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Drawing on a mix of policy learning and new institutionalist theory, the paper sets out the empirical evidence
regarding the unfolding of neighbourhood planning (NP) in England during more than ten years of participatory
practice. What has been learned about how this policy has been shaped reflexively by institutional actors is
reviewed, drawing on two significant national research studies. The contribution of the paper is to provide a
detailed consideration of neighbourhood planning as practiced over a decade and the policy iterations that have
featured in that time, including what this tells us conceptually. We conclude this process has produced a range of

neighbourhood planning forms that are reflected through the interplay of institutionalised agency, local con-
ditions, policy iterations and varied community-local scale dynamics.

1. Chapter 1 - Introduction
1.1. Neighbourhood planning in England

A crisis of legitimacy for traditional planning processes has been
widely recognised and well documented. In the UK, this has formed part
of an open debate about the legitimacy of public sector planning since
the late 1960s (Fearn and Davoudi, 2022). The first fully rehearsed
discussions followed the publication of the Skeffington Report in 1969
which trailed public participation in planning for the first time (Damer
and Hague, 1971; Garner et al., 1979). Once formal rights to participate
in the planning system had been established however, debates over how
best to enable participation and to create a more inclusive process have
continued (Glass, 1979; Innes & Booher, 2000; Inch et al., 2019;
Brownill & Inch, 2019). Such debates feature as part of critical questions
over the legitimacy of planning systems worldwide (Taylor, 2019;
Healey, 1998).

By the turn of the 21st Century, the UK had experimented with a
variety of governance tools to encourage citizen engagement in plan-
ning, such as Statements of Community Involvement (ODPM, 2004;
Parker et al, 2021), Community Strategies (Raco et al., 2006;
Tewdwr-Jones et al., 2006; Bailey, 2010; Lambert, 2006) and Parish
Planning (Gallent et al., 2008; Parker, 2008; Parker and Murray, 2012),
as well as localised action programmes developed from above, such as
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the Single Regeneration Budget, City Challenge and the New Deal for
Communities (Dargan, 2009; Lawless & Pearson, 2012; Hildreth, 2016).
Local Authorities had, in some instances, attempted to innovate and go
beyond more passive forms of participatory ‘rights’ by adopting delib-
erative processes, some inspired by pioneering work shaped through the
Local Agenda 21 initiative in the 1990s (Coenen, 2009; Baker et al.,
2010), and often directed towards broader goals than land use planning.
Others had attempted to use deliberative tools such as citizen panels,
citizen assemblies, and focus groups to go beyond formal planning
(Lowndes et al., 2001; Laurian, 2009; Flinders & Dommett, 2013), and
experimentation has been a feature of progressive planning interna-
tionally for the past two decades (Fung and Wright, 2003; Hossu et al.,
2022). By the mid-2000 s various experiments with forms of community
action had prompted discussion about further devolution (or ‘double
devolution’), involving ceding some powers to the very local level and,
critically, involving a shift from participation and concerns over inclu-
sivity, to forms of community control in planning. Such processes of
experimentation and implementation of participation options have
featured across different planning jurisdictions, although few if any have
placed control of a formal plan in the hands of citizen-volunteers. We
anticipate that by framing the experience of Neighbourhood Planning
(NP) in England and in the theoretical terms deployed here, there may
be useful lesson-drawing for other countries. This may be both in terms
of how such policy evolves but also how similar policy design for other
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countries could anticipate and embrace policy learning and modification
(Dabrowski, Musiatkowska & Polverari, 2018; Rose, 2004).

In parallel to more supportive voices, a body of critical literature
developed questioning the relationship between community control and
forms of responsibilisation (Cooke and Kothari, 2001; Raco, 2009; Pill,
2021). A vast amount of literature has now been produced considering
participatory initiatives in the UK alone. It is in this context that we focus
on Neighbourhood Planning, as formally introduced in England under
the 2011 Localism Act and as part of a wider range of localist initiatives
which have attempted to experiment with forms of citizen influence over
local planning policy since the early 2000 s. Our geographical focus here
is therefore confined to England. This can be justified by the extent of
policy experimentation over a decade in the context of a polity that
continues to be a “symbolic marker of neoliberalisation” (Newman,
2014: p. 3293) and neighbourhood planning emblematic of that
experimentation (Dobson & Parker, 2023). The therefore provides a
reflective account of a participatory planning initiative that is confined
to one country but is of international significance.

Neighbourhood Planning (NP) in England was a product of the
Conservative-led coalition government’s response to New Labour’s own
localism policy agenda (Wargent, 2021; Parker, 2014). It represented
the decentralisation strand of the more amorphous Big Society agenda
that valorised the role of communities, placing them centre stage in the
future development of neighbourhoods (Buser, 2013; Williams et al.,
2014; Lister, 2015). The significance of NP lay in its status as the first
citizen-led planning tool to confer statutory power on the outcome of
community planning processes. This was to be the key plank in the
agenda outlined by Eric Pickles as the incoming Secretary of State at the
then Department of Communities and Local Government (DCL®)! in
2010:

If you want people to feel connected to their communities. Proud of
their communities. Then you give people a real say over what happens in
their communities... it will continue the overhaul of the planning sys-
tem: to put the community back in charge of how their area develops...
We want to make sure people can take control and take responsibility in
their street, their estate, their town. Solving problems and taking action
for themselves. With neighbourhoods, people working together, as the
basis for the Big Society (Eric Pickles, June 2010: no pagination).

At the time of writing, over a decade of NP practice had accumulated,
and the policy has assumed a central place in the localism agenda in
England. It continues to be one of its most visible and resistant policies,
even as planning reforms have subsequently struggled to maintain the
wider localism agenda as a priority, and with new waves of policy pri-
orities emerging such as the ‘levelling-up’ agenda since 2019 (Powell
et al., 2021; Parker et al., 2022).

In this paper, we review the literature produced around the policy
and reflect on the findings of two nationwide studies produced for the
UK government in 2014 (Parker et al., 2014) and 2020 (Parker et al.,
2020), alongside multiple other research projects concerning NP (e.g.
Wargent, 2021; Yuille, 2020; Salter, 2022; Parker et al., 2020). We
assess NP by drawing on policy learning and new institutionalist the-
ories, which consider how and why policy is implemented and iterated
over time. A central contribution conceptually is to discuss NP in the
light of multiple ‘implementation agents’ as part of a co-production
process that includes citizens, consultants and local authority officers,
as well as national level civil servants (Parker et al., 2015). This sharing

! DCLG was the government department responsible for introducing and then
managing NP in 2010. Since then, the department has been renamed twice, first
in January 2018, following Theresa May elevation to Prime Minister, the
department was renamed the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local
Government (MHCLG) in order to reflect a new political emphasis on housing.
In September 2021, Prime Minister, Boris Johnson, refashioned the department
yet again, under the moniker Department for Levelling Up, Housing and
Communities (DLUHC), which remains at the time of writing.
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of roles and responsibilities serves to complicate feedback loops about
success, the need for change, and possible policy solutions. Moreover to
bring together considerations of power and the governance of policy
when examining policy implementation and learning/modification.

Given the tension-filled history of participation in planning, the
complexity of the subject matter, and issues with the policy design,
perhaps predictably the extant literature on NP paints a mixed picture of
successes and limitations (Wargent & Parker, 2018). Learning lessons
from this experiment in community empowerment is important in
ascertaining the benefit to local citizens and wider society (Smith, 2009;
Root, 2007; Parker et al., 2020) as well as how policymakers and other
key actors adapt, learn and communicate with each other about policy
design. Understanding the feedback loops and policy iterations are
therefore critical given the established trajectory of a policy aimed at
enabling greater civic involvement in planning. Central to this is un-
derstanding how and why such tools are received, interpreted, and
changed over time and in different locales. This is made more critical by
ongoing tensions between increased civic action and more instrumental
policy goals that shape participatory spaces such as ‘speeding-up’ the
planning process and otherwise making planning more ‘efficient” as part
of a neoliberal agenda (Lord & Tewdwr-Jones, 2014; 2018; Marshall &
Cowell, 2016).

Attempts to foster planning that is more participatory must be crit-
ically appraised, especially given that “participation is not always
desirable in practice ... Yet at the same time the idea of participation ...
must ultimately be desirable” (Brownill & Parker, 2010, p.281). More
recent calls regarding participatory planning argue for “hope. to be
sustained but framed by a realistic and critical perspective on the pos-
sibilities and limitations of participation” (Brownill and Inch, 2018,
p-22-23) and further demonstrate the need for a long-run analysis of
such policies. As such, critical engagement with actual practices of
participation in planning must be sustained in order to guard against
co-option, exploitation or tokenism, or indeed worsening exclusion
(Sturzaker & Nurse, 2020). This paper engages with this via an analysis
of how actors learn and adapt to participatory planning, and indeed
employ it to maintain self-interest. This seeks to provide important
lessons about the implementation of policy within communities, gov-
ernment and the policy community, and the planning profession, as part
of an ostensibly co-produced planning processes (Galuszka, 2019).

The paper is therefore framed by insights from new institutionalist
theory to emphasise both the intentions of the policy initiators, its
implementation, and change. This contributes consideration of not only
how ideas about participatory planning influence institutional continu-
ity and change, but how these ideas are enacted through interactive
discursive practices — that is: who is involved in such practices and how,
where, and when policy ideas are amplified, supported, altered or fail
(May, 1992; Lauermann & Temenos, 2022).

1.2. Paper rationale

The paper brings together the extant literature on NP and presents
empirical data to produce a rounded assessment of the policy through an
extended reflection on the past decade. In so doing, we highlight how NP
and its enactment as sanctioned implementation is subject to soft and
hard boundaries (Wright & Kim, 2022; Zanotto, 2020; Parker et al.,
2015). Neighbourhood Planning has been subject to numerous iterations
relating to funding, support, and regulatory changes leading up to more
fundamental planning reforms contemplated in England during 2020
and 2022 (MHCLG, 2020; TCPA, 2020). We discuss how NP has evolved,
with protagonist responses and behaviours seen to be shifting over time.

By February 2020, 1000 communities in England had substantively
completed a Neighbourhood Plan and by 2021 around 2800 had
embarked on the process. By levels of uptake alone, NP is the most
successful and radical innovation in UK neighbourhood governance in a
generation (Wargent & Parker, 2018). With many plans now used in
decision-making, and some going through their five-year plan reviews,
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sufficient time and data has amassed to assess the successes and failures
of NP and to critically reflect on the initiative’s position within the
planning system. In doing so we assess how the ideological and practical
boundaries - the ‘enactment space’ (Zanotto, 2020; Leon & Rosen, 2020)
- has been maintained, in the wider landscape of participatory planning
in England.

The paper is organised to help further debates about empowerment,
institutional learning, and neoliberalism by detailing the unfolding of
NP since 2010-11, highlighting both questions of success and failure, as
well as the nature of policy learning. However it should be noted that the
assessment of the policy is made more ambiguous as it was never explicit
what government wanted NP to achieve “beyond rhetoric that acclaims
community influence over decisions” (Wargent & Parker, 2018, p. 389).
The only explicit guidance available indicates five wider objectives set
out by government in 2012 and into which NP was to sit. These were
highlighted by the National Audit Office in 2013:

Decentralise power as far as possible

Reinvigorate accountability, democracy, participation (including
transparency)

Support and incentivise local sustainable growth

Meet people’s housing aspirations

Put communities in charge of planning (NAO, 2013, p.2)

The broad nature of these objectives leads us to the interpretation of
formal policy adjustments, speeches, reports, presentations by civil
servants, social media output, and other policy paraphernalia for in-
timations of the thinking of policy authors. Significant stock appears to
be placed in quantifiable measures, such as the number of plans made
and in progress, and perhaps more importantly given UK government
priorities, the stipulation that neighbourhood plans be growth oriented,
and the number of houses planned for be at or above the levels set out in
overarching local plans (Wargent, 2021). Taken together these indicate
some substantive policy aims (DCLG, 2015; 2016; Bradley & Sparling,
2017; Field & Layard, 2017; Parker et al., 2020), with other achieve-
ments brokered from within this bounded form of community control
appearing to be less valued by government, notably: preventing specu-
lative development, protecting green spaces, improving quality design
and sustainability, and contribution to place identity. The evidence
suggests that these latter achievements, in contrast, are those most
valued by many of the communities undertaking NP.

Finally, assessment of participatory policy framed solely from the
perspective of actual participants can easily neglect how the participa-
tory space presents a range of practical challenges for a diversity of
possible participants. This recognition highlights the exclusionary po-
tential of participation and how change in policy implementation can
accommodate or confront such exclusions (cf. Chaskin et al., 2012;
Agger, 2012; Apostolides, 2018).

1.3. Contribution

The paper seeks to make four contributions. First, we critically re-
view the extant literature and draw together the lessons of a decade of
neighbourhood planning in England (Chapters 2 and 3). In so doing, we
seek to explain the intentions of the policy initiators and, drawing on the
new institutionalist literature (Chapter 2), explain how NP has been
received and implemented on the ground and how it has been re-crafted
over its lifespan. The second contribution is to set out the cumulative
findings of two national research projects, representing the largest
studies of NP conducted to date. The empirical data are rooted in citizen
and policy-maker experiences of the process, but we also consider the
outcomes of NP via decision-making processes and their effect on the
built environment.

Thirdly, we reflect on attempts by government to iterate neigh-
bourhood planning following the policy learning framework first out-
lined by Heclo (1974, p.305-306), who argued that:
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... politics finds its sources not only in power but also in uncertainty
... Policy-making is a form of collective puzzlement on society’s
behalf; it entails both deciding and knowing... Much political
interaction has constituted a process of social learning expressed
through policy.

Aswe discuss, this learning is a fragmented and messy process and, in
the case of NP, its development and iteration can be hampered by a lack
of clarity over its purpose, inherent complexities of particular policy
fields, and by forms of policy myopia (Lee et al., 2022; Nair & Howlett,
2017). This is complicated still further by NP’s shared implementation
model where communities, consultants and local authorities
co-implement the policy. While we are not testing NP against normative
criteria here (such as those set out by Wargent & Parker, 2018), we wish
to highlight what, why, how, and by whom policy learning has taken
place, alongside how such change can be understood and judged in
normative terms. This follows from an assumption of active policy
learning where there is a “deliberate attempt to adjust the goals or
techniques of policy in the light of the consequences of past policy and
new information so as to better attain the ultimate objects of gover-
nance” (Hall, 1988, p.6 cited in Bennett and Howlett, 1992, p. 276).

Lastly, in light of the above we discuss the learning that has been
garnered over the duration of the NP policy and the calculus at work that
has shaped the response (Davoudi, 2018). Analysing the creation,
reception and iteration of NP, the 10-year lifespan fits well with the
methodological parameters of institutional analysis (Sabatier, 1988).
Given the deliberate theoretical orientation applied, the paper is less
concerned with power dynamics — important though they are (see
Davoudi & Madanipour, 2013; Wargent, 2021) — and instead rests on
how and why the policy has been framed, enacted (or ‘sanctioned’),
practised, and iterated over time.

1.4. Data and methods

We examine iterations to the policy made by the responsible gov-
ernment department, since the inception of the policy. This is achieved
through a literature review and a desk-based assessment of changing
guidance, legislative adjustments and other discursive material, that
complement the empirical findings that follow. The latter is drawn from
two nationwide studies of NP commissioned by DCLG in 2014 (see
Parker et al., 2014) and MHCLG in 2019-20 (see Parker et al., 2020).
The 2014 research surveyed NP communities and involved a series of
focus groups (see Parker & Lynn, & Wargent, 2015; 2017), while the
2020 study comprised a set of four work packages comprising a quan-
titative analysis of NP and its impact on housing supply, a survey of 120
NP groups and 43 Local Planning Authorities, desk-based research and
semi-structured interviews with key local authority and community NP
actors in nine case study areas, focus groups with planning consultants
and housing developers, and targeted semi-structured interviews with
stalled groups.

Other relevant sources of empirical data on NP performance are
drawn on where it exists. Mention should be made here that in addition
to undertaking research for DCLG/MHCLG, various of the authors
worked for, or were seconded to, DCLG/MHCLG for short periods during
the timeframe under discussion. This entangles the authors to a degree
within the story of NP that follows, in that they had minor roles in the
policy’s implementation. It simultaneously affords a degree of insider
status that adds first-hand experience and authenticity to the account,
however this should not be mistaken for direct ethnographic data
collection.

2 The question of land supply, and how to increase or guarantee it, has been
considered a key issue in English housing debates and problematisation of
supply has prompted several reports e.g. Letwin (2018); Lichfields (2021).
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1.5. Paper structure

The remainder of the paper is organised in three substantive sections
followed by a conclusion. The subsequent chapter sets outs the theo-
retical basis of the paper, drawing on new institutionalism and estab-
lishing the context of a neoliberal planning environment in which NP
has operated (Chapter 2). The history of NP’s implementation is then set
out via a policy and practice review (Chapter 3), before a discussion of
what changed in NP over the period in question, why it was changed,
and what we can learn from this (Chapter 4). The concluding chapter
draws together the findings of the preceding three chapters to reflect on
a decade of neoliberal experimentation in community-led planning
(Chapter 5).

2. Chapter 2 - Policy learning, planning, and the new
institutionalism

This chapter sets out the theoretical basis of the paper, drawing on
new institutionalism and establishing the context of a neoliberal plan-
ning environment in which neighbourood planning has operated. We
provide a brief consideration of participation and localism in planning
seen in the past decade and then turn towards the application of insti-
tutional analysis to the timeline of NP. This allows us to examine the
context, structures and behaviours that continue to shape NP to better
understand the interactions that have constrained and enabled the
implementation of the policy since 2011.

2.1. Participatory planning and neighbourhood planning

The literature on participation in planning is wide, much of it
assuming invited participation, while further subsets of the literature
discuss the significance of agonistic engagement, activist or insurgent
planning forms (Miraftab, 2009; Monno & Khakee, 2012; Sager, 2016),
or tended towards examining forms of social innovation in planning
(Moulaert et al., 2016; Thompson, 2019). Claims made for the benefits
of participation have accompanied parallel critiques that have emerged
as policies have been implemented. These are contrasted here as part of
a discussion of the relevant aspects of participatory theory, with
particular reference to empowerment and scale (see Natarajan, 2019), in
as far as is necessary to provide a link to our focus. We therefore do not
seek to provide a far-reaching review here, but wish to highlight the
antecedents to neighbourhood planning as a participatory innovation in
planning by providing a necessarily, and necessary, focussed review.

Many researchers have explored the messiness of actually existing
forms of participation as they are enacted on the ground and these have
drawn out the implications and possibilities presented by shifting con-
figurations of state-society relations, approaches to governance, plan-
ning ideologies, and personal testimonies that lie behind the diversity of
participatory experiences (Brownill & Carpenter, 2007; Innes & Booher,
2000). Participation may be open-ended and ongoing at one extreme, or
far more bounded in terms of scope, temporality, and power at the other.
Different forms offer degrees of empowerment and examples are
profuse.

The literature on neighbourhood planning specifically, while rela-
tively young, has already been extensive (Wargent & Parker, 2018). This
has been prompted by both the promise of the initiative, its statutory
credentials, and its limitaitons as exposed by theorisation and later
take-up. If the potential for such an initiative was widely recognised,
widespread criticism of the initiative has also flourished. An overview of
the themes that have been aired and many of the issues that have
emerged were predicted in earlier papers which drew attention to the
neoliberal characteristics of the policy itself and the wider planning
framework into which the policy was introduced (Davoudi & Madani-
pour, 2013; Wargent, 2021). The literature has highlighted numerous
projected and actual limitations of NP: the issues identified have been
based on, inter alia: volunteer burdens (Parker et al., 2020) and lack of
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inclusivity, its bounded nature (Parker et al., 2015), and its effectiveness
in guiding decisions and adding-value to the existing planning hierarchy
(Sturzaker & Nurse, 2020). It should also be noted that the ‘neigh-
bourhood’ has become a new scale for formal planning — setting-up new
governance conditions and experimentation in empowerment and
intervention through NP (Davoudi & Cowie, 2013).

Indeed, the localist programme, of which neighbourhood planning
was central, can be viewed as an ideological response its immediate
predecessor: New Labour’s new localism (Corry & Stoker, 2002). The
Conservative Party administration under David Cameron sought to build
on New Labour’s legacy of promoting civil society and community
wellbeing, whilst doubling down on an established understanding of
spatially ‘fixed’ communities (Raco, 2003). The philosophical ground-
work for what became the Localism Act (2011) was established during
debate over the future of the political terrain to be claimed by the
centrist factions of the UK’s two main political parties, encapsulated in
the ‘Blue Labour’ and ‘Red Tory’ dialogue (Blond, 2010; Glasman, 2010;
Glasman & Norman, 2011). These debates drew heavilty on traditional
Conservative ideology harking back to Burke’s little platoons and other
liberal thinkers (Barker, 2011). By the time the result of the 2010
election was resolved by means of a Consevative-Liberal Democrat
Coalition, the policy programme that emerged was an eclectic mix of
One Nation Conservatism, free market ideology and libertarian pater-
nalism - and to some extent the Liberal Democrat tradition of ‘liber-
alism- cum-community’ (Lowndes & Pratchett, 2012: p.33). The desire
for local autonomy and to a greater degree the prioritisation of economic
growth (Conservative Party, 2009b) continued the trajectory of New
Labour’s later policy programmes under Gordon Brown’s premiership
(Lupton, 2013). The shift in emphasis from empowered communities in
early policy debates to unlocking growth via the planning system
coincided with the HM Treasury’s input into the post-2010 localism
agenda, with coincident emphasis on deregulation and housing delivery
(Tait & Inch, 2016: p.183).

It is notable that one consequent emphasis from government has
been for neighbourhood planning to be a tool to aid the supply of new
housing (Bradley & Sparling, 2017; Field & Layard, 2017; Salter et a;],
2022), used to nudge communities to accept more development (Ish-
kanian & Szreter, 2012; Bradley, 2017). As we explain below, this
ideational environment acts to shape the design and the institutional
arrangements of neighbourhoood planning. However, there are mixed
findings from the research literature, with two different accounts sus-
tained: in the first assessment the rhetoric of community control is
maintained by government while ‘compelling’ communities to align
themselves with governmental motivations (i.e. more housing). Yet as
Wargent (2021) points out, this often does not work, and the second set
of accounts focus on how policy enactment is being shaped from below,
albeit in a constrained way, regardless of governmental intention, where
communities attempt to use the limited agency offered by neighbour-
hood to ‘work the spaces of power’ and to achieve outcomes that are not
aligned with hegemonic intentions (Yuille, 2020).

Bradley and Sparling (2017) highlight the generation of different
models of housing in this way, and Field and Layard (2017) highlight a
focus on affordable housing, older people and local needs. Others have
identified other goals such as green innovation through neighbourhod
planning action (Burnett, 2019). Thus, the literature describes gains and
constraints in NP on the ground, but despite this mixed picture the
discursive scope and rhetoric used to promote the policy in 2011 clearly
set-up particular expectations which were not likely given the wider
structures of planning in place and the fuzziness of scope and possibility
promoted by the UK government. In this light Parker, and Lynn, and
Wargent (2017, p.460) argued that:

The terms of engagement enveloping the neighbourhood planning
process hedges-in participants through a series of procedural rules,
stage-points and limits which frame the process...localist empowerment
is definitively subordinate to the Government’s growth agenda. We label
this skein of procedural and policy conditions here as the institutional
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framing of neighbourhood planning.

The findings from the literature on NP indicate that local actors
attempt to shape policy that adds value or challenges higher level
myopia but it is burdensome to do so and the possibilities are limited
(Parker et al.,; 2020), and many produce plans of limited additional
value in the wider planning system. This propels linked questions of: i.
whether it is worthwhile, and if so; ii. how might NP be designed so that
its potential is better enabled?

2.2. Policy learning, new institutionalism and ideational power in
neighbourhood planning

Attention paid to new institutionalist thinking has highlighted how
its application to planning can provide a significant insight into short
and long-term spatial and temporal processes of planning activity. This
approach promises a valuable conceptual framework for planning
studies (Sorensen, 2015, p.18). Moreover, the approach recognises that
institutional analysis is mindful of underlying processes of social inter-
action, including how change is mediated and rules normalised (Salet,
2018). Heclo (1974) highlighted how political interaction has consti-
tuted a process of social learning expressed through policy — a process
which indicates a relationship between policy adjustment and feedback
(Moyson et al., 2017). Heclo also emphasised the importance of
learning, and how people cope with uncertainties in shaping govern-
ment decisions. Deutsch (1963) also emphasised learning in the study of
politics and policy, arguing that governments maintain ‘learning ca-
pacity’ through constant processes of ‘feedback’ and ‘steering’. Such
learning is however shaped by certain filters or rationalities, such that
the management of ideas involves the exertion of power (Walker, 1974).
This perspective led Moyson et al. (2017, p.162) to conclude that “power
relates to controlling processes that leads actors to select a different view
of how things happen (“learning that”) and what courses of action
should be taken (“learning how™)”. This brings into view interactions
and learning amongst actors who are constitutive of, and act to recon-
stitute, policy through practice in an ongoing process.

One of the complications in studying policy learning and a key
contribution here, is that it occurs as part of a policy process. Policy
processes consist of politically engaged individuals, labelled policy ac-
tors, interacting to influence government decisions in relation to a
topical issue over time. Policy actors come from various organisational
affiliations: they include politicians and public officials, managers of
public and private companies, members of pressure groups, academics
and researchers, and active citizens or organised groups. Finally, policy
processes do not occur in a contextual vacuum but within the institu-
tional systems of a country (Moyson et al., 2017, p.162).

Moreover, whatever is learnt and received may be selectively applied
to policy iterations - the filters are both deliberate and otherwise as
emphasised by Walker (1974). The idea of policy myopia helps to
highlight actors’ difficulty in seeing far enough into the future to
discern, anticipate and plan in the present and to do so widely, given the
scope of planning concerns (Dalton, 2007; Innes & Booher, 2010). Policy
myopia also labels the inability to clearly see the horizon of the future
policy environment through which the impacts of a given policy will or
could develop (Nair & Howlett, 2017). This is important as policy that
organises and shapes how we plan also shapes that for which we plan.
This helps to highlight the tensions that develop where different policy
actors hold different levels of knowledge or seek to maintain differing
priorities — which in turn may be filtered by substantive priority and
ideological preference.

Our review of NP takes this conceptualisation of policy learning and
limited or conflicting understandings of how to design, implement and
iterate policy as a cue, while considering the policy itself as a product of
a particular set of neoliberal ideas from which policy actors work
(Parker et al., 2022), and which in turn influence their interactions. As a
result the conceptual contribution lies also in the combination of
attention to the ideological frame and the observable policy learning and

Progress in Planning 174 (2023) 100749

change that has taken place. To do this both agency and structure are
recognised as constitutive of policy implementation and learning. As
such, the Agency, Structure, Institution, Discourse (ASID) model brings
together, through a refined theoretical view, the structuring factors that
shape agency and vice versa. In detailing the model Moulaert et al.
(2016, p.173) argue that:

Institutions matter here because the structurally inscribed strategic
selectivities of institutions shape actors’ capacities to make a difference
within a given conjuncture and, indeed, to transform sooner or later
constraints and opportunities and their materialization in institutions.
Significant issues here include the articulation of individual and col-
lective agency; the socialization / institutionalization of agents; insti-
tutional resources and constraints; networking and institution building;
mental maps, motivations and psychological processes — some of which
are ideal reflections of structural relations.

Together these factors act to structure and orient learning and
resultant decisions. The ASID framework assists in providing a theo-
retical frame though which to view the inter-relationships involved in
NP and which we deploy to assess this policy over time and in the light of
a neoliberalised enactment space. We maintain a critical view of the
ideas in circulation and the neoliberal credentials which influence the
overarching aim of government. These are what we term the ideational
parameters, or what is presently ‘in sight’. The policy design of NP in the
time period in question is influenced by the various structuring in-
fluences that shape the ‘enactment space’ (i.e. the frame/design) and
feedback loops (the learning/implementation) which are operating and
interacting.

The particular configuration of ideational parameters acts to sustain
policies and prioritise policy agendas, the requirements of which can
both directly and indirectly influence the implementation of NP. The
most apparent case in point is that of housing policy, where pressure is
applied to ensure that neighbourhood plans align with a wider policy
emphasis — ostensibly to achieve higher levels of housing completion (cf.
Bradley & Sparling, 2017; Field & Layard, 2017; Salter, Parker, et al.,
2022). Alignment with this parameter evidently and at least partially
conflicts with the aim of devolving decision-making about future
development to communities themselves (Parker et al., 2015).

Such analysis has a defining feature in taking ‘ideas’ seriously with
cognitive and normative thinking used to legitimise specified issues,
actions or reform features filtered through ideational power. Ideational
power can be defined as “the capacity of actors (whether individual or
collective) to influence actors’ normative and cognitive beliefs through
the use of ideational elements” (Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016, p.320).
Typically three types of ideational power are identifiable, the first and
most common is that of power through ideas, based on the capacity of
actors to persuade other actors to accept and adopt their views. The
second expression of ideational power is power over ideas, understood as
the capacity for the imposition of ideas and the power to resist the in-
clusion of alternative ideas into the policy-making arena. The third is
where power lies in ideas — this is performed through institutions estab-
lishing hegemony and therefore constraining which ideas can be
considered legitimate within that paradigm. These are both intentional
(i.e. closed down by ideological tests) as well as reflecting a lack of
knowledge (limited by input scope or depth), sometimes referred to as
bounded rationality (e.g. Simon, 1991). We argue that the resultant
scope and inertia is a product of deliberate as well as circumstantial (de)
limitations; it is a product of political and ideological calculation.

2.3. Neoliberal ideology and the ideational parameters of neighbourhood
planning

In considering NP in the period in question, neoliberal thinking and
policy should be placed in context. While the literature concerning
neoliberalism—including inter alia post-political planning, spatial re-
scaling, and devolution of power—is wide, and neoliberalism has
become a long-run leitmotif, evident in waves of reform to planning and
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wider public services (Lord & Tewdwr-Jones, 2014; 2018), it is also
subject to criticism for its utility as a label (Buitelaar, 2020; Zanotto,
2020).

In planning, an orientation of neoliberal policy is apparent in serial
reforms such as deregulation, marketisation, privatisation, responsibi-
lisation and de-professionalising of public sector planning. These tropes
have been sustained by successive governments in the UK over the last
40 years, with a changing mix of emphasis and modalities (Sager, 2011;
Lord & Tewdwr-Jones, 2018; Parker et al., 2022). A divide between a
naive assessment of the reach and dominance of laissez-faire liberalism
set against a state-positive neoliberalism; sometimes loosely categorised
as roll-back and roll-out neoliberalism respectively has featured in the
literature (Wargent et al., 2021), and some accounts may be charac-
terised as ‘fatalistic’ in their assessment of its impacts and hegemonic
potential (Castree, 2006). Peck (2013) explains that:

...their construction is a continuing and contradictory process, not a
fixed condition. Those skeptical of the utility of the concept of neolib-
eralism sometimes complain that its deployment, even the dropping of
the name, somehow throws gasoline on the flames while effectively
denigrating alternatives, both actual and potential. Some of this skep-
ticism, clearly, stems from a deeper concern with all forms of explana-
tion that invoke structural rationalities, big processes, and hegemonic
forces, but quite often these are stereotyped as mechanistic forms of
template theorizing rather than for what they actually are (Peck, 2013,
p.153).

Instead, Peck argues that neoliberalisation may be better understood
as “a rolling and somewhat revolutionary program of macro-social and
macro-institutional transformation, neoliberalization acts on and
through these institutional landscapes; this is not a static neoliberalism”
(Peck, 2013, p.146). Despite the type of defence provided by Peck, there
continues to be calls to destabilize the ‘neoliberal moment’, to rethink
the fundamental dichotomies that underpin neoliberal thought, not least
the public/private (Inch et al., 2022) and state/market dichotomies. It
has been argued that later iterations of neoliberal policy and its idea-
tional parameters present ‘zombie-like’ features, that is, they lumber on
without direction or evidential basis, rather, the evidence instead
mounts regarding the ‘failure’ of neoliberal planning tools (Peck, 2010;
Aalbers, 2013) and that this leaves proponents with little to base future
iterations upon. This is where the Peck argument finds purchase — a
mixed approach becomes apparent and such variegations become
accepted, even normalised. Thus, the emphasis has moved on to
consider a more mixed bag of conditions and responses and ‘mongrel’
characteristics of actually existing neo-liberalism(s) (Peck, 2013; Roy,
2011) and ‘local neoliberalisms’ (Peck & Theodore, 2019) as part of that
multiplicity. Against that context of ideological bricolage, it is perhaps
scarcely surprising that efforts to plan well have been stymied and
produced limitations that add to the apparent ‘myopia’ of policymakers.

This theoretical perspective throws into question how a policy such
as NP, which requires multi-actor cooperation across scales, actually
operates. Furthermore, how, and on what basis, has such a policy been
adjusted as part of policy learning in conditions of ‘variegated’ neolib-
eralism? There has been little on how neoliberal tools are modified and
adjusted in practice; both by those whose agency is sought and by
policy-makers seeking to devise approaches that adhere to neoliberal
parameters and are pliable in the world as it exists. Indeed, this view-
point prompted Peck (2013) to explain that:

...citing the process of neoliberalization must not be a substitute for
explanation; it should be an occasion for explanation, involving the
specification of particular causal mechanisms, modes of intervention,
hybrid formations, social forms and foibles, counter-mobilizations, and
so forth. It might be said that the concept does define a problem space
and a zone of (possible) pertinence, and as such represents the beginning
of a process of analysis. But it is here that the task of excavating
contextual forms and connective flows really begins (Peck, 2013, p.153).

The debate over neoliberalism in planning has not explored partic-
ular policies in sufficient detail given the above and the possible
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corrosive effect it can have on planning ‘well’ (Davoudi, 2017). Against
the backdrop of debates over the aims, characteristics, means and suc-
cesses of neoliberalism, a significant amount of writing has emerged on
participation in planning in a neoliberal context. Commentary on the
past twelve years of participation in planning has critiqued the
post-2010 localism project on the basis of bearing neoliberal credentials,
with a formulation that appears to ignore past learning about partici-
pation (Davoudi & Madanipour, 2013; 2015) and the heterogeneity of
people and place. Neighbourhood planning has thus attracted a great
deal of critical attention partly because of perceived potential as well as
significant weaknesses. Yet it has stimulated a hope in some critics that it
ought to be fostered rather than extinguished.

There has not been a full empirically rooted consideration of
neighbourhood planning despite sustained attention, and fully detailed
assessment about how and why NP has performed as it has over the past
decade has not been available (see also, Wargent & Parker, 2018 for an
appraisal of the literature). In the section below we discuss in this
context how neighbourhood planning has acted as both a locus for
debate about how community empowerment is made possible and how
policy learning is being played out within the context of
actually-existing neoliberalism.

2.4. Implementation and institutional change

Here we draw attention to the links between older studies that have
focussed on ‘implementation’ and the utility of new forms of institu-
tionalist assessment. In order to understand the roll-out of NP over time
there is a need to assess implementation of the policy not only in terms of
outcomes but also to understand how and why decisions and actions
occur as the policy is implemented. This approach has been chosen
rather than developing a focus on governmentality in planning per se
(Moulaert et al., 2016; Gualini, 2010; Verma, 2007), yet clearly an un-
derstanding of governmentality is germane because of the relations of
power circulating and shaping policy form and modification. The policy
of NP has been modified and amended over time in a re-crafting which
reflects the policy-action relationship as a negotiated process, as argued
by Barrett and Fudge (1981). This enables identification of the factors
influencing action and behaviour including the role (if any) played by
policy in shaping behaviour and outcomes (Barrett, 2004). As explained
below, a (discursive) institutionalist perspective maintains space for the
precarity and heterogeneity of the policy and the application of idea-
tional parameters.

This approach finds points of connection or shared roots in the
Institutional Analysis and Development framework pioneered by Elinor
Ostrom (2011) (and see McGinnis & Ostrom, 2014). This concerns the
acceptance of systems and networks of actors and relations which are
influential on institutional change. This methodological and conceptual
frame maintains a dynamic view of the policy process (Yuille, 2020).
Such critical policy analysis shows the limited space that dominant
ideological frames can give actors when faced with negative feedback on
the one side, but when a political ambition to realise other policy ob-
jectives is pressed on the other, and we have labelled this the ‘enactment
space’ (see also Metzger et al., 2017).

Early exploration of institutions and relations focussing on policy
implementation notably included Barrett and Hill (1984) with broader
linkages to the implementation literature (e.g. Pressman and Wildavsky,
1973; McConnell, 2019; Goggin et al., 1990; Sabatier, 1988; Bennett and
Howlett, 1992; May, 1992; Talen, 1996). These sought to explain how
and why policy implementation fails, or only partly succeeds. Policy
implementation involves a process of interaction and negotiation be-
tween those who are seeking to put policy into action and those upon
whom action depends. Thus, policy implementation should be con-
ceptualised as a ‘negotiated order’ (Barrett, 2004) and a series of re-
sponses are possible as different actors adopt different mechanisms to
gain power or avoid influence and control (Barrett & Fudge, 1981).
Friedmann (1984) argues that policy knowledge is socially embedded
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and results from power relations between human groups while Parson
and Clark (1995) note how social learning approaches integrate learning
and power.

Barrett and Fudge (1981) argue that the policy-implementation
relationship might be better described as a process of action and reac-
tion as the policy-making process continues with and alongside imple-
mentation. Furthermore, rather than policy producing control it affords
‘semi-autonomies’ where discretion and negotiation exist (Barrett &
Hill, 1984, p.228). This may be due to external circumstances but also in
response to experience in implementing the specific policy; it is unlikely
that all issues will be resolved at the policy development stage. Thus,
issues will continue to be addressed, or indeed neglected, during
implementation and this “may involve continuing flexibility, it may
involve the concretisation of policy in action, or it may involve a process
of movement back and forth between policy and action” (Ham and Hill,
1984, p.108). This process acts to render the policy workable in the face
of operational and other constraints (Barrett, 1981). However, this im-
plies a single policy author and places less emphasis on the plurality of
the implementation spaces and multiple actors involved in shaping
implementation. More nuanced studies attempt to detect the conceal-
ment and reproduction of contingent identities, relationships and social
patterns. Specific examples of social learning approaches include a focus
on ‘epistemic communities’ (Haas, 1992), and ‘advocacy coalition
frameworks’ (Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1993). More recently attention
has expanded on social innovation, which focusses on alternatives to
dominant approaches and social transformation from within commu-
nities (Moulaert & MacCallum, 2019; Sorensen & Waldorff, 2014).

Within the assemblage of neighbourhood planning, there are a
multiplicity of agencies with a role and degree of responsibility for its
implementation. Policy directives and legislation emanate from central
government, but the agency of communities and volunteers (as well as
other actors such as local authority policy and development manage-
ment officers, consultants and NP examiners) are critical as ‘mobi-
lisation’ agents. The literature discusses several typical ‘control’
mechanisms that may be adopted by central government that include
various ‘sticks and carrots’, nudges, and direct and more indirect in-
terventions to control and regulate the new local institutions they have
set up. We note Geddes (2006) and his assessment of the effectiveness of
Local Strategic Partnerships and the New Deal for Communities pro-
gramme in England. That work concluded that when success or failure of
policy is particularly politically sensitive, then government will tend to
curtail decentralised autonomy and emphasise centralised control. The
relationships between national and local institutions and actors require
attention here and Barrett and Hill (1984) argued this in their seminal
work on centre-local relations; that the interplay between actors and
scales is critical to understanding policy and its implementation:

...there is a tension between the normative assumptions of govern-
ment, what ought to be done and how it should happen, and the struggle
and conflict between interests — the need to bargain and compromise —
that represent the reality of the process by which power/influence is
gained and held in order to pursue ideological goals (Barrett & Hill,
1984, p.145).

We are mindful therefore that the political process and involvement
is unlikely to stop once the policy is formulated but continues to influ-
ence the behaviour of those implementing policies, those affected by the
policies and the means and that the locus of change to policy governance
may shift. This ongoing process and interplay involves feedback loops
and, as such, when analysing policy implementation, there is a need to
look closely at the ‘politics of policy’ and to identify the inter-and intra-
organisational policy relations at play (Mazmanian & Sabatier, 1981).
These findings lead toward the application of new institutionalism in
terms of the rules and order that are created to ‘bound’ the space for
negotiation and provide the settings within which groups of actors are
operating (see Parker & Lynn, & Wargent, 2017; Tait & Inch, 2016;
Ghose, 2005).

Thus, we now turn attention to new institutionalist theory to assist in

Progress in Planning 174 (2023) 100749

interpreting how NP has evolved and been practiced in England in the
period 2011-2020. In this light we set out the varying forms of insti-
tutional analysis and highlight our focus on interactions with existing
institutions, hierarchical relations and attempts to impose, and respond
to, predefined limits i.e. the contested and morphing enactment space.

2.5. Planning and the New Institutionalism(s)

Much of what has been written about NP has concentrated on actors
and process. Yet robust theorisations of institutions are an important
component of planning theory as they shape both hard and soft spaces of
participation (Verma, 2007; Sorensen, 2017). DiMaggio and Powell
(1991, p.11) highlight that “institutions do not just constrain options:
they establish the very criteria by which people discover their prefer-
ences” and within planning, institutional approaches can help to inte-
grate and overcome dualities e.g. state/market, public/private,
top-down/bottom-up that drives much of planning thought (Kim, 2011).

Healey (2007) argued that early planning theorists positioned
‘planning agency’ in a landscape of multiple actors ‘continually adjust-
ing to each other, as in a market’. While Lindblom (1965) crystallised
this conception through the idea of ‘partisan mutual adjustment’. In this
view planning agency was seen as a formal and coherent entity. The
micro-politics of institutional practice was initially uncovered by those
studying the implementation of planning policies from the 1970s,
notably Pressman and Wildavsky (1973), but far less work has looked at
implementation (or enactment) which relies on co-production. Such
perspectives have been supplanted by more nuanced accounts which
emphasise the role of both discourses and practices, the ideational and
the material, and the social processes through which they are
constructed.

Understanding not only how institutions shape but are shaped by
practice forms an important part of new institutionalist (NI) thinking,
most often when discussing ‘institutional change’ in a broad sense.
Jessop and others have argued that “institutions mediate structure—-
agency dialectics by selectively shaping actors’ opportunities for indi-
vidual or collective action in space and time” (Moulaert et al., 2016,
p-169). The above requires some discussion as there are different strands
of NI thought which carry useful implications here. Several key strands
of NI analysis have emerged since the 1990 s. Political institutions are
comprised of formally organised rules, practices and organisational
structures that define the setting where policy making takes place. New
institutionalists see political institutions as the ‘rules of the game’ while
organisations — like individuals — are players within that game (Lowndes
and Wilson, 2003; Sorensen, 2015; 2017). The focus is on both formal
‘rules’ and structures as well as informal conventions. This point draws
our attention to the way in which institutions embody values and power
relationships (Lowndes, 2001).

The new institutionalism is not a single coherent body of thought,
with as many as nine forms claimed by Lowndes and Roberts (2013),
while Hall and Taylor’s (1996) seminal paper identified three main
branches of new institutionalism which were widely accepted, i.e. so-
ciological (or normative) institutionalism (SI) arising in part from orga-
nizational analysis in sociology, historical institutionalism (HI) and
rational choice institutionalism (RI) emerging within political science. A
fourth branch, which also acts to combine and extend elements of the
other three, has subsequently been labelled discursive institutionalism
(DI) (Schmidt, 2008; Davoudi, 2018). This latter iteration links well to
the recognition by planning theorists interested in micro-politics, that
discourses and practices, materialities and mentalities are all influential
on outcomes. We focus here on this fourth branch.

2.5.1. Discursive Institutionalism

The application of a sociological institutionalist perspective overall
defines institutions broadly, and includes ‘not just formal rules, pro-
cedures or norms, but the symbol systems, cognitive scripts, and moral
templates that provide the ‘frames of meaning’ guiding human action’
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(Hall & Taylor, 1996, p.947). This is a much more encompassing un-
derstanding of the role of institutions than either historical or rational
choice institutionalism provide. Indeed some institutionalist perspec-
tives have been criticised for overlooking the role of elites in dominating
institutional order (Jessop, 2001) and otherwise being naive regarding
the effects of power. Discursive institutionalist analysis allows for a
more open and combinatory approach and, as Birkland (2020) observes,
this also allows for behaviouralist thinking to be applied alongside the
assessment of formal institutions. In DI institutions are seen as internal
‘structures and constructs’, so when we talk about institutional change
and continuity, we need to consider both changes to the policy frame-
work of NP and to the lived practices on the ground. The result of such
critique is logically a combined or consolidated application of NI which
seeks to incorporate power and the maintenance of ideological bound-
aries in the theorisation of institutions, which also corresponds well with
the ASID model discussed above (Moulaert et al., 2016).

Powerful agents promote certain ideas at the expense of alternative
ideas through practices of exercising ‘power over’ others as they seek to
promote or deny specific rationalities and sustain or amend the idea-
tional environment. As such our perspective makes use of DI given the
material changes in public planning and institutional structures which
represent a manifestation of the changing underlying conduct of agents.
These respond to external structural reform pressures and the ideational
frame that is sustained. This means that an assemblage of legal, financial
and rhetorical devices and other institutional forms shape action via the
enactment space.

Neoliberal austerity and performance logics provide a strong stra-
tegic context and ‘cognitive filter’ that influences what ideas can be
considered legitimate and shape ‘realistic’ responses within public in-
stitutions. The DI viewpoint stresses the need to take seriously the
rhetoric and enactment of empowerment, local control, local knowledge
and care, as well as the more frequently observed governmentalities of
NP in which citizens are used to deliver centrally-determined objectives,
i.e. higher levels of housing development. In methodological terms the
new institutional perspective, through this more expansive lens of DI,
assists in examining the adjustments of NP, given “a strength of these
approaches is that they move beyond the discussion of major and in-
cremental change, include a multi-actor and interest perspective, and
provide the ability to zoom in and out on a larger or smaller timescale”
(Van der Heijden, 2011, p.10). This also allows us to take seriously the
local enactments of such policies given institutions are part of the in-
ternal structures and constructs of NP groups and their communities, as
well as central government.

Our assessment of NP therefore involves a primary focus on the
policy formulation stage in the period 2009-2011 and adjustments
made, by DCLG and MHCLG between 2012 and 20 to finance, guidance,
scope and obligations of NP in response to feedback. Overlooking in-
stitutions and ignoring local specificities which are perniciously difficult
to map and research can however, result in a partial picture — and even
portray things as dominated by elites (Kim, 2011). We recognise that the
mutual adjustments between a wide range of actors at multiple scales
are of interest here but are far more difficult to assess and consider.
Central government has made a range of adjustments attempting to
mobilise diverse actors using resourcing, internal organisation, regula-
tory tweaks and rhetorical and discursive ploys intended to refine and
enhance implementation of the NP project, which are more acceptable
politically given the slipperiness and intentionally loose scope of NP.
However, in the context of NP there are multiple intermediaries and
implementation agents, all of whom are simultaneously making ad-
justments in response to perceived shifts in the enactment space
generated by a variety of internal and external events. Adjustments in
the practice of NP are conditioned by NP groups, Local Planning Au-
thorities (LPAs), consultants and examiners, and in response to judicial
decisions, published plans, new guidance, workshops and websites and
networks sharing good practice; with case studies, examples, anecdotes
and advice which have shaped the internal constructs and structures and
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all of which constitute the institution of NP through a DI lens.

Examination of local institutions does not mean larger power dy-
namics are overlooked. Rather, these dynamics must be identified and
thoroughly considered, but to deny local specificities would mean slip-
ping into a conceptual hegemony wherein elites dominate absolutely. As
intimated above this paper’s contribution to the literature lies in
showing how a policy initiator attempts to enact, implement and modify
a policy. Institutional change influences the world by affecting the
shared understanding of individuals making choices in decision situa-
tions (Kiser and Ostrom, 1982). As Mahoney and Thelen (2010,
p-10-11) discuss, policy and implementation through the application of
institutional rules can often “remain ambiguous and always subject to
interpretation, debate and contestation... struggles over the meaning,
application and enforcement of institutional rules are inextricably
intertwined to the resource allocations they entail”. We are also con-
cerned therefore with how policy is bargained and compromised
amongst policy enactors and policy implementors.

Therefore, we highlight the policy iterations made in the actually
experienced enactment space of neighbourhood planning, in which a
tension between centralised intentions for NP and very local aspirations
have been immediately evident. This was apparent in the contrasts
found in empirical data about both user experience and across a timeline
of the changes made to internal organisational arrangements, funding,
support, guidance and regulations from 2010 to 2020. The assessment of
NP presented here is explored by applying a combination of top-down
and bottom-up new institutional analysis and in blending the strands
of new institutionalist theory via a DI lens. First, there are four key
characteristics of NP that need to be established:

i. NP is a top-down policy initiative, with a set of imperatives and
claims that have been calculatingly developed with allowance for
both wide interpretation and various claims to success (and
failure) on its behalf (Wargent & Parker, 2018).

ii. NP is simultaneously being fashioned from the bottom-up and
some neighbourhoods are doing things that are not aligned with,
and in some cases directly conflict with, the housing growth
agenda promoted by central government (Brownill and Bradley,
2017).

iii. NP is, in essence, a policy that requires multi-scalar cooperation
(national, local, neighbourhood), and was novel in a complex
operating environment where traditional modes of administra-
tive power and control are weakened.

iv. NP relies on the mobilisation of volunteers (Parker et al., 2020;
Wills, 2016) — where negotiation and communication becomes
critical (Goggin et al., 1990).

This framing informs our assessment of NP in the following sections.
Next we turn to explain the context of neighbourhood planning to ensure
that a wide readership will comprehend the policy in general terms. This
is followed by a focussed discussion of what we can draw from the
experience of the neighbourhood planning initiative.

3. Chapter 3 — Neighbourhood planning: policy genesis and
iteration

The context for understanding NP is set out in this chapter by way of
a policy and practice review. This prefaces the discussion of how and
why the policy has been iterated, as well as reflecting on delay and non-
response from government. This is presented as part of a policy trajec-
tory that has claimed to enhance community participation, as expressed
as a central plank of the post-2010 UK government’s iterated localism
agenda for planning. However, antecedents to NP are also considered as
part of the context, noting the ‘new localism’ of New Labour
(1997-2010).
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3.1. Managing neighbourhood governance

We begin this section by explaining how both Labour and the Con-
servative parties in England had been considering means to activate
citizens and develop greater participation in public policy since 1997 -
particularly local policy and activity at the very local scale in planning.
This ensemble of thinking and associated policies has often been labelled
‘new localism’, although noting its longer run existence (see Painter
et al., 2011 for wider review).

New Labour and the antecedents of Neighbourhood Planning
(1997-2010).

When the Labour party was elected to government in 1997 a
modernisation agenda was initiated which was designed to pursue a
series of objectives involving local government change, including
streamlining of the planning system and also to encourage ‘spatial
planning’ as a more integrated activity (DETR, 1998; Labour Party,
2001; Nadin, 2005). According to Martin (2002) the wider project had
three strands, first to improve the quality of local public services, second to
enhance the capacity of local councils to provide vision and community
leadership and third, to increase their level of engagement with local people.
Thus, a rescaling of governance was being promoted which featured a
blend of entrepreneurialism, partnership working and new public
management techniques (see, for example; Clifford & Tewdwr-Jones,
2013). The New Labour project also invoked active citizenship as part
of a civic republican vision where members of a political community
would be encouraged to recognise reciprocal responsibilities toward
each other (Bee & Pachi, 2014). The fusion of the civic republican model
implied by the New Labour mix of aims, provided a new hybrid
approach (Yuille, 2020); where responsibility is shared across civic so-
ciety and public bodies. This dynamic created tension in policy making
with later attempts to balance ‘efficiency’ and devolve power further to
the local level.

To deliver this agenda, New Labour employed ‘roll-out’ neo-liberal
tools aimed at making local government more efficient and responsive
to central government aims (Lowndes et al., 2003; Laffin, 2016). A key
part of the New Labour approach was formalised in the Local Govern-
ment Act 2000 which introduced the obligation on local authorities to
produce Community Strategies; where local government, through part-
nerships with community stakeholders, would seek via Local Strategic
Partnerships (LSPs) to address a “duty to promote economic, social, and
environmental well-being in their areas” (Tewdwr-Jones et al., 2006;
Lambert, 2006; Raco et al., 2006). Through this modality it was intended
that the shared responsibilities of local governance would be realised.

In parallel to wider reforms of local government aimed at efficiency
and effectiveness, the introduction of Parish Planning from 2001
(Parker, 2008; Gallent, 2013) was one of the governance tools that New
Labour experimented with in order to mobilise active citizens in setting
agendas and gathering local evidence.

Parish-level planning was piloted as a means to empower rural
communities to produce documents that outlined the perceived needs of
that community. They were not focused on land use planning but acted
to inform communities and policy makers about issues and priorities in
rural areas - in some cases they were used to formulate wider strategy
and resource decisions for public bodies. The Countryside Agency who
led on the policy, outlined five aims and objectives for ‘Parish Plans’ to:

reflect the views of all sections of the community

. identify which features and characteristics local people value

. identify local problems and opportunities

. spell out how residents want the community to develop in the future,
and

5. prepare a plan of action to achieve this vision. (Countryside Agency,

2003, p.6)

NN

The programme reflected New Labour’s level of interest in devolving
some responsibility for very local agenda-setting and was cast as part of
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wider efforts at promoting ‘active citizenship’ (Miraftab, 2012; Gallent
and Robinson, 2012). By 2010 it was estimated that around 4000 rural
areas had participated (Parker, 2014). In the final years of governmental
sponsorship the idea of parish planning was relabelled ‘community-led
planning’ as the possibility of extension to urban areas was being
advocated.

In parallel local planning reform under Labour saw some key legis-
lative changes, notably the 2004 Planning and Compulsory Purchase
Act, where wider participation was claimed to be an important objective
and measures such as Statements of Community Involvement (SCIs)
were established. These were to more clearly articulate how LPAs were
to engage with the community (Alexander, 2006; Parker et al., 2021)
and where ‘frontloading’ or early stage community input was stressed
(Brownill & Carpenter, 2007). A ‘duty to involve’ was introduced in
2008 (DCLG, 2008b) along with funding for Planning Aid England to
actively engage with communities. New Labour intended to take this
further under the banner of ‘double-devolution’ and the 2008 Commu-
nities in Control policy paper (DCLG, 2008a) provided an indication of
the direction of future travel, but this was not fully realised as Labour
lost the election in May 2010. The idea was most clearly promoted by
David Miliband (then Secretary of State at DCLG), who described
double-devolution as a key idea to underpin the future model of local
governance:

...that takes power from central government and gives it to local
government, but power that goes from local government down to local
people, providing a critical role for individuals and neighbourhoods,
often through the voluntary sector (David Miliband, February, 2006: no
pagination).

The emphasis on the local scale, on private citizens and on volun-
tarism was apparent and shared by the subsequent Coalition govern-
ment. However, there was not yet a firm link to land use planning. As we
explain this was then given a new formulation by the Coalition gov-
ernment elected in May 2010.

The Conservative-Liberal Democrat Coalition Government and
Localism 2010-2015.

The 2010-2015 Coalition (Conservative/Liberal Democrat) Gov-
ernment from 2010 initiated a series of its own reforms; that included a
recalibration or rescaling of formal planning. The reforms were pack-
aged as a new wave of localist policy and advocated through the idea of
the ‘Big Society’ (Lister, 2015). At its centre was the neighbourhood
planning project sustained by an extension of the double devolution
promoted by David Miliband. The incoming Secretary of State at DCLG,
Eric Pickles argued in 2010 that:

We can build a Big Society and make localism a reality.I want to see
double devolution, not just transferring power from central govern-
ment to local authorities, but for power to transfer down to in-
dividuals and communities (Eric Pickles, July 2010: no pagination).

This prefaced the 2011 Localism Act with the planning system in-
tegral to the delivery of this agenda. Wider planning reforms also
included the removal of regional planning (replaced with a modest ‘duty
to cooperate’ between local planning authorities (Baker & Wong, 2013),
a scaling back of planning guidance and the introduction of a single
source of national planning policy nationally - the National Planning
Policy Framework (NPPF) in 2012.° Other deregulatory changes were
also made, which have acted to destabilise some of the credibility of the
localism agenda, notably the extension of permitted development rights
which took some forms of development out of local and neighbourhood
plan control (see Ferm et al., 2021). Taken together the suite of planning
changes indicate the mobilisation of different strands of neo-liberal

3 The NPPF - National Planning Policy Framework is a document setting out
what the English Planning system should deliver. It has undergone several it-
erations since its introduction in 2012.
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thinking being acted out simultaneously (i.e. localism and responsibili-
sation, deregulation, market orientation and growth).

In 2010 after the general election in May the NP policy was to be
launched swiftly with the Conservative Party explaining that through
neighbourhood planning “Local people in each neighbourhood... will be
able to specify what kind of development and use of land they want to
see in their area... this will lead to a fundamental and long overdue
rebalancing of power, away from the centre and back into the hands of
local people” (Conservative Party, 2010, p.2). This was accompanied by
assurances that NP was to be shaped as a community-led exercise and
cover issues that the neighbourhood wanted - in the words of the then
planning minister, it would spark ‘a quiet revolution’ (Nick Boles cited in
DCLG, 2013: p.1).

3.2. The Localism Act (2011) and the development of neighbourhood
planning

The 2011 Localism Act formally enabled the operation of neigh-
bourhood planning. As we explain, the deemed success and ongoing
iteration of NP has been influenced by a range of factors and a number of
different actors. The early stages of the formulation of the neighbour-
hood planning policy (e.g. the outline found in the 2010 Open Source
Planning paper cited above), indicated a desire to activate local pop-
ulations in planning for their area with a more neo-liberal inflexion that
paid far less regard to partnership than New Labour’s vision for localism,
and instead emphasised a broad set of community rights guaranteed by
the state.

How the enactment and implementation of NP was to proceed pre-
sents a vision of encouraging communities to accept more development
in their neighbourhood. This basis for enactment, the conditions and
parameters that the Localism Act created, were recognisably contra-
dictory. The twin narratives of empowerment and localism, and of
growth and deregulation were in train across wider planning reforms as
well as NP and reflected the ‘downscaling’ of spatial planning hierar-
chies (Mace, 2013). The conceptualisation of NP in this environment
was set out as part of a ‘virtuous circle’ (Stanier, 2014 and see Fig. 1).
This model was created by DCLG to show the logic path for NP and its
benefits from a development and housing delivery perspective. It pro-
vides a basis from which to understand the design of the associated
regulatory framework that has shaped neighbourhood planning
practice.

The underlying political and operational framework depicted in
Fig. 1 was clear conceptually, if simplistically; that neighbourhood
planning was to act to align neighbourhoods towards accepting more
development in their own locality, to speed up the planning process and
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Fig. 1. The Neighbourhood Planning ‘virtuous circle’.
Source: Stanier, 2014, p.113.
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enable greater understanding of planning issues and processes.

Neighbourhood planning was characterised by government as “tak-
ing power away from officials and putting it into the hands of those who
know most about their neighbourhood - local people themselves”
(DCLG, 2010, no pagination). It promised communities the opportunity
to agree upon their own vision for the ways in which their neighbour-
hood would change and develop: what new development there should
be, what it should look like, how it would function and fit with existing
built form, and which areas should be protected. NP radically extended
potential democratic engagement with planning in two distinct di-
mensions. Firstly, it empowered community groups to prepare their own
planning policies for their area, which, upon completion of a prescribed
procedure, would become statutory and share the same legal status as
the LPA’s local plan. Secondly, it set the community at large — rather
than a particular group of ‘active citizens’ who may have the cultural,
social and material capital to engage in formal participation activities -
as the final arbiters of individual neighbourhood plans. After passing
examination, the plans have to pass, by a simple majority, a referendum
of residents (and in some cases, businesses) in the neighbourhood plan
area of those voting. This introduction of direct democracy into
plan-making is unique in England, in stark contrast with previous public
engagement initiatives which, broadly speaking, merely enabled publics
to be consulted on plans drafted by certified experts working within
local government, who could (within reason and with adequate justifi-
cation) decide what weight should be given to different consultation
responses.

However, many scholars have been sceptical of these claims,
comparing the rhetoric of community control with the limited freedoms
actually available to neighbourhood planners (Parker & Lynn, & War-
gent, 2017; Vigar et al., 2017). Others have labelled the initiative an
example of the trend towards localist neoliberal governmentality, an
attempt to govern through communities rather than to allow commu-
nities to govern themselves (Featherstone et al., 2012; Lowndes &
Pratchett, 2012; Rose, 1996). A third group has highlighted the tensions
and unsettled accommodations between the different models of de-
mocracy drawn on to legitimise NDPs (Davoudi & Cowie, 2013, Bradley,
2015, Sturzaker & Gordon, 2017). However, as w