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Introduction

Place-based policy approaches have increas-
ingly been recognised for their potential to
deliver wide-ranging outcomes including
economic growth, environmental sustain-
ability, improved health and social inclusion
(e.g. Carmona, 2019a; Hambleton, 2014). In
Scotland, a placemaking planning policy
agenda advocates creating high-quality
places that accord to design principles pro-
moting fine-grained urban blocks, streets
and public spaces, an appreciation for exist-
ing context, and an integrated mix of uses
and housing types (White, 2019). Scotland’s
recently adopted Fourth National Planning
Framework, for instance, strongly advocates
the concept of 20-minute neighbourhoods
for building economic and environmental
resilience through local living (Scottish
Government, 2023). This extends earlier pol-
icy statements, including Creating Places
(Scottish Government, 2013), and parallels
urban design policy in the UK’s other
national administrations, albeit with subtle
differences in emphasis (e.g. Department
for Infrastructure, 2015; Department of
Levelling Up, Housing and Communities,
2023; Welsh Government, 2020).

Strong evidence exists for the social, eco-
nomic and environmental benefits of well-
designed places, including the ability of
walkable neighbourhoods to reduce pollu-
tion and create more vibrant and sustainable
communities (Carmona, 2019a). Yet, while
urban design has established a major role in
UK planning policy and practice (Punter,
2007), local implementation remains a stub-
born challenge. Research in Scotland has
found that the quality of new places being
delivered, particularly within large-scale
housing developments, too often follows
standardised development practices and falls
short of the design aims of planning policy
(James and Tolson, 2020; White et al.,
2020). A detailed 2020 housing design audit,

across England, found that one in five of the
142 schemes audited should have been
refused planning permission outright (Place
Alliance, 2020). A similar UK-wide study
(White et al., 2020) accordingly identified
several key barriers to delivering ‘design
value’ within new homes and neighbour-
hoods, including: other policy objectives tak-
ing precedence; a lack of design capacity
within planning authorities; limited engage-
ment with communities and private house-
builders’ focus on profitability at the
expense of design. Research has also previ-
ously identified policymakers’ limited under-
standing of how the development industry is
structured (Adams et al., 2012), and failed
collaboration between the stakeholders
responsible (Carmona, 2009), as important
contributors to poor urban design outcomes.

A clear implementation gap between the
aims of planning policy and the realities of its
delivery persists. In this regard, planning sys-
tems in the UK have long been the object of
reform, often driven by criticism that planning
creates barriers to investment and economic
growth (Clifford and Tewdwr-Jones, 2013;
Slade et al., 2022). While prioritising pro-
development planning is not without criticism
(Savini and Raco, 2019), in Scotland, similar
reforms since 2019 have responded to a wide-
ranging review which advocated for a more
‘open for business’ planning system (Beveridge
et al., 2016: 3), and for generating efficiencies
through ‘joined up community engagement on
a place-based agenda’ (p. 31). Place-based pol-
icy approaches must take account of the corre-
sponding delivery mechanisms if planning and
design solutions are to successfully address
today’s urgent cross-cutting policy problems
including housing and climate crises.

Scholarship on public policy implementa-
tion has long considered how policy aims
are enacted, but has not yet been applied to
the study of urban design. Existing work has
contrasted top-down perspectives in which
policy delivery can be viewed as a series of
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links in a chain following initial policy for-
mation (e.g. Pressman and Wildavsky,
1973), with bottom-up interpretations (e.g.
Lipsky, [1980]2010) which see policy conti-
nually remade by ‘street-level bureaucrats’
who possess high levels of discretion in
implementing policy aims. While focusing
on public policy implementation became
somewhat ‘out-of-fashion’ by the early 21st
century ‘age of governance’ (Hupe, 2014:
164), the consistent inability of the UK’s
planning systems to deliver on national-level
design objectives (Place Alliance, 2020;
White et al., 2020) requires implementation
processes to be repositioned as a key part of
policy design.

This paper develops street-level theory in
response to the implementation mechanisms
of an increasingly fragmented and privatised
UK planning context (e.g. Parker et al.,
2018; Savini and Raco, 2019). A conceptual
focus on ‘street-level bureaucracy’ is not
wholly new within planning. Previous con-
tributions have used street-level theory (e.g.
Clifford, 2022; Clifford and Tewdwr-Jones,
2013; Inch, 2009) particularly to highlight
how planners negotiate the conflicting
demands of neoliberalisation. Neoliberal
logic is an ‘ideological software’ which is
reshaping public governance through the
global extension of markets and competi-
tiveness, alongside public austerity and state
downsizing (Peck and Tickell, 2002: 380).
Scotland’s devolved administration is typi-
cally viewed as comparatively supportive of
state-led planning (Inch, 2018;Slade et al.,
2019), albeit within a wider UK governance
context which represents a ‘symbolic marker
of neoliberalisation’ (Newman, 2014: 3292).

This paper’s focus is on the local imple-
mentation of urban design within this gov-
ernance context, considering the growing
recognition of place-based design solutions
to key policy problems. These ‘design gov-
ernance’ (Carmona, 2016) processes trans-
cend public and private responsibilities in

ways that reflect the wider evolution of the
state under neoliberalisation, where the
active blurring of public–private boundaries
resulting from a growing dependence on pri-
vate capacity following public austerity has
occurred (e.g. Newman, 2014; Savini and
Raco, 2019). This article presents the results
of case study research with a Scottish local
planning authority, West Dunbartonshire
Council (WDC). Since 2017, WDC has
prioritised urban design within an overarch-
ing policy agenda centred on the regenera-
tion of its post-industrial towns (WDC,
2020). A series of interventions have sup-
ported this policy agenda, including a new
design review panel of volunteer experts.
WDC’s collaboration with external – often
private sector – design review panel mem-
bers illustrates the deeply embedded public-
private interactions which define contempo-
rary urban design governance. The article
therefore extends ‘street-level theory’ to cap-
ture the growing role of private actors in
design policy implementation under neoli-
beralising governance practices, deepening
understanding of who the built environment
is designed by, and how, amid the ‘rise of a
new technocracy in urban governance’
(Savini and Raco, 2019: 3).

The next section outlines the value of
‘street-level theory’ for understanding the
distinctive public policy context of urban
design, and for developing the growing liter-
ature on private sector involvement in plan-
ning. The case study and research methods
are then introduced, followed by the results
of the research. The paper concludes with
implications for street-level theory and
urban design governance.

Exploring urban design through
street-level theory

The complex cross-sector delivery mechanisms
for urban design provide a distinctive institu-
tional context for developing street-level
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theory. Lipsky ([1980]2010) conceptualises
street-level bureaucrats as the workers within
public agencies who interact with citizens, and
who have wide discretion over the dispensa-
tion of benefits or the allocation of sanctions.
These ideas are salient to much of the
outward-facing work of public authority plan-
ners in the United Kingdom (e.g. Clifford and
Tewdwr-Jones, 2013), which includes liaising
with applicants over development proposals,
granting or refusing planning permission (or
making corresponding recommendations to
elected politicians) and facilitating commu-
nity consultation processes. According to
Lipsky, despite a high level of discretion,
the pressures and uncertainties of street-
level bureaucrats’ work – including inade-
quate resources and contradictory expecta-
tions – force them to adopt coping devices
which reshape public policy as it is enacted.
Street-level bureaucrats therefore possess
‘relative autonomy from organisational
authority’ (Lipsky, [1980]2010: 16), with
their discretion structured by their relation-
ship to the overarching bureaucracy, which
is shaped by factors including management
oversight, public pressure, duty to regula-
tion and informal discourses (Proudfoot
and McCann, 2008).

The flexibility inherent to the UK’s dis-
cretionary plan-led systems emphasises the
role of public planning professionals and
elected politicians, for whom design is one
consideration among many (Punter, 2007).
However, as the creation of the built envi-
ronment is a collective and holistic endea-
vour (Carmona, 2009), to which the
navigation of state-market relations is cen-
tral (Adams and Tiesdell, 2010), urban
design policy is implemented by a series of
actors across sectors (Carmona, 2016). As
well as public authority planners and politi-
cians, this includes the developers – who
may be public, private or third sector – and
their consultants, who propose and design
new development (Table 1).

Carmona (2016: 705) defines a corre-
sponding sub-field of ‘design governance’ as
‘the process of state-sanctioned intervention
in the means and processes of designing the
built environment in order to shape both
processes and outcomes in a defined public
interest’. State intervention in urban design is
usually a ‘second-order’ endeavour (George,
1997: 143), pursuing policy aims by shaping
the decision-making environment of typically
private sector designers. The responsibilities
for implementing urban design are therefore
shared, and transcend both public–private
boundaries and the limitations of the state’s
statutory responsibilities (Carmona, 2016).
Bentley (1999) conceptualises this as a battle-
field in which development outcomes result
from how each actor negotiates in the pur-
suit of their own objectives, while under the
constraint of resources and rules, which pro-
duce ‘opportunity space’ to act.

Changes to public governance in recent
decades have reshaped this ‘battlefield’. In a
thirtieth anniversary edition of his seminal
book, Lipsky acknowledged that he earlier
‘took the existence of government and criti-
cal public services for granted’ (Lipsky,
[1980]2010: 215). In the United Kingdom,
fuelled by the austerity policies of the
Coalition and Conservative-led governments
since 2010, the public sector no longer domi-
nates public service delivery, with local
authorities required to increasingly deliver
services through other state and non-state
providers (Durose, 2011; Newman, 2014); or
‘street-level organisations’ (Brodkin, 2012:
944). Concurrent policy agendas, including
localism and the ‘big society’, in England,
have meanwhile discursively shifted responsi-
bility away from the state (Newman, 2014).

In-house local authority urban design
expertise has been particularly badly affected
by austerity cuts (Carmona and Giordano,
2021; White et al., 2020), and in Scotland,
survey evidence shows that 15 of 35 respond-
ing planning authorities named design as
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one of their top five areas of skills shortage
(Birrell, 2018). Public design services, partic-
ularly policy writing, are therefore increas-
ingly outsourced to private consultants
(Linovski, 2019), leading to ever-more fluid
boundaries between (typically private sector)
design and development functions, and

public (regulatory) planning practices
(Cuthbert, 2017).

Private actors in planning

With ‘reluctant outsourcing’ (Slade et al.,
2019: 15) increasingly common, the work of

Table 1. List of the actors who are typically responsible for urban design governance at local level in the
United Kingdom, and their key responsibilities (non-exhaustive).

Actor Key street-level design governance responsibilities

Public authority planner Writing local planning policy
Overseeing the production of outsourced policy writing
Conducting community consultation
Reviewing development proposals
Negotiating with developers during pre-application discussions
Making recommendations to councillors on whether planning
permission should be approved or refused
Enforcing planning permissions and conditions
Coordinating design tools, such as a design review panel or
initiatives to champion design quality

Local politician Making formal decisions on major development applications
Engaging with and representing communities
Setting overall policy direction of the authority, including on built
environment matters such as housing and regeneration

Public authority officer with
built environment
responsibilities (e.g. housing,
regeneration)

Responsible for local authority development such as council
housing and public realm, including as developer
Writing policy on built environment matters, for example,
housing and regeneration strategy

Public authority highways officer Responsible for highway design and construction standards for
streets to be adopted and maintained by the authority

Developer Preparing development proposals, including making decisions on
design
Choosing consultants to engage, including architects and urban
designers
Negotiating with planners during pre-application discussions
Submitting a planning application
Overseeing construction of built outcomes

Consultant Completing outsourced work for a planning authority, including
writing policy, running consultation events
Designing proposed development for a developer (public, private
or third sector)
Providing specialist expertise as part of a planning application
(e.g. transport assessment, environmental impact assessment)
Mediating between developer and planning authority

Communities Engaging in consultation processes, for policy and development
proposals
Producing policy, for example, through community planning
processes
End user of design and planning decisions
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‘traditional’ street-level bureaucrats within
local planning authorities is now routinely
undertaken by private actors. The growth of
private sector planning (Parker et al., 2018;
Sturzaker and Hickman, 2023) has required
scholars to reconsider the very nature of the
planning profession, particularly regarding
the skills planners require, and their inter-
pretation of the ‘public interest’ values which
have historically legitimised state interven-
tion in planning in the United Kingdom
(Schoneboom et al., 2022). Within increas-
ingly fragmented governance structures
(Parker et al., 2018), planning is being com-
mercialised and reimagined as ‘a model of
(economic) delivery rather than a public ser-
vice’ (Slade et al., 2022: 400). This poses a
major challenge for how design outcomes
can consistently reflect ‘public interest’ val-
ues, and the nuanced design ambitions of
planning policy.

Planners at the frontline of the local state
must make sense of such policy initiatives
and put them into practice (Clifford, 2022),
and planners’ discretion ‘at the coalface’
means they are both collaborators and resis-
tors to neoliberal state reform (Clifford and
Tewdwr-Jones, 2013: 35). Inch (2009: 84)
similarly highlights the ‘political value of
planners as street-level regulators’ in negoti-
ating the contradictions of the planning sys-
tem under neoliberalism. This paper builds
on such micro-level perspectives which view
the state as a peopled organisation (e.g.
Inch, 2018), ‘actively constructed through
the activities of its bureaucrats and their
everyday work’ (Clifford, 2022: 100). In par-
ticular, it highlights how the increasingly
embedded public–private interactions associ-
ated with neoliberal urban governance are
perceived – and actively utilised – by plan-
ning authorities, in delivering an overarching
design policy agenda.

The street-level implementation of urban
design policy aims is characteristically fluid
across public and private functions. For

instance, planning applicants, who are often
private developers, are both recipients of
street-level policy decisions and partially
responsible for their implementation. These
power dynamics are also evolving, with
planning applicants often viewed as custom-
ers of the planning system, and authorities
increasingly reliant on income from applica-
tion fees (Clifford and Tewdwr-Jones, 2013).
Furthermore, the growing trend for private
consultants to write outsourced public policy
while subsequently working for private
developers who are regulated by that policy
introduces conflicting interests deriving from
their need to secure future business
(Linovski, 2021), which questions the rela-
tionship between urban design and demo-
cratic politics (Cuthbert, 2017). As well as
cycling between public and private contracts,
design professionals move between jobs
across sectors, giving them ‘a clear-eyed view
of public processes and private requisites’
(Hack, 2017: 43).

While existing literature has tended to
treat public and private actors distinctly, this
paper builds on recent planning research sug-
gesting the everyday realities are more com-
plex (Schoneboom et al., 2022; Sturzaker
and Hickman, 2023). It contributes to under-
standing of how public and private interests
interact at street level, recasting street-level
theory to illuminate these ‘prosaic practices
of neoliberal governance’ (Newman, 2014:
3301), through a focus on design review.

Design review: Collaborative policy
implementation

Design review is an increasingly common
intervention, and exemplifies the collabora-
tive imperatives of design governance.
Design review is a widely-used tool for the
peer review of the design of built environ-
ment projects, usually conducted by a panel
of external experts – typically experienced
built environment professionals including
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architects and urban designers – on behalf of
a governing authority (Carmona, 2019b;
White and Chapple, 2019). The traditional
street-level bureaucrat in this context, a pub-
lic authority planner, has additional discre-
tion to manage a network of reviewers, while
parts of the authority’s street-level design
function, in steering development proposals
in line with policy aims, are executed infor-
mally by an external stakeholder group.

Design review panels vary in structure
from those formally integrated with local
regulatory planning functions, as has been
typical in the United States, to those operat-
ing in an advisory capacity alongside the
planning system, which is more usual in the
United Kingdom (Punter, 2011). The
Commission for Architecture and the Built
Environment (CABE), the former national
design champion in England, operated a
high-profile design review panel which
helped embed design review within planning
processes across the United Kingdom
(Black, 2019). CABE’s Scottish equivalent,
Architecture and Design Scotland (A&DS),
continues to run its own similar process
(White and Chapple, 2019).

In 2017, research found that 12 design
review panels existed in some form in Scotland
(WDC, 2017), while in England, by 2021, 75%
of local authorities were using a design review
panel (Carmona and Giordano, 2021). In the
absence of further evidence from Scotland,
research suggests that design review panels in
England are being used to fill local authorities’
design skills gaps, alongside practices including
formal outsourcing to consultants (Carmona
and Giordano, 2021). Design review panels in
England are also being increasingly marketised
as a chargeable service (Carmona, 2019b), and
are now most commonly managed by third
parties rather than local authorities (Carmona
and Giordano, 2021). Design review can there-
fore be viewed as an iterative practice which is
constitutive of evolving wider governance pro-
cesses and cultures.

The existence of a design review panel
can set clear pre-application expectations to
developers (Punter, 2011), but the impact
derives largely from the soft power of peer
review which encourages developers to pres-
ent their best work, similarly to the design
crit model used by architecture schools
(White and Chapple, 2019). The discretion
exercised by design review panel members is
therefore critical to the process, but has
received limited academic attention. Black
(2019) highlights the agency of reviewers in
rendering design review a contested mechan-
ism given differences in taste and approach,
while Paterson (2011) finds that design
review can compromise consistency in
decision-making and obscure competing
interests, contending that the ‘extent of
third-party involvement is controversial in
this context’ (p. 103, emphasis in original).

In conducting ostensibly public functions
on behalf of a governing authority, design
review demonstrates the blurring of public
and private functions within urban design
(e.g. Hack, 2017; Linovski, 2019), and an
inherent ‘tension between ‘‘expert’’ advice
and ‘‘local’’ democracy’ (Punter, 2011: 185).
Design review panel members’ participation
in a public process as external volunteers –
with simultaneous public and private obliga-
tions – distinguishes them from the typical
street-level bureaucrats conceptualised by
Lipsky. Developing street-level theory to
capture their role therefore helps conceptua-
lise how private actors shape implementa-
tion processes.

Case study and methods

This article presents evidence from colla-
borative case study research with a Scottish
local authority, West Dunbartonshire
Council (WDC). As a small and financially-
constrained authority which has made a
strategic investment in its urban design
capacity, WDC presents an atypