested to be closely associated with traditions of imposition and 

technocracy, the conclusions to the previous chapter suggested why it also needs to be reclaimed, 

such that it can no longer be acceptable to treat process and substantive goals; communicative 

and common good approaches to the public interest as irreconcilable.  

The impossibility of privileging either a communicative or common good approach arises from a 

lack of certainty over whether including a more diverse range of voices and knowledges in the 

decision making process will necessarily lead to goals being set that better address what is in the 

public interest. In making the case for public participation in making planning decisions, Arnstein 

(1969) offers the example of including ΨƘŀǾŜ-ƴƻǘǎΩ ŀǎ ŀ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ Ǝƻŀƭǎ ǘƻ ōǊƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ 

redistribution. Conversely there is the possibility that an ostensibly fair and participatory process 

could lead to the setting of a goal that is exclusionary or discriminatory, requiring space for the 

judgement of that goal. Consequently the need to have approaches to the public interest that 

include both process and substantive goals is asserted by Fainstein and S. Campbell (2012), if it is 
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again worth highlighting that the contrast between them is a matter of emphasis (Fainstein, 2010). 

Indeed it is arguable that in any process, no matter how much attention is paid to its participatory 

nature, the decision will be influenced by having in mind substantive goals. Once again this 

highlights the question of legitimacy in decision-making. 

To this end the work now considers a conceptual framework starting from the normative typology 

of the public interest put forward by Campbell and Marshall (2002a; 2000) and appending 

geographical scale and time scale as the factors that allows the integration of these not 

immediately compatible approaches. The focus of the conceptual framework is on what may be 

considered normative understandings of the public interest, so as to be consistent with the focus 

of the thesis on the rehabilitation of the concept. The intention is that this provides a framework 

against which planning practice may be analysed.  

A Typology of the Public Interest  

The key contrasts between these approaches is in how they approach the questions of who gets to 

decide what is in the public interest, and for who, or what? This is best illustrated by examining 

the different ways in which the public interest can be conceptualised, drawing on the typology of 

the public interest put forward by Campbell and Marshall (2002a; 2000). Particularly the typology 

has drawn praise for putting forward the case for continuing to pursue the public interest in the 

face of the criticism outlined in the previous chapter (Fainstein and S. Campbell, 2012).  

Campbell and MarshallΩǎ ǘȅǇƻƭƻƎȅ ŘǊŀǿǎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘǊŜŜ Řƛstinctive conceptions, each offering a 

different way of articulating what is in the public interest. These comprise the summation of 

opinions, the common good, constituted through shared values, and fair processes, with 

communicative approaches to planning noted as a particular example of this; they are referred to 

respectively as the summatory, common good and communicative models.  

The summatory model was discussed in Part 1 of the previous chapter as representing how the 

public interest is typically arrived at in the contemporary context, defined as the balance of 

collective opinion or the summation of individual interests. However it is hard to argue for it as a 

normative understanding of the concept; a democratic approach neither allows the interrogation 

of each other's understanding that characterises a communicative approach, nor the possibility of 

judging the outcomes of a democratic process, a crucial component of the common good. If the 

thesis is concerned with rehabilitating the concept of the public interest, this means seeking a 



Planning in the Public Interest?                                      80 

 

normative outcome, something that a summatory understanding of the public interest arguably 

cannot contribute to. For this reason it is not included in the framework that follows. 

Whilst the summatory model is suggested to represent the dominant model of the public interest 

in recent decades, both the communicative and common good conceptions are more explicitly 

normative in nature, positioned as possible ideals to be striven for, rather than any prevailing 

reality.  In common with the conceptions of the public interest outlined in Part 1 of the previous 

chapter it is useful to think about whether these normative conceptions are deontological or 

teleological and whether they construct the content of the public interest as being subjective or 

objective in nature.  

The ability to conceptualise the public interest in multiple ways both helps in addressing the 

ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘΩǎ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ŎƭŀǊƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ƘƛƴŘŜǊǎ ƛƴ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘΦ ¢ŀōƭŜ н, below, uses 

the same variables as Table 1, as set out in Part 1 of the previous chapter (See page 25). It adds the 

normative conceptions of the public interest set out in this section, allowing their comparison to 

how the public interest has been thought of through different political traditions, if it should be 

noted that this is dependent on a high degree of generalisation.  

Public Interest 

Conception 

Summatory Common Good Communicative 

Concern Individual freedom Future quality of Life Empowerment 

What is the aim? High quality process Achieving substantive 

goals 

High quality process 

Are decisions framed 

as subjective or 

objective? 

Subjective & Objective Subjective Subjective 

How are decisions 

made? 

Representative 

democracy or market 

participation 

Judgement Participatory 

democracy 

Table 2: Campbell and Marshallõs (2002a) Typology  

The Communicative  
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As explored in depth through Part 3 of the previous chapter the communicative model is 

concerned with process, but where the quality of the process is judged by the extent to which it 

meets communicative ideals. In contrast to the summatory model set the communicative model is 

concerned with consensus; what is in the public interest is the consensus arrived at through 

collective deliberation rather than the summation of individual preferences. In this sense a 

communicative process includes all members of the public who are expected to be affected by the 

consequences of decision-making. The importance attached to cultural differences and the 

amongst those involved and the different knowledges that they draw upon ensures that a 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛǾŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ŀŘƘŜǊŜǎ ǘƻ CƭŀǘƘƳŀƴΩǎ όмфссύ ŀǎǎŜǊǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛǎ 

subjective in nature. 

 Crucially a communicative approach allows for the possibility that through deliberation different 

parties might persuade each other to modify their interests, where the summatory assumes that 

individuals express their self-interested desires. Equally a communicative approach assumes that 

appropriate goals are set through a fair process, as opposed to assuming that appropriate goals 

already exist. Howe (1994) suggests that this conception of the public interest can be adhered to 

either through engendering effective public participation in planning processes or through the 

principles of social and environmental justice, where all groups are accounted for equally in the 

process. The focus on deliberation means that this model of the public interest is very much 

subjective in nature, whilst concerns with quality of process classify it as a deontological approach. 

The Common Good  

The common good espouses the idea that, whilst individuals may have their own interests and 

ideas, humanity shares some fundamental values. This is therefore a teleological conception of the 

public interest, concerned more with achieving such values rather than necessarily being 

concerned with ensuring everyone is able to have a say in deciding what they should be. In 

contrast with a communicative process having a conception of the common good means having in 

mind a series of substantive goals that should be addressed by planning activities, as discussed in 

Part 3 of the previous chapter.  

The other principle intrinsic to such a conception of the public interest is the idea that to achieve 

these outcomes, considered good for society as a whole, individual freedom may be restricted. 

The mitigation of climate change may be regarded as the epitome of a substantive goal based on 

intrinsically held values that are widely shared, particularly the value that the next generation 

should be able to live in the same relative comfort as this generation. Indeed this latter value is 
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assumed to be universally shared, but where this is an assumption based on the absence of 

opposition, rather than positive evidence that it is a widely shared value. As such, the extent of the 

public created by the consequences of such issues is far more abstract in nature. However the 

solutions, such as the imposition of higher petrol prices to subsidise public transport, may prove 

difficult, and highly tangible, for many.  

Although recognising the importance of a fair process, exemplified by the communicative 

approach, it is the common good model of the public interest that Campbell and Marshall (2002a; 

2000) prioritise as being in need of rehabilitation in relation to planning. Similarly Alexander (2002) 

suggests that dialogical approaches to the public interest, such as the communicative, provide no 

substantial content that can be used for the evaluation of plans. However the need to rehabilitate 

the common good alludes to its difficult past; the idealistic nature of the concept presented here 

rather obfuscates the difficulty of answering the question of who gets to judge what those 

intrinsically shared values comprise and how they should be enrolled in planning decisions.  

As an example of this it was noted how certain strands of Utilitarianism positioned the state as 

being able to decide what constitutes the public interest, framing such judgement as resting with 

those with greater power. In turn this echoes the imposition of technocratic solutions; the 

previous chapter suggested how the idea of the common good has become discredited as a result 

of this perceived imposition and its failings, but also how the question of who gets to decide 

becomes even more knotty when it is recognised that such values can only ever be subjective.  

Integration Using Scales of Time and Geography  

The proposed conceptual framework seeks to incorporate both the process orientation of 

communicative approaches and the substantive goal orientation of the common good. In doing so 

ǘƘŜ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ ōȅ CǊŀǎŜǊΩǎ όнллуΣ нллоύ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ŘŜōŀǘŜǎ 

around theories of justice have opened up in two key areas. The first of these is the challenging of 

models of justice that privilege redistribution, whether to secure material equality (Rawls, 1971), 

or equality of opportunity (Nussbaum, 2008; Sen, 1999), by authors who assert that the pursuit of 

justice should be reoriented to privilege the recognition of difference, after authors such as Young 

(1990) and Honneth (2003). Particularly Young (1990) grounds the pursuit of recognition as about 

the need to overcome oppression, not least in light of tendencies to view collective interests as 

homogenous without recognising how social relations are structure by difference. If the pursuit of 

redistribution sets a substantive goal, the recognition of difference broadly echoes the concerns of 

pluralist and communicative approaches to planning as discussed in the previous chapter. The  
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contrast between different approaches to justice therefore runs parallel to the contrast between 

different approaches to the public interest, where both are united by a concern for collective 

quality of life. 

CƻƳƳƻƴ ǘƻ CǊŀǎŜǊΩǎ όнллуΤ нлло; 1997) work in relation to justice is the assertion that neither 

redistribution nor recognition models of justice can be favoured over the other, but both are 

important. Not least Fraser (1997) makes the point that for groups who seek recognition on the 

basis of their marginalisation, their marginalisation may well result from a lack of redistribution. 

Accordingly the assertion that a single normative conception of the public interest cannot be 

privileged is borne out through these wider debates in justice. As a result parallels can be drawn 

between Fainstein and S. /ŀƳǇōŜƭƭΩǎ όнлмнύ Ŏŀƭƭ ǘƻ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ 

ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ CǊŀǎŜǊΩǎ όнллуΤ н003) calls for a framework that integrates both recognition and 

redistribution models of justice. 

/ǊǳŎƛŀƭƭȅ CǊŀǎŜǊΩǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜǎ ŀ ǘƘƛǊŘ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴΤ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŦǊŀƳƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

problem. The importance of this third dimension is captured in the second debate considered by 

Fraser. This centres on the movement away from the nation state as the assumed territorial unit 

for the application of justice, ƛƴ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ōƻǘƘ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ όмфрпύ ŦǊŀƳƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŀǎ 

resulting from the consequences ƻŦ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ hΩbŜƛƭƭΩǎ όнлллύ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǊƻǎƛǘȅ 

of nation-state borders calls into question the spatial bounding of justice. Consequently Fraser 

considers questions of how the communities for whom justice is being done should be framed. 

¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ƛǎ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘ ƛƴ ¸ƻǳƴƎΩǎ όнлллύ ŀǎǎŜǊǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴŜǊ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜΤ ƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ 

assumes that it is only those within the state who must be obligated to one another, removes the 

moral force associated with principles of justice; if the principles of justice can only extend as far 

as the state border they can only ever be regarded as arbitrary.  Such debates are taking place in a 

context where it has come to be recognised that issues of justice do not confine themselves neatly 

to defined nation-states, environmental issues such as climate change and acid rain providing 

poignant examples of issues with little regard for borders (Fraser, 2008Τ hΩbŜƛƭƭΣ нлллύ.  

The need to re-examine the scales over which justice extends are also addressed in YoǳƴƎΩǎ όмффлύ 

earlier work. Particularly Young challenges the notion that participatory democracy is about small, 

autonomous communities, suggesting that such autonomy is exclusionary. Young instead puts 

forward the city region as the minimum scale at which participatory democracy can lead to 

decisions about the collective interest; democracy that promotes the recognition of cultural 
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difference and facilitates the participation of all those affected by a decision. This is seen as a way 

of overcoming tendencies of urban areas to be atomised into small, culturally homogenous 

communities, which must provide their own services. Instead organisation at a regional scale is 

suggested by Young to promote democratic investment and the collective provision of shared 

services, based on the principle of addressing need rather than profit-motivated competition. In 

common with the public interest this is about recognising that a better quality of life can be 

achieved by addressing issues collectively rather than on an individual basis.  

Similar debates are apparent in planning theory; the English planning system is organised around a 

relatively fixed hierarchy of geographical scales. However there is a trend towards eschewing this 

ΨŎƻƴǘŀƛƴŜǊΩ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǎǇŀŎŜ ƛƴ ŦŀǾƻǳǊ ƻŦ ŘŜŦƛƴing territories that more closely match the scope of the 

problem being addressed, in addition to recognising the relational construction of space (See for 

example Faludi, 2012; Healey, 2007; Albrechts, 2006). Indeed Fraser (2008) alludes to geographical 

scale as a continuum, an important conception in recognising the rather arbitrary and subjective 

nature of framing problems around fixed scales. Scale is therefore used here specifically as a way 

of framing how far the consequences of a decision extend, in terms of both time and geography. 

Housing Shortage as an Example  

Difficulties arise when trying to integrate a more fluid geographical framing of the consequences 

of planning decisions, whilst working both within the arbitrarily defined limits of England, and with 

the earlier suggested need to make planning decisions at selected discreet scales. Conversely such 

an integration is easier to achieve if it is recognised that planning decisions are made at particular 

institutionalised scales within the English planning system; early in the previous chapter it was 

noted how institutions at these different scales are expected to conceive of the public as the 

citizens within their defined boundaries (Healey, 2007), but it has equally been shown that the 

impacts of planning decisions are not necessarily confined within such boundaries, or indeed to 

the period of time in which such citizens may live within such boundaries. Instead planning 

decisions can be framed as being made at one institutionalised scale, at a particular moment in 

time, but as having multiple impacts on publics of varying size, over varying lengths of time. 

Contemporary housing shortage exemplifies this, as a need that can be constructed as creating 

publics at multiple scales19. It is a problem articulated at the national scale, for society as a whole, 

                                                           
19

 Murdoch and Abram (2002) examine the case of Buckinghamshire as an area where the tension between housing as 
a public good in the context of a growing population and housing development as it is resisted by local residents.  
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and a need that will affect the ability of future generations to house themselves, as well as those 

living today. However it is an issue addressed practically through the permitting or refusing of new 

housing developments, something that is generally expected to happen at the LPA scale. In turn a 

ƳƻǊŜ ƭƻŎŀƭƛǎŜŘ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎΩ is arguably created by the spillover effects of physical housing development 

resulting from issues such as location, design and infrastructure impacts.  

At the national scale addressing housing shortage can be seen as a moral imperative, a matter of 

shared values, particularly given its consequences for inter-generational justice as earlier 

considered. In turn this suggests that it is an issue that adheres to the common good model of the 

public interest. Conversely decisions about particular housing development are generally made 

locally and the direct impacts of such housing development occur within the local area, on the 

quality of life of those living there now; this might lead to the adoption of a communicative 

approach to articulating the public interest as communicative, with a clear set of stakeholders in 

the decision. As a result it is an issue that exemplifies the inadequacy of a singular conception of 

the public interest but instead suggests how scales, in terms of both time and geography, are 

crucial elements to any conceptual framework that attempts to integrate these two normative 

conceptions of the public interest.  

The following summary attempts to express this conceptual relationship in tabular form. The 

resulting question for the empirical research is the nature of the different conceptions of the 

public interest are apparent in plan-making practices and whether scales of time and geography 

have a role to play in how the public interest is conceived.  

A Summary of the Conceptual Framework   

In summary this chapter seeks to put forward a conceptual framework for the research that 

integrates both the communicative and common good, as explicitly normative approaches to 

articulating what is in the public interest, linking them to the scale of the impacts resulting from a 

particular decision, in terms of both geography and time. Particularly the framework is organised 

to suggest that how the public interest is articulated of in decision-making processes might flow 

from the scalar extent of the public, or publics, affected by the impacts of the decision. 
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Public Interest Conception Common Good Communicative 

Over what geographical 

and time scales do 

decisions have impacts? 

Decision has impacts at 

different scales to that at which 

decisions are made. 

Decision making scale the same 

as scale at which decision has 

impacts 

Concern Future Quality of Life, based on 

shared values 

Empowerment, recognising 

cultural diversity 

What is the aim? Achieving substantive goals, for 

example material redistribution 

or environmental conservation 

High quality process, ensuring all 

stakeholders are able to 

participate 

Are decisions framed as 

subjective or objective? 

Subjective/Value-led Subjective/Value-led 

How are decisions made? Judgement Participatory Democracy 

Table 3: A Summary of the Conceptual  Framework  

The framework is summarised in Table 3, above, though this should be regarded as a set of 

generalised tendencies rather than absolute categories. What cannot be easily shown by the table 

is that these different constructions of scale do not map onto each other easily, in that decisions 

may be made for the national scale but with only a short term impact or decisions may be made at 

the scale of the single house, but with impacts for many generations to come. Particularly it is 

worth noting that any temptatioƴ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŦƭŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛǾŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ΨƭƻŎŀƭΩ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƻǊǘ ǘŜǊƳ 

ƛǎ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜŘ ōȅ ¸ƻǳƴƎΩǎ όмффлύ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ǎŎŀƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƻǊȅ 

democracy. 

The intention of this framework is to suggest a theoretical relationship between different 

conceptions of the public interest, different geographical and time scales and the contrast 

between theories of planning that emphasise either process or substantive goals. What it cannot 

explain is the extent to which planning practice employs different conceptions of the public 

interest, which actors employ different conceptions of the public interest, and whether there is 

any relationship with the scales at which decisions have an impact. In line with the earlier 

suggestion that theories of planning should act as analytical frameworks for practice this suggests 

a need for empirical work that draws on this framework.  
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¢ƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƛƴƎ ŀ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŜƳǇƛǊƛŎŀƭ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ōȅ IƻǿŜΩǎ όмффпύ 

experience of surveying planners where she found that many of those interviewed did not express 

the public interest directly, despite its intrinsic role to legitimising planning activities. Instead the 

framework is also intended to allow an exploration of where the characteristics of different 

conceptions of the public interest are apparent in practice, an approach examined in further depth 

in part 3 of this chapter. Furthermore the use of such a framework to examine planning practice, 

rather than as a normative tool is suggested by the critique of normative frameworks that they do 

not recognise the constraints of the institutional and political context that planning is conducted 

within (Healey, forthcoming).  

The Institutional Context: Scales for English Planning  

For the purposes of the English planning system geographical scale is divided into a series of 

administrative boundaries over multiple scales, as described in Table 7, below. Whilst these can in 

no way be assumed to be definitive or naturalised they provide a useful reference for thinking 

about the scales at which decisions are made. In turn this acts as a reminder that the conceptual 

ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪΩǎ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǎŎŀƭŜ ƛǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ŦǊƻƳ Ƙƻǿ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ƳŀŘŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎŎŀƭŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ƘŀǾŜ 

impacts at multiple scales; the use of pre-conceived scales may have bound up with them 

particular conceptions of what constitutes the public but this does not necessarily mean that the 

impacts of decisions are contained within them. 

Scale Notes 

Neighbourhood For Neighbourhood Planning this might be a parish, or might result from an 
application to designate a Neighbourhood Forum 

District Any of these three may be designated as a Local Planning Authority, further 
complicated by the potential for joint-working to prepare a Local Plan. Unitary 

County 

Regional  Usually the eight English Statistical Regions, previously the scale at which 
Regional Plans were made, but currently defunct for policy-making purposes. 

National Legislation and policy made by central government 

European Legislation made by the European Union 

Table  4: Pre-conceived scales in the English planning system  

Planning in England is currently organised around the policy preparation and decision-making the 

national and LPA scales, with the option undertake such processes at the Neighbourhood scale. As 

such this limits the choice of scales at which such processes can be examined. It is the LPA scale at 

which most decisions to permit development are actually made, therefore suggesting it to be the 

spatial scale in which an interest should be taken. However it is important to note that the LPA is 
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organised at a geographical scale that is far from fixed in its extent; whilst most LPAs are district 

authorities successive reforms of English local government have also resulted in larger unitary 

authorities that have resulted from the merging of more than one district authority with parts of 

the county authority, whilst other parts of England have seen district authorities merge only their 

planning functions, to create an LPA that has responsibility for more than one district. It can be 

suggested that the LPA is the correct scale at which to examine how the public interest is 

articulated but that further thought needs to be given as to what characteristics an appropriate 

case for the empirical work might have. This is addressed in Chapter 4. 

Particularly it is worth emphasising that the primary concern here is with the scales at which 

decisions have an impact, a matter of looking out from the institutionalised geographical scales at 

which decisions are made. In turn this is intended to accommodate a relational construction of 

space. However, drawing on the  it is also important to acknowledge the scales at which decisions 

are being made, to the extent that they are bound up with pre-conceived ideas of the public that 

decisions are being made for; a container definition of space. Whilst the research is particularly 

concerned with plans being made and implemented at the LPA scale it is also important to 

ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ ΨƭƻŎŀƭΩΣ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ ōȅ decisions made at 

timescales other than in the present or recent past, at geographical scales other than the local.  

To summarise the framework is intended to suggest a way in which different normative 

approaches to the public interest, drawing on different theories of planning, might be integrated 

into a single framework. Following from the conclusions to Part 3 of Chapter 2 the innovative 

element here is in the use of scale as a way of understanding who and what might constitute the 

public, and, by extension the ability of the public to participate in decision-making. However the 

extent to which it may be considered a normative framework for planning practice is arguably 

dependent on the extent to which it may be practically incorporated into practice. To this end the 

work now turns to a summary of the key points and conclusions set out thus far, leading to an 

overall research aim and set of research questions that will allow the relationship between this 

framework and planning practice to be established empirically.  



Planning in the Public Interest?                                      89 

 

PART 2 : SUMMA RY, RESEARCH AIMS  AND 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS  

The Introduction characterised planning as an activity that was about intervening in decisions 

about land and property, with the intention of improving quality of life for society as a whole. This 

was captured in Chapter 2Ωǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ the roots of planning in utopian visions, paralleled by 

practical regulation. The chapter also sought to explain how the local spatial plan, suggested by 

the Introduction to formalise these ideas of future places, came to be embedded in contemporary 

English planning practice. Moreover the same pages framed planning as technocratic and 

impositional, supporting the framing of the plan as a black box; it appears cohesive but this 

cohesion hides significant tensions between what is the right thing to do at different temporal and 

spatial scales, exacerbated by the tension between process and substantive goals. The reframing 

of the plan as a series of arguments that result from the interplay of structure and agency began 

to suggest how the plan-making process might be made more transparent by exploring the 

different influences on the plan.  

In parallel the Introduction considered collective interest, in the form of the public interest, as the 

ǳƴŘŜǊƭȅƛƴƎ ƧǳǎǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊ ƻǇŜƴƛƴƎ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ 

ƛǘǎ ŘŜŜǇ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜǎ ƻŦ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎΩǎ ǊƻƻǘǎΦ 

Furthermore it was found to be a justification that those involved in planning activities are 

comfortable with, but one that has become confused in meaning and all too easily used for the 

purposes of obfuscation.  

Addressing such critiques Part 3 of Chapter 2 narrated the recognition of planning as a value-led 

activity, in a diverse society with a diverse range of interests. This led to a consideration of 

communicative models of planning as providing a clear theoretical basis for arriving at a collective 

way forward from positions of difference. Particularly the collaborative model addressed how the 

multitude of interests identified in the initial practice example should influence the plan, 

potentially overcoming its technocratic past. However communicative approaches were found to 

be very much process focussed, at odds with the ideas, also expressed in Part 3, that having 

substantive goals for planning activities was also crucial. The difficulty of privileging a process 

focus was reinforced in thinking about issues such as Climate Change and inter-generational 

justice that even an inclusive process cannot easily account for, suggesting that thinking about the 

substantive goals of planning activities is equally important in order to arrive at the better places 

that should result from planning activities. Conversely the difficulty of endorsing a singular focus 
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on such goals arises from their association with the imposition of technocratic solutions, leading to 

the question of who may legitimately decide what constitutes an appropriate substantive goal? 

In order to address this incoherence a normative typology of the public interest, taking in both 

communicative and common good conceptions was explored. The conceptual framework sought 

to frame these conceptions in relation to theories of planning that privileged a high quality process 

and substantive goals and, in turn, to different scales of time and geography, thereby attempting 

to theorise the initial idea that different conceptions of the public interest might be employed, 

depending upon the scalar extent of the public, or publics, upon which a decision will impact. 

Moreover any tendency to see the conceptual framework as a normative framework for practice 

was tempered by the need to understand whether such a framework can be practically relevant.  

¢ƘŜ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ Ǉǳǘ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅΩǎ ƴƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ƻǊƛŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ 

rehabilitating the concept of the public interest, in light of a continued need for planning to 

address collective interests. The challenge is to now explore whether those actors involved in plan-

making do tend toward varying conceptions of the public interest in their actions, using the 

framework as a way of seeking the characteristics of these different conceptions. In turn there is a 

need to explore whether different conceptions of the public interest are used as a way of thinking 

about the consequences of planning decisions over different scales of time and geography, and 

the tensions between these. This needs to be examined at the Local Planning Authority (LPA) scale, 

as the arena for plan-making where competing ideas about what is in the public interest come 

together. Adopting the idea that the conceptual framework should act as a lens for planning 

practice this leads to the following overall research aim. 

Research Aim  

The aim is to understand what versions of the public interest are present in the processes of 

making spatial plans, what this says about the nature of planning practice and the implications of 

this for planning theory.  

Research Questions  

1. What conceptions of the public interest are present in the processes of making spatial plans? 

2. How do the conceptions of the public interest enrolled vary with the temporal or spatial 

impact of the issues being discussed? 

3. Who and what shapes the conceptions of the public interest enrolled in planning processes? 
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PART 3 : THE USE OF CONTINUUMS FOR ANALYSIS  
 In addressing the research aim the research questions set out to explore whether different 

conceptions of the public interest are present in English plan-making practices and whether scales 

of time and geography are factors in how different conceptions are applied. The following chapter 

of the thesis sets out the methodology used to collect empirical material, in order to explore these 

themes. However, drawing on the conceptual framework set out in Part 1 of this chapter, the key 

aim of this part of the chapter is to develop a series of continuums, which will allow the 

characteristics that underpin different theoretical conceptions of the public interest to be 

identified in the different arenas of planning practice. The aim is to use these continuums to 

organise the analysis of the empirical material, to suggest how different empirical examples relate 

to the conceptual framework and therefore where different conceptions of the public interest are 

present in practice.  

Particularly the framework of questions used in both Chapter 1, and as a basis for the conceptual 

framework, suggested that how the conceptualisation of the public interest varies can be captured 

in the following questions: 

ω What is the aim? 

ω How are decisions made? 

ω Are decisions framed as subjective or objective? 

To these a fourth question was added for the conceptual framework, in order to recognise the 

potentially significant role of scale in determining which conception of the public interest might be 

most relevant in any decision, given the role of decision impacts in creating a public: 

ω Over what geographical and time scales do decisions have impacts? 

This supposition in turn provided the basis for a set of overarching research questions that sought 

to understand the relationship between the public interest as it is implicit in different planning 

practices and the framing of decision impacts in terms of scale. These are reproduced in Table 5. 

1.  What conceptions of the public interest are present in the processes of making spatial plans? 

2.  How do the conceptions of the public interest enrolled vary with the temporal or spatial impact 
of the issues being discussed? 

3.  Who and what shapes the conceptions of the public interest enrolled in planning processes? 

Table 5: The Research Questions  
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The research questions point to a need to examine which versions of the public interest are 

apparent in planning practices, but without making a premature judgement about whether usage 

of the concept is appropriate. In particular they are worded in such a way as to suggest that how 

the public interest is articulated is not naturalised, but is actively shaped; this is not to suggest that 

how the public interest is taken into account is addressed explicitly but is intended to recognise 

that its meaning is shaped by the ways in which decisions are made.  

Questions for Analysis   

The questions used to characterise the public interest provide a useful way of interrogating the 

empirical material to understand how practices tend toward particular versions of the concept, in 

turn allowing the research questions to be answered. However, in line with viewing decision 

making as an active process, there is a need to reframe these questions in the same way; to better 

relate the somewhat abstract characteristics that define different conceptions of the public 

interest to the rather more nuanced practices of making planning decisions. Such a reframing 

results in the following four sub-questions: 

1. How are the impacts of decisions framed in terms of both geographical and time scales? 

2. In what arenas are decisions being made? 

3. Who is involved in making decisions? 

4. What types of knowledge are being framed as informing decision-making?  

Question 1 is intended to probe how the impacts of planning practices are framed in scalar terms, 

looking out from the scale at which decisions are made to address the question of how the extent 

of the public is defined and what is included in its definition. Questions 2 and 3 address the extent 

to which communicative and common good conceptions of the public interest ultimately contrast 

in their concern for decision making which privileges participation. Question 4 addresses the 

extent to which planning practices are framed as subjective or objective; value-led or technical in 

nature. In this respect the answers to both questions 3 and 4 may be seen as situated by the 

answers to question 2.  

If the public interest is, in the abstract, a fundamental justification for planning activities, the 

manner in which it is articulated and accounted for in practice is subject to answering these sub-

questions. Using these sub-questions to shape the analysis of the empirical material will therefore 

allow conclusions to be drawn from the analysis that address the overarching research aim and 
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questions. As indicated by Table 6, below, these sub-questions do not immediately map on to the 

research questions but instead allow characteristics of different conceptions of the public interest 

to be identified that will allow them to be answered. 

Table 6: The Links Between  the Conceptual Framework, Research 

Questions and Questions for Analysis  

Table 5 is intended to illustrate how of these questions links back to the research questions and, in 

turn, the variables identified in arriving at different models of the public interest. The chapter now 

turns to a fuller explanation of how the answers to each of the four questions can be situated on a 

continuum or continuums. 

Continuums  

A continuum has been defined as ά! ǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƳƛƴǳǘŜ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜǎέ ό!ƭƭŜƴΣ 

2004, p.102). Its use is adopted here as a way of being able to express where characteristics of 

Characteristics of the 

Public Interest 

Research Questions Questions for Analysis of 

Practice 

What is the aim? 1. What conceptions of the public 

interest are implicit in the 

processes of making and 

following spatial plans? 

Addressed by taking the other 

questions as a whole 

Over what 

geographical and 

time scales do 

decisions have 

impacts? 

2. How do the conceptions of the 

public interest enrolled vary 

with the temporal or spatial 

impact of the issues being 

discussed? 

1. How are the impacts of 

decisions framed in terms of 

both geographical and time 

scales? 

How are decisions 

made? 

3. Who and what shapes the 

conceptions of the public 

interest enrolled in planning 

processes? 

2. In what arenas are decisions 

being made? 

3. What types of knowledge 

are being framed as 

informing decision-making? 

Are decisions framed 

as subjective or 

objective? 

4. Who is involved in making 

decisions? 
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planning processes tend towards one conceptualisation of the public interest or another, without 

seeing the extremes of the continuum as dichotomous, and without forcing examples into 

categories in which they do not comfortably sit.   

As an example, if a key contrast between communicative and common good models of the public 

interest is their ultimate privileging respectively of process and substantive goals, the usefulness of 

a continuum is in recognising that planning practices are unlikely to be characterised by these 

extremes, but will instead tend toward one or the other. This is intended to allow the 

identification of where different conceptions of the public interest are in play, whilst maintaining 

the principle that theoretically it is not possible to privilege outcome or process driven 

conceptions of the public interest. Equally continuums are used as an alternative to dichotomies, 

which do not have sufficient fidelity to accommodate the more nuanced nature of planning 

practice and would not fit well with the recognition of this contrast as a matter of emphasis, 

rather than absolute disagreement.  

Table 7: The Continuums that Address the Questions for Analysis  

Table 7 briefly sets out the continuums on which the answers to each question used to organise 

the analysis is situated.  

 

 

Questions for Analysis of Practice Continuum(s)  Addressing this Question 

1. How are the impacts of decisions framed in 

terms of both geographical and time 

scales? 

 The timescale(s) and geographical scale(s) over 

which decisions are framed as having an 

impact. 

2. In what arenas are decisions being made? The extent to which arenas are politicised or 

de-politicised in nature. 

3. What types of knowledge are being 

framed as informing decision-making? 

The extent to which the knowledge being 

drawn upon is framed as subjective/value-led 

or objective/technical in nature. 

4. Who is involved in making decisions? The extent to which decision-making processes 

are open to the participation of different 

interests, in terms of both influencing and 

making the decision. 
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Continuums and Narrative  

The use of the continuums also needs to be positioned alongside the concept of 'narrative', as it is 

drawn upon throughout the thesis. In particular the continuums are intended to provide a tool for 

understanding how the different narratives set out through the case studies relate back to the 

concept of the public interest; the analysis set out in Chapter 7 is formed by using the continuums 

to interpret the narratives put forward. 

 The term narrative is used so as to recognise that the empirical data presented, as it is put 

forward by different actors and through different texts, is one interpretation of what is happening, 

drawing on particular knowledges.  Often this is about putting forward a persuasive story, 

intended to lead to a particular course of action.  Classifying these interpretations of reality as 

narrative recognises that they tend to oversimplify the context from which they result (Murdoch 

and Abram, 2002). In turn Murdoch and Abram (ibid) relate the way that narratives can cohere 

into a 'black box', becoming accepted without question. 

Equally the use of narrative recognises the interpretive nature of the thesis itself; the arguments 

made through the remaining chapters of the thesis rely on drawing together the data collected 

into a particular story. In this sense the case studies themselves, as they are presented in Chapters 

5 and 6, are the result of drawing together multiple narratives from multiple perspectives; the 

case studies are necessarily simplifications of complex realities. In turn the conclusions in Chapter 

8 are intended to argue for how these narratives should persuade a particular course of action.  

This leads back to the use of the continuums as a way of systematically categorising different 

narratives so as to offer an interpretation of what conceptions of the public interest are present. 

The following sections set out each of these continuums in more detail, explaining their 

relationship to the different conceptualisations of the public interest drawn on in constructing the 

conceptual framework set out in Part 1 of the chapter. 

  



Planning in the Public Interest?                                      96 

 

Continuum 1 : How are the impacts of decisions framed 

in terms of both geographical and  time scales? 

This question addresses the concerns of the conceptual framework with the scalar impacts of 

decisions, as a possible way of organising how the public interest is articulated. Scale is chosen to 

recognise the recurring theme that planning must deal with conflicts between multiple scales, 

recognising that the right thing to do looks different at different scales. It is also chosen as a way 

ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǎŎŀƭŜ ƻŦ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛǎ 

defined; who is actually impacted by different decisions? Particularly this draws on the argument 

developed through the previous chapter that the extent of the public depends on the extent of the 

decision consequences, with a corresponding impact on whether those affected may influence 

decision making processes. The answers to this question draw on the continuums of geographical 

scale and timescale; respectively the size of the geographical area included and the time-span that 

is being thought about, in order to situate the impacts of decisions made during planning activities. 

The resulting continuums on which the impacts of planning may be situated are described by 

Figure 1, below, organised so as to emphasise the point made in relation to the conceptual 

framework; that the scales of time and geography do not necessarily map onto each other. 

Figure1: The Continuums of Geographical Scale and Timescale  

The conceptual framework considers how the English planning system is organised around a set of 

pre-conceived scales, as set out in Table 4 (p.83). It was suggested in Part 1 of Chapter 2,that such 

scales were one way of defining who constituted the public, for whom the public interest is to be 

addressed. However they are less helpful in situating the wider consequences, which are often of 

Localised Impact  

e.g. at the scale 

of a single house 

 

Strategic Impact 

e.g. having impacts 

on a global scale 

Short Term Impact 

e.g. for only months 

or a few years 

Long Term Impact 

e.g. for hundreds of 

years to come 
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a scale that cannot be easily quantified but only imagined in the abstract. In this sense it is 

arguably more helpful to think about geographical scale in more abstract terms; whether decisions 

have an impact at a localised scale or a more strategic scale. For the purpose of situating decision 

impacts timescale stretches from the present into the distant future, though it is also important to 

consider where past decisions are having an impact into the present and future.  

When looking at how different conceptions of the public interest are enrolled in English plan-

making processes examining how the scalar impacts of decisions are framed helps to address how 

the public is conceived of, before examining how decisions are made by/for them, using the other 

continuums outlined.  

Continuum 2: In what arenas are decisions being made?  

Chapter 2 highlighted the inherently political nature of both the public interest and planning 

activities, by virtue of both being value-based and about making choices over courses of action. 

This continuum is about the arenas in which those choices are made, recognising that this has an 

impact on who and what influences decision-making.  

The arenas in which decisions are made, and the extent to which the decisions made in them are 

framed as matters of political choice, or de-politicised, and framed as matters of technical 

necessity, has strong implications for whether what is in the public interest can be articulated in a 

participatory manner. Drawing on the conceptual framework presented in Part 1 this has a clear 

impact on whether the public interest is conceived of as communicative, or in terms of the 

common good. In turn the arenas in which decisions are made sets the context for the following 

continuums that consider the knowledge and participants enrolled in decision-making processes. 

Chapter 2 ŘǊŜǿ ƻƴ IŀȅΩǎ όнллтύ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦȅƛƴƎ a decision as political framed it as a 

matter of choice, to be made through deliberation. Particularly the emphasis must be on the 

freedom to deliberate, rather than assuming that this leads to agreement or even widespread 

consensus (Mouffe, 2005). For Hay the resulting continuum ran between the non-political and 

formal government spheres, with a further non-political sphere beyond formal government, 

where issues move along this continuum through processes of politicisation and de-politicisation. 

In turn this ability to decide how an issue is framed contributes to whether the public interest is 

articulated in a value-led or technically framed manner, as addressed in the next section. 

In order to simplify this it can be suggested that the work is concerned with the extent to which 

the arenas in which decisions are made are politicised or de-politicised in nature, such that 
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decisions are seen as matters of pure preference at one extreme, and as matters of technical 

necessity at the other. Described in this way the continuum on which the answers to this question 

may be situated runs from the politicised to the de-politicised, illustrated by Figure 2.  

 

Figure  2: A Continuum Describing the Extent to Which Decision Making 

is Politicised   

Equally it is useful to contextualise this in terms of how decisions come to be situated in particular 

arenas, given that the tendencies for this to reflect the power relations behind decision making.  

This is about noting where processes of politicisation and de-politicisation are operating. These 

processes recognise the ability of those with power to construct the arena in which decisions are 

made; in common with scale the nature of the arena demands attention to how an issue is framed, 

with consequences for who is involved and the knowledges drawn upon. 

Continuum 3: What types of knowledge are being 

framed as informing decision -making? 

Whilst the normative conceptions of the public interest presented in the conceptual framework 

suggest that the public interest can only be subjectively defined, in terms of particular values, 

there have been attempts to frame the concept in technical terms, for example through technical-

rational planning. This continuum is therefore about examining the knowledges that inform 

planning decisions, in order to understand which conceptions of the public interest are at play.  

Examining the knowledges enrolled in decision-making arenas particularly addresses the concerns 

of a communicative approach to the public interest for enrolling lay knowledges not usually valued, 

explored in greater detail in Part 3 of Chapter 2Σ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ {ŀƴŘŜǊŎƻŎƪΩǎ όмффуύ ǘȅǇƻlogy 

of lay knowledges. This relates to the implicit question of whether better outcomes are the result 

of more, better or different knowledges being enrolled in the process of defining those outcomes. 

However this also contributes to examining how what is in the public interest is arrived at and 

what kinds of judgements are being made about the knowledge needed to make decisions. This is 

Political ς Decisions framed as 

choices to be made 

De-politicised ςDecisions framed 

as matter s of technical necessity 
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important given the evidence from practice discussed in Part 2 of Chapter 2, which suggested that 

how the public interest is conceived of has tended to become structurally embedded. It is given 

added emphasis by discussions of the public domain in Part 1 of Chapter 2, which suggested that 

ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎΩ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŜƳōŜŘ ǾŜǊȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǿŀȅǎ ƻŦ ƳŜŀǎǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŘƻΦ  

Following from the extent to which decision-making arenas are characterised as political there is a 

need to consider the extent to which they are therefore driven by political ideology, rather than 

any form of deliberation or process of knowledge translation. Conversely there has been a 

particular interest in evidence-based policy, as a way of reinforcing the efficacy of knowledge 

translation in making policy and crowding out ideology (Campbell, 2002). To this end the 

knowledges enrolled need to be considered alongside the extent to which different arenas have 

particular conceptions of knowledge bound up with them. 

In this sense a continuum of knowledge types, following on directly from their use in decision-

making spheres, might be suggested. This runs ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ΨinstinctualΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭΩΤ ŀǘ ƻƴŜ 

end of this is a situation where opinion and argument might be suggested to almost crowd out any 

form of evidence or knowledge. At the other end of the continuum is the technical, where an issue 

becomes characterised as something where the right answer is reached through analysis, using 

ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ƻƴƭȅ ōŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ άŜȄǇŜǊǘέΦ This continuum is illustrated in Figure 3.  

 

Figure 3: A Continuum Describing the Nature of the Knowledge Involved 

in Decision Making  

This is not to suggest that any particular end of the continuum can be privileged. Some issues are 

political because there are choices to be made, whilst some technical issues are technical because 

they require a specific knowledge to participate in. In this sense it is also important to ask whether 

different knowledges are being drawn upon in a sincere manner, where sincerity lines up 

alongside accuracy as being crucial elements of truthfulness (Williams, 2002).  

Instinctual e.g. decision made 

according to an emotional reaction 

Technical e.g. that collected 

through quantitative methods. 
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Finally, following the implication that the extent to which a process is participatory and 

deliberative will impact on the knowledges that are enrolled in a planning process, it is necessary 

to examine where the knowledge enrolled in decision making processes is drawn from, setting the 

context for examining whether decision-making processes are open to participation.  

Continuum 4: Who is involved in making decisions?  

The conceptual framework is based on the contrast between process and outcome focussed 

conceptions of the public interest, where the former is rather more concerned with who 

participates in decision-making than the later. This is based on suggestions, particularly implicit to 

a communicative approach to the public interest, that all interests affected by a decision should be 

able to have a say in making that decision. However it is also highly relevant to deliberation about 

which substantive goals should act on planning decisions, in the spirit of the public sphere as it 

was set out in Part 1 of Chapter 2. As such this question addresses the extent to which 

participation is an influence on decision-making in practice. 

!ǎ ǿƛǘƘ ΨƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΩ ƻǇŜƴƴŜǎǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǘŀƪŜƴ ŀǎ ŀ subset of thinking about the arenas in which 

decisions are made; particular arenas have bound up with them historical notions of who should 

be involved. In turn this entails asking whether plan-making processes are open to participation by 

groups or interests who are less explicitly embedded in the sphere in which decisions are made 

but also whether their contributions are taken on board in the decision-making process.  

The openness of decision-making to participation can also be suggested to have an effect on which 

knowledges influence decision-making, with a corresponding impact on whether decisions result 

from an instinctual reaction, from the analysis of one knowledge type, or from the synthesis of 

multiple knowledges (Campbell, 2012a). However it cannot be assumed that a more open 

decision-making process leads to better decisions; on one hand Schön (1983) discusses the role 

artistry and intuition play in being a professional, whilst Campbell (2012a) offers examples of 

where such a judgement can be crucial to action, suggesting that more and/or better knowledge 

does not necessarily translate into a better outcome. Conversely Arnstein (1969) highlights 

participation as a way of enrolling the knowledge of marginalised groups, in turn changing the 

goals of decision-making. Instead, echoing the discussion of knowledge, this is about what kind of 

judgement is being made when deciding whether different groups should be included or excluded.  

There is a further question over the extent to which those interests incƭǳŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎΩ ƻŦ 

ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƛǘȅ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎΩΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƛǎ ǘŀƪŜƴ ǘƻ ƳŜŀƴ ƻǇŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ 
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towards collective wellbeing. Throughout the work public is taken to include the whole range of 

actors that might have an interest in planning but where it is actually important that the extent to 

which actors are pursuing a collective or a self-interest is borne in mind.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: A Continuum Describing the Extent to Which Decision Making 

is Open  

This continuum is therefore about considering the openness of planning processes to participation 

from different interests, as shown in Figure 4, above. At one end of this continuum are those who 

are embedded in the decision making process, starting with those who have ultimate 

responsibility for the decision. At this end of the continuum the process is closed to the 

participation of others. However as the continuum is moved along there is space for other groups 

to participate in the process, ultimately arriving at a completely open process, where there are no 

barriers to participation. It is also about asking whether participation has an influence on how the 

decision is made, in light of the possibility of designing a participatory process but without the 

decision itself being open to the views and knowledge contributed through participation. 

The Relationship Between The Continuums and the 

Conceptu al Framework  

The aim of this part of the chapter has been to set out a series of questions that can be used to 

structure the analysis, where the answers to those questions can be situated on a series of 

continuums. Answering the questions is intended to allow links to be drawn between the empirical 

material and the conceptual framework set out in Part 1 of the chapter; answering the questions 

using the continuums is intended to honour the assertion, made at the end of Chapter 2 and 

reinforced through the conceptual framework, that neither a process or outcome focussed 

conception of the public interest can immediately be privileged. However, in order to illustrate 

how the continuums allow conclusions to be drawn about which conceptions of the public interest 

Decision making open to 

influence by a range of interests 

Decisions made by powerful interests, 

closed to outside influences 
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are apparent in planning practice, it is useful to briefly consider where the normative 

conceptualisations, set out in Part 1, fall on each of the continuums.  

The tendency of substantive goals to be characterised as a matter of necessity suggests that a 

common good approach would tend toward the de-politicised end of Continuum 2; Degree of 

Politicisation, and consequently has, in the past, tended toward the technical end of Continuum 3; 

the Nature of Knowledge. This is not to suggest that the tendency toward technical knowledge can 

be considered normative. Equally, in terms of Continuum 4; Openness, following from its de-

politicised nature, the common good has tended towards a closed decision making process, where 

decisions are a matter of judgement rather than consensus.  

In contrast a communicative conception of the public interest might be normatively positioned as 

seeing decisions as a matter of political choice, at the politicised end of Continuum 2, whilst 

drawing on knowledges from a range of positions on Continuum 3, and positioned toward the 

open end of Continuum 4. Such a positioning reflects the concerns of the communicative approach 

with a process that is open to a range of stakeholders, holding a range of knowledges, with the 

intention of making a consensus decision.  

Continuum 1 was concerned with the impacts of decisions in terms of geographical scale and time 

scale, as a proxy for understanding the extent of a public. To this end the communicative approach 

may be most naturally positioned at scales where all stakeholders can be practically involved in 

the decision-making process. In contrast a common good approach implies judgements must be 

made where the public is too diffuse for this, at the strategic and long term ends of the 

continuums. However it is this relationship between scale and different conceptions of the public 

interest that the empirical research aims to explore. As such the thesis now turns to the 

methodological approach used to explore contemporary English planning practices in depth.  
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CHAPTER 4: DESIGNING AND 

UNDERTAKING THE FIELDWORK 

 

Introduction  

The aim of this chapter is to set out the methodological approach that has been adopted to collect 

data that will allow the research aim to be met. This calls for an approach to data collection that 

will allow it to be analysed in line with the conceptual framework and continuums set out in the 

previous chapter, in order to suggest how the public interest is accounted for in plan-making 

practice, and who this is shaped by.  

This chapter starts by setting out the broad research approach chosen to achieve this aim, and the 

principles underpinning this choice. The chapter then moves to consider the chosen cases and how 

they were arrived at, before detailing how the chosen methodology was applied. Particularly this 

sets out the contribution made by each method to the data collected and the intended approach 

to the analysis of this data. The latter part of the chapter considers how the research was 

ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ŦƻǊ ŜǘƘƛŎŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΣ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ 

position in the process. Overall the structure of the chapter is intended to draw out the contrasts 

between a logically designed process of data collection and the rather messier reality of fieldwork.  

Key Principles  

The chosen methodological approach needs to recognise two key principles that underpin the aim 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŘǊŀǿǎ ƻƴ [ƛƴŘōƭƻƳ ŀƴŘ /ƻƘŜƴΩǎ όмфтфύ ŀǎǎŜǊǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭ ΨǎŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎΩ 

research must necessarily be less than objective in the selection of its research goals; a choice has 

been made to assert that understanding how the public interest is accounted for in plan-making 

practice is important. Indeed, central to this thesis is the argument that the public interest is still 

an important justification for planning activities, but a justification that is only explicitly discussed 
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when it is challenged. Following from this the second principle that must shape how the research 

aim is met is that planners struggle to define the concept of the public interest (See Fox-Rogers 

and Murphy, 2015; Howe 1994 for example). The data collection has therefore taken an approach 

that recognises this by characterising the public interest as an often implicit justification in plan-

making practice, rather than as a concept that is necessarily explicitly discussed.  

The methodology adopted for the empirical research is also predicated on the LƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΩǎ 

assertion that the finished plan document does much to hide the ways in which the policies it 

contains have been reached. This is consistent with the idea of the plan as a black box put forward 

in the introduction; a document presented as solid and robust, but which hides the many conflicts 

and debates behind its preparation (Murdoch and Abram, 2002; Murdoch et al., 1999). The result 

presents particular conceptions of the public interest, embedded in policies intended to act as a 

structuring influence on future planning decisions, by setting technically framed criteria for them.  

In the English local forward-planning context such structures extend to take into account state 

defined policy and legislation, as well as the historically, culturally and geographically embedded 

local context. Conversely the latter part of Chapter 2 sought to reconceptualise the plan as a series 

of arguments for the right way forward (Healey, 2007; Albrechts, 2006). On balance this is about 

recognising the role of structure, but without assuming that such structures, often taken for 

granted, should not be challenged, such that the capacity of agency also needs to be the subject of 

empirical work (Campbell, 2012a; Forester, 1993). The argument is that these structures act on the 

process of writing a forward plan but how they are interpreted, and therefore the impact they 

have, is the result of the interaction of a whole range of agents.  

Given that the concern of the thesis is with exploring the processes of making and following 

forward plans, the empirical research needs to adopt an approach that recognises the plan, and 

the conceptions of the public interest that it embeds, as resulting from the interaction of structure 

and agency, rather than one or the other. This is a set of principles that suggests the use of a 

qualitative methodology to collect rich data that lends itself to interpretation, in order to answer 

the research questions set out at the end of the previous chapter. The empirical work has 

therefore been undertaken in line with a case study approach.  

Adopting a Case Study Approach  

The case study approach involves the selection of particular cases to be explored in depth, using 

multiple research methods. It is an approach that Yin (2003) seeks to revive in the face of it being 
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characterised as less than rigorous. Here the case study approach is chosen as a way of effectively 

accounting for the aforementioned context specific nature of forward plan-making, recognising 

that it can only be fully explained through deep and detailed analysis.  

Yin (ibid) notes that a common question about case studies is whether their results can be 

generalised. However Yin suggests that the potential for generalisation arises from using case 

studies to test theory; this is the approach adopted here, drawing on the conceptual framework 

set out in Chapter 3. Equally Giddens (1984) has asserted that exploring more than one case study 

can help to verify the findings of the first, supporting the development of generalised theory. This 

is particularly relevant to the planning discipline, where there is a need to differentiate between 

practices that are distinctive to particular cases and practices that are more generally prevalent. 

To achieve this it was decided that two case studies should be explored. 

Flyvberg (2006) further notes the importance of choosing case studies carefully, suggesting that 

the validity of any generalisation is improved if such trends are noted in a diverse range of cases. 

In making an appropriate choice of cases the first step was therefore to define what characteristics 

might have an impact on how the public interest might be articulated.  

Case Study Characteristics  

The extent to which this is again a time of transition for the plan-making process in England was 

outlined in Chapter 2. In this context Chapter 3 put forward the Local Planning Authority (LPA) as 

the scale at which plan-making has most consistently taken place and the scale at which decisions 

about individual planning applications are generally made; in this sense the LPA is taken for 

granted as the scale at which planning activities take place in the English context, thereby making 

it the most appropriate scale at which to consider how the public interest is articulated and 

accounted for. MoreoǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ƴƻǘŜŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ Ψ[t!Ω ŎƻǳƭŘ ƴƻ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ōŜ 

ŀǎǎǳƳŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ΨŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘΩΣ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ōŜƛƴƎ ƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ ǾŀǊƛŜŘ ƛƴ ƛǘǎ ǳǎŜΦ 

Recognising this variety the research uses as its focus the Core Strategy, as the document 

produced under the post-нллп 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǘƻ ǎŜǘ ƻǳǘ ŜŀŎƘ ŀǊŜŀΩǎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎΤ ƛƴ 

the context of slow plan-making progress (Watson, 2009) it is this document that LPAs have most 

likely completed and will therefore continue to influence planning activities whilst local authorities 

work to prepare the Local Plans reintroduced by the post-2010 Coalition Government. 

The reframing of the plan as a series of arguments that are employed to achieve desirable spatial 

outcomes does not necessarily suggest that they must be written down in a formal plan. However 



Planning in the Public Interest?                                      106 

 

the process involved in preparing a Core Strategy requires such arguments to be prepared, such 

that those who have been through the process are arguably better placed to reflect on their 

preparation. Equally the extent to which arguments put forward through the Core Strategy are 

employed when making decisions about planning applications is relevant to looking at how the 

public interest is accounted for. Accordingly the Core Strategy provides a focus for the research 

common to all of the case studies. 

The number of cases chosen is a product of the need to draw on a breadth of experiences within a 

limited time period, whilst taking advantage of the depth that a case study approach offers, 

requiring a considerable amount of time to explore each case study in detail. Moreover a key 

reason for adopting a case study approach lies in the extent to which exploring planning activities 

is about entering into a situation over which the researcher has little control and an incomplete 

knowledge of the nature of the case until they are deeply involved in it (Flyvberg, 2006; Yin, 2003).  

The choice of cases was made based on considering a series of known characteristics, following 

from the concern of the research questions with scale, in terms of both time and geography. It was 

considered important to choose cases with characteristics that changed the scales at which 

planning activities would have an impact, in turn potentially changing how the public interest is 

articulated. The following three characteristics were felt to do this by explicitly introducing 

particular scales or scalar impacts to the forward planning process.  

The Presence of Community Planners or a Neighbourhood Plan 

Neighbourhood planning was in its infancy when the research was being planned. However the 

number of communities opting to prepare a Neighbourhood Plan has rapidly increased in the 

meantime, often with support from local authorities. The Neighbourhood Plan introduces plans 

with statutory force at a more localised scale than has previously been the case in England, with 

the significant potential to change how the public interest is conceived of. 

The Production of a Core Strategy through Joint-Working 

Increasingly district tier authorities in England have brought together their plan-making functions 

to prepare joint or aligned plans, through both statutory agreements that constitute a new LPA, 

and through more informal mechanisms. This considerably expands the geographical area for 

which plans are prepared, potentially changing how the public interest is articulated, not least by 

changing the interests and groups involved. A similar trend is apparent in the formation of unitary 

authorities under the post-1997 Labour government. However the sense of changing the scale for 
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plan-making activities might be expected to be a more explicit narrative in areas undertaking joint-

working, where a conscious decision has been made to work jointly on plan-making. 

National Interests 

Debates around the approval of the High Speed Two railway line have demonstrated the potential 

for conflict between local, regional and national conceptions of the public interest. As such the 

choice of a case study with an explicit national dimension, for example around environmental 

designations or economic concerns, might be expected to provoke debate of what is in the public 

interest at the local scale.  

The Chosen Cases 

In choosing two cases that addressed these characteristics a short listing process was undertaken, 

considering a range of cases that might offer an insight into how the public interest is articulated. 

The two cases eventually chosen are Central Lincolnshire and the Peak District National Park. 

Neither case was entirely unknown to the author prior to the fieldwork; during a work placement 

the author spent time with the Central Lincolnshire Joint Planning Unit. Equally the author is based 

in Sheffield, on the edge of the Peak District National Park, and has spent considerable time in the 

Park. Whilst neither experience was enough to be able to fully understand the nature of each case 

it did allow an insight into whether the cases were likely to be appropriate.  

When thinking about the choices of case a list of infrastructure cases being decided at the time by 

the Infrastructure Planning Unit of the Planning Inspectorate was drawn up, the idea that the 

Planning Inspectorate acts on behalf of central government being used as a proxy for the 

introduction of an explicitly national interest to the planning process. However this was not felt to 

be an easy process to access, due to the actors involved. Instead the Peak District National Park 

was pursued as an example of an embedded national interest, but one where this national interest 

is expressed rather differently. 

Prior to the selection of the Peak District National Park thought was also to South East Lincolnshire, 

covering Boston and South Holland Borough Councils, and sharing part of its boundary with the 

North Kesteven part of Central Lincolnshire. This was put forward as a more directly comparable 

case to Central Lincolnshire, billed as a Local Plan being prepared by a Joint Planning Unit, 

overseen by a Joint Strategic Planning Committee, and also established through the use of a 

Parliamentary Order. As such it was felt that the fine grain differences between this case and 

Central Lincolnshire would allow a greater understanding of what could be generalised about joint 
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plan-making and what was specific to each case study, picking up on the balance between 

structure and agency as shaping the forward planning process. The process went as far as a 

ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩǎ tƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ tƻƭƛŎȅ aŀƴŀƎŜǊ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭƛǘȅ spending time 

with the policy team. Ultimately however the Peak District National Park was felt to better reflect 

the interest of the thesis in how the scales of time and geography might shape how the public 

interest is thought about, allowing different comparisons to be made.   

For each case initial contact was made via email, starting with the officer responsible for planning 

policy. In Central Lincolnshire this was facilitated by having previously engaged with the team, and 

having worked with one of the team leaders in a previous role. This choice of contact was tactical, 

based on the need to recognise that such teams operate hierarchically, but where contacting more 

senior LPA managers was felt to be unlikely to elicit a response. For each case this proved 

appropriate in gaining a foothold in the case study and was followed up with a face-to-face 

meeting to talk through the proposed fieldwork, particularly the practicality of being embedded in 

ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩǎ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǘŜŀƳΦ Between the two cases it can be argued that they embody all 

three of these characteristics, in ways that are further detailed below.  

Case Study 1: Central Lincolnshire  

From the case study characteristics identified Central Lincolnshire is an example of joint-working 

between three district authorities, leading to the preparation of a forward plan for an area much 

larger than the typical Local Plan. The designation of Central Lincolnshire as a formal functional 

area for the purposes of forward planning comes from its identification in the 2009 East Midlands 

Regional Plan as the Central Lincolnshire Housing Market Area, though this does not tell the entire 

story. In terms of timescales Central Lincolnshire is therefore a relatively recent construction, 

being formally constituted in 2009. The amalgamation is formally constituted by an Act of 

Parliament, but one where the driving force has arguably been relatively local in nature. 

 The other characteristic that sets Central Lincolnshire apart from a unitary authority, many of 

which are at a similar geographical scale, is that the authorities involved continue to maintain their 

separate identity and organisation, working together for the purposes of forward planning only. 

Equally the county council is a partner, such that Central Lincolnshire is about the preparation of a 

Local Plan at one geographical scale, by authorities organised at two other geographical scales.  

Central Lincolnshire is also home to several Neighbourhood Planning efforts, a characteristic that 

was suggested to introduce another geographical scale to forward planning efforts.   
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At the time of the fieldwork the organisation was in the process of preparing a Core Strategy, due 

for examination shortly after the completion of the fieldwork, although this intention was later 

overtaken by circumstances. The process of preparing the plan was therefore a live one, though 

the principle of large scale housing growth had already been established.  

Case Study 2: Peak District National Park  

The Peak District National Park forms the second case study, selected in response to the 

characteristics of the Central Lincolnshire case study that became apparent during the initial 

fieldwork phase. Many characteristics of the Peak Park appear superficially similar to Central 

Lincolnshire; it is a much larger area than a typical local authority and is also an amalgamation of 

parts of several other local authorities. Equally it is home to Neighbourhood Planning efforts. 

However the differences lie in the detail; planning in the Park is the responsibility of the Peak 

District National Park Authority, a single entity with a single set of officers and members.  

In addition, responding to the suggestion that an explicit national dimension might introduce a 

different scalar consideration, the Peak District National Park was defined by the National Parks 

and Access to the Countryside Act 1949, and has a much longer history as a formally defined entity 

than Central Lincolnshire, this Act of Parliament coming into force in 1951. TƘŜ ŀǊŜŀΩǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘƛƻƴ 

as a National Park brings into play the Sandford principle, requiring conservation to take priority 

over the public enjoyment of the Park where the two conflict (PDNPA, 2011). This brings into play 

a very different agenda to the economic growth ideal enshrined in the NPPF (DCLG, 2012) that 

most Local Planning Authorities, including Central Lincolnshire, are expected to comply with.  

Fieldwork Approach  

A key aspect of the case study approach is the potential to build depth through the use of mixed 

methods, to allow the triangulation of date (Yin, 2003). The methodology for the research was 

designed to allow this triangulation by adopting the methods of semi-structured interviews, 

document analysis and observation. The core data was collected through a series of interviews 

with planners, elected members and other interests involved with preparing and utilising the Core 

Strategy. This was contextualised by considering the plan documents themselves, seeking 

evidence of their preparation and understanding the issues selected for inclusion. Finally using 

opportunities to observe parts of the planning process in each case were felt to provide an 

opportunity to ground the interviews in the context of everyday practice.  
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A distinctive part of the fieldwork approach was spending time embedded in the planning policy 

team for each case, allowing observation of their day-to-day practices and the different groups 

that they engaged with. In the spirit of the case study approach this allowed a much deeper 

understanding of each case to developed. Particularly by attending different meetings this also 

allowed contact to be made with a wide range of potential interviewees.  

The fieldwork phase began in late October 2012 and was completed in November 2013. Within 

this period interviews were conducted between November 2012 and November 2013. Work in the 

Peak District began somewhat later than in Central Lincolnshire, with observational work and 

interviews commencing in March 2013. For each case the time spent with the policy team 

amounted to one or two days a week over the course of the fieldwork period, further detailed 

under the section entitled ΨObservationΩ. The chapter now turns to an account of the fieldwork 

that sets out the different methods adopted and the contribution of each to the research.   

Interviews  

The primary method adopted was interviews. In accordance with recognising the value of ordinary 

knowledge the assumption behind the use of an interview is that actors hold situated knowledge 

that can only be accessed through creating the right social situation and asking the right questions 

(Mason, 2002). Semi-structured interviews were chosen over structured interviews because they 

better recognise the situatedness of the interviewee and the need to record their specific 

experiences as they are shaped by their local context (ibid), something that is particular relevant 

to the context-specific nature of planning activities. Interviews are not the only way to access this 

information but perhaps represent the most logical method for being able to explore and follow 

up the answers of participants. 

Lƴƛǘƛŀƭƭȅ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǇƭŀƴƴŜǊǎ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ƛƴ ǇǊŜǇŀǊƛƴƎΣ ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ΨƪŜŜǇƛƴƎΩ ǘƘŜ /ƻǊŜ 

Strategy that interviews were conducted with, for both case studies. This included planners in 

both more senior and junior positions in the team hierarchy. However it was also important to 

take account of the idea that planning cannot be positioned as an activity carried out only by those 

defining themselves as planners, so that it was also important to interview elected members, 

private sector interests and representatives of other groups with a stake in the planning process.  

Recruitment of Interviewees 

Prior to the fieldwork it was easy to suggest an initial list of interviewees that would be common 

to each case, including planners, elected members, parish councillors and senior managers. 
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However the distinctive interests involved in each case could only be identified once embedded in 

the case, particularly through the observation opportunities that this afforded. Examples of these 

included pressure groups and members of the Local Enterprise Partnerships. Equally the 

interviewees themselves were able to suggest other possible interviewees, a form of snowballing. 

Table 8 indicates the range of categories from which different interviewees were drawn.  

Central Lincolnshire Peak District National Park 
6 planners of varying seniority 4 planners of varying seniority 

4 planners and other officers working closely 
with the case study authority 

1 planner from an adjacent authority 

4 director level officers from the partner 
authorities 

2 director level officers from the case study 
authority 

5 elected members from the partnership 2 members of the case study authority 

2 elected members from the partner authorities 1 member of Parliament 

4 parish councillors and Neighbourhood Plan 
representatives 

4 town and parish councillors 

1 LEP member and 1 LEP officer 1 LEP officer 

1 major landowner 2 estate owners/representatives 

1 environmental organisation representative 2 campaign group representatives 

Relevant to Both Cases 
4 representatives of national membership organisations 
Table 8: Categories of Interviewees  

Data Collected 

Overall the fieldwork included 51 interviews with a variety of actors, including planners, elected 

members, senior officers, parish councillors and representatives of other organisations involved in 

the forward planning process. A full list of interviewees can be found at Appendix 4. These 

interviews varied significantly in length, from five minutes with a Member of Parliament, to 

around an hour and a half. Most interviews lasted between forty minutes and an hour, using the 

interview schedules found at Appendix 3 as a basis. The approach adopted was to allow 

interviewees to settle into the interview setting with some basic questions about their day-to-day 

ǊƻƭŜ ŀƴŘ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎŜǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŎŜƴŜ ŦƻǊ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƴƎ ŜŀŎƘ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŜΩǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ 

processes, with the semi-structured approach allowing follow up questions to be asked where 

helpful. However the interview schedule was evaluated and modified for each interview, reflecting 

that the draft interview schedule was designed specifically with planners in mind.  

The balance between the two case studies in terms of the number of interviews looks slightly 

skewed, with 28 interviews specific to Central Lincolnshire and 19 specific to the Peak District 

National Park. However this imbalance reflects the added complexity of the Central Lincolnshire 
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case in terms of the organisation of the authority; the involvement of four local authorities in the 

Central Lincolnshire meant that many actors were duplicated across all four authorities.  

Analysis Approach 

In analysing the collected data to prepare the following two chapters an electronic approach to 

coding was specifically rejected; whilst programmes such as NVivo can be used to code interview 

transcripts, it was felt that adopting such a programme had the potential to lose the richness of 

the themes and data that were key reasons for adopting the interview method. Instead the 

analysis of the data has therefore been achieved over the course of a year, through a gradual 

refining of the interview data into a clear narrative for each case through a set of themes that 

highlight important tendencies in the data, as well as allowing each case to be compared 

effectively. This is about looking for patterns in the data that suggest the prevalence of particular 

approaches to practice. In turn a more structured analysis has been undertaken using the 

continuums set out in Chapter 3, in order to identify how different practices in each case display 

characteristics that correspond to particular conceptions of the public interest. This recognises the 

need to build analysis in stages rather than jumping straight to conclusions (Jackson, 2001).  

Observation  

As with document analysis, observation is included as a method of data collection in order to 

provide context to the data collected through interviews. Such observations are ancillary to the 

main series of interviews and are entirely dependent on appropriate opportunities arising but 

usefully contextualise the interview data. This is about taking the opportunity to observe parts of 

the process that provide additional insight into how the public interest is accounted for. As with 

interviews the importance of positionality is recognised; the idea that observing a situation will 

ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ǿƛƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ǎǳōǘƭŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ 

being observed. In observation situations this needs to be managed through an awareness of body 

language and choice of clothing. Any observations are recorded through note-taking as it is felt 

that electronic recording will impact too heavily on the dynamic of the situation, particularly in 

requiring written consent rather than simple verbal consent.  

Data Collection 

The observation element for both cases studies was substantial, involving working within the case 

study authorities for one or two days a week, throughout most of the fieldwork period. For both 

cases this involved sitting in the offices of the forward planning teams and undertaking particular 
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ǎǘǊŜŀƳǎ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪΣ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŀ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŜŀŎƘ ǘŜŀƳΩǎ ǿƻǊƪƭƻŀŘΦ CƻǊ ǘƘŜ tŜŀƪ 5ƛǎǘǊƛŎǘ ǘƘƛǎ 

involved working through historical files to piece together the history of housing development in 

the Park. In this sense the process of observation became intertwined with the process of 

document analysis, as it involved reading in detail the documents prepared by each authority. In 

Central Lincolnshire the work involved attending and writing up the minutes ŦƻǊ ŀ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ Ψ5ǳǘȅ 

ǘƻ /ƻƻǇŜǊŀǘŜΩ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀŘƧŀŎŜƴǘ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΦ !ǘ ƻƴŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ /ŜƴǘǊŀƭ [ƛƴŎƻƭƴǎƘƛǊŜ 

also involved trying to draw a tree for a leaflet explaining the plans for housing growth in the area. 

Diaries were kept of key happenings whilst in and around the offices. However, in recognition of 

the ethically grey area around observation practices, given that it is not subject to specific consent, 

these diaries were deliberately devoid of specifying which actors were saying what. 

For Central Lincolnshire the observation element extended to making detailed notes about the 

public committee meetings. This was reflected by observing several of the monthly development 

control committee meetings in the Peak Park and, in turn, by observing a couple of development 

control committee meetings at North Kesteven District Council and Lincoln City Council. These 

meetings were particularly useful in identifying elected members who would be appropriate 

interviewees. Additionally the Peak Park development control committee meetings proved useful 

in identifying some of the other key campaign groups and estate owners with an interest in the 

Park. In Central Lincolnshire the committee meetings helped in the identification of other key 

officers who were part of the plan-making process but not formally part of the Joint Planning Unit. 

Analysis Approach 

The usefulness of data collected during observation is about being able to situate data collected 

during interviews within the day to day practices and processes in each case. In this sense events 

recorded through observation have been integrated into the analysis of the interview material, in 

order to enrich the narrative for each case.  

Document Analysis  

There is value to developing a detailed understanding of the published plan and other documents 

related to the planning process, both as a context for the interviews and in looking to see whether 

what is written is explicit about the scalar impacts of policy.  

Data Collected 

The document analysis focuses on the Core Strategy documents for each case, using these to set a 

context for the narrative relayed through the interviews and observations. Particularly Chapter 1 
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characterised spatial strategies as a set of arguments, intended to be persuasive about how an 

area should develop. In this sense the purpose of looking at these documents is to understand 

what they seek to make the argument for.  

Analysis Approach 

Yanow (2000) recognises that these documents can be interpreted in multiple ways but elaborates 

on the need to ignore the temptation to conflate interpretation with being impressionistic and 

carry out such analysis in a rigorous and systematic manner. To this end the main role of 

document analysis can be described as developing a rich and detailed context for the interview 

data. As such it is also necessary to consider the possibilities for observation in building up a 

detailed picture of the local context. Along with the document analysis the data collected through 

observation has been integrated into the narrative for each case, as a way of confirming or 

challenging the views put forward by interviewees. 

Ethics 

The research was subject to ethical review by the Department of Town and Regional Planning at 

the University of Sheffield, a process that was extremely useful in thinking through the impacts of 

the research on the participants. This is about acknowledging that participants are not passive or 

neutral actors and that their participation will have personal implications beyond giving up the 

time to be interviewed. There is potential for the interview process to have positive impacts on 

the participants; previously the idea of planners particularly as reflexive actors has been 

considered, such that the interview process, if it is successful in prompting the interviewee to 

think deeply about their experiences, could prove to be an opportunity for the type of reflection 

advocated, thereby prompting the interviewee to think about how they act in the future.  

Conversely it is critical that the potential for interviews to uncover more uncomfortable 

experiences needs to be acknowledged. On one hand the interview may prove cathartic in this 

sense, giving the interviewee the opportunity to share their more uncomfortable experiences in a 

protected environment, an opportunity to ΨǳƴōǳǊŘŜƴΩ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ 

simply increases the importance of strong procedures for the protection of data, and explaining to 

participants how it will be used (Punch, 2006), in order to reassure that it will not be possible to 

identify them directly in the published outcomes. However thought was given as to whether 

anonymisation should be extended to the removal of location names and positions from any 
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publications and the extent to which this will compromise the usefulness of the data. The consent 

form set out in Appendix 1 specifically asks participants to agree to their position being referred to.  

The way in which informed consent is introduced to interviewees also needs to be carefully 

thought about. On one hand mechanisms such as consent forms and information sheets act as 

reassurance to the interviewee that their participation is not taken lightly. For the purposes of this 

research the consent form can be seen at Appendix 1 and the information sheet at Appendix 2. On 

the other hanŘ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŦǊƻƳ Ǉŀǎǘ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴ ƻǾŜǊ-emphasis on 

such procedures cannot help put the interviewee at ease, particularly if the project title is included 

which suggests the type of answers or conclusions that the study might focus on. Accordingly a 

careful balance needs to be struck between ensuring that appropriate consent is obtained in an 

entirely uncoerced way and over-formalising the procedures to the point that they taint the 

interview itself. As with past practice this was achieved by sending the interviewee the consent 

form and information sheet in advance, allowing them sufficient time to reflect on whether they 

were happy to take part in the research. The information sheet places emphasis on the decision to 

participate being purely a personal one, which should not be influenced by anyone around them. 

Reflections on Positionality  

Intrinsic to ethical practice is the recognition of the ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǘȅΣ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ 

section aims to address. It is not possible to abstract the semi-structured interview from its 

situatedness in social interaction (Mason, 2002) such that adopting this approach requires the 

researcher to be highly aware of how their own opinions may influence their choice of questions 

and therefore the data elicited. As noted in the Introduction the author approached this research 

having had fifteen months experience of working in the planning policy section of a local authority. 

This also involved significant joint-working, on both housing studies and on the initial stages of a 

new Core Strategy, though the joint working was of a less formal nature. Additionally it was noted 

that the author spent part of a two week placement with the Central Lincolnshire policy team.  

This familiarity can be argued to be both positive and negative. The extent to which this allowed 

access to officers working within the case study areas is reflected in the bias towards interviews 

with officers and elected members. This experience might have been expected to generate 

sympathy towards the viewpoint of officers and members. However the wide variety of actors 

included in the interview process helped to redress this balanceΤ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ ƻǇŜƴƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ 

different viewpoints is reflected in how easy it was to sympathise with the position of different 

interviewees, despite the tensions between their positions.   
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It can be further argued that the resulting pre-conceptions about the cases that result from this 

familiarity are outweighed by being able to predict their suitability as cases that would help to 

ƳŜŜǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀƛƳΦ 9ǉǳŀƭƭȅΣ ŦƻǊ ōƻǘƘ ŎŀǎŜǎΣ ōŜƛƴƎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŜŘ ΨƛƴǎƛŘŜΩ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜǎ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ 

to a number of meetings that would have otherwise have not been possible to observe, such as 

access to the regular team meetings. Particularly in Central Lincolnshire this allowed access to the 

committee briefing sessions that were not open to the public, as well as meetings about, for 

example, communicating the planned growth in Lincolnshire to the public, and the Duty to Co-

operate meetings previously mentioned. In the Peak District this allowed access to a Duty to 

Cooperate meeting, held by an adjacent authority in the Greater Manchester area. 

Conclusion  

The previous chapter identified a research aim and a set of research questions which will allow the 

research aim to be met. The intention of this chapter has been to set out the approach adopted to 

collecting data in order to address the research questions and, ultimately, allow some conclusions 

to be drawn about how the public interest is accounted for in the process of making and following 

plans in the English context. It is to the stories of Central Lincolnshire and the Peak District 

National Park that the thesis now turns.  
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CHAPTER 5: CENTRAL 

LINCOLNSHIRE: FORWARD 

PLANNING THROUGH JOINT 

WORKING 

 

WHAT IS CENTRAL LINCOLNSHIRE?  
Central Lincolnshire is the name which describes the amalgamation of three local authority areas; 

the City of Lincoln, North Kesteven and West Lindsey, for the purposes of forward spatial planning. 

Figure 5, below, illustrates the geographical extent of Central Lincolnshire. The resulting 

construction has a population of some 285,500 people, spread over an area of 2116 square 

kilometres (CLJSPC, 2013); an area slightly smaller than Luxembourg, but with around half the 

population.  

¢ƘŜ 5ǊŀŦǘ /ƻǊŜ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΩǎ Ψ±ƛǎƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ /ŜƴǘǊŀƭ [ƛƴŎƻƭƴǎƘƛǊŜΩ όibid, pp.26-27) is oriented toward 

improving the area through both economic and housing growth and the introduction of low 

carbon technologies. Consequently this is a vision for an area significantly changed in character 

through significant population growth; the word ΨǊǳǊŀƭΩ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǾƛǎƛƻƴΦ aŜŀƴǿƘƛƭŜΣ 

ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ƘŀƴŘŦǳƭ ƻŦ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƴŀƳŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀΩǎ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛǾŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ŀǎ ƛǘ ŜȄƛǎǘǎ 

ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅ ǊŜǎƛŘŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ǎŜƴǘŜƴŎŜΣ ƛƴ ŀ ǿƛǎƘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀΩǎ ΨŘŀǊƪ ǎƪƛŜǎΩ Φ 

The area is contextualised by borders with Nottinghamshire and northern parts of Lincolnshire20; 

the latter sit on the banks of the River Humber and tend to be economically oriented in that 

direction, whilst connections with Bassetlaw (Nottinghamshire) are severed by the River Trent. In 

                                                           
20

 Nottinghamshire is a two-tier county, so that Central Lincolnshire borders with the district tier authorities of Newark 
and Sherwood, and Bassetlaw, as well as with Nottinghamshire County Council. Though part of the historic county of 
Lincolnshire, North East and North Lincolnshire are unitary authorities, not covered by Lincolnshire County Council. 
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terms of transport connections the area is bypassed by several key routes such as the A1 and East 

Coast mainline, whilst Lincoln itself has only recently seen the introduction of direct train services 

to London, if these are infrequent and tend to be extensions of existing services to Nottingham 

and Newark. Lincoln is the only city in Central Lincolnshire, though, with a population of around 

100,000 people, it is smaller than many large UK towns. Sleaford and Gainsborough form the next 

largest towns, followed by a tier of large villages and small towns that differ more in terminology 

than in size. Caistor, Market Rasen, Ruskington and Heckington are examples of these. Otherwise 

the area is mostly rural in nature, its economy characterised by agriculture and food processing, 

several Royal Air Force bases, tourism, public sector employment and, particularly in Lincoln, 

engineering (CLJSPC, 2013).  

Rescaling the Local Plan  

The Central Lincolnshire partnership was legally constituted as the Local Planning Authority (LPA), 

with decision-making powers over forward planning for the area in October 2009, by 

parliamentary order, under Section 29 of the 2004 Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act. Made 

by the Secretary of State on behalf of Parliament this order gave these powers to the Central 

Lincolnshire Joint Strategic Planning Committee (JSPC), made up of elected members from each of 

the partner authorities. Its constitution by statutory instrument means that it can only be 

disbanded in the same way. A distinctive characteristic of the partnership is its portrayal as a 

formation at the district scale, driven by the three district councils choosing to come together, but 

also including the county council. Furthermore it is a decision to merge forward planning functions 

only, as opposed to merging completely. The result is a geographical area much larger than the 

single district for which Local Plans are typically made, whilst also giving the county tier authority a 

formal role in local plan-making, unlike a unitary authority. Whilst this model is increasingly 

common in England the Central Lincolnshire partnership is distinctive in the way each partner 

maintains its own identity. 

¢ƘŜ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊΩǎ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǘǊŀŎŜ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǎŎŀƭƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ [ƻŎŀƭ tƭŀƴ Ƙŀǎ ŀffected its preparation 

and, in turn, influenced how other groups engage with it. It begins by considering the drivers 

ōŜƘƛƴŘ ƛǘǎ ŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇΩǎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ ƛǘǎ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎŀƭ ǎŎƻǇŜΦ 

Thought is then given to some key issues being enrolled in the plan-making process. The chapter 

then moves to narrate how the restructuring has affected the way in which other groups engage 

with the forward planning process, concluding with a short note on recent changes to the 

partnership. 
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Figure  5: A Map of Central Lincolnshire  




















































































































































































































































































































































































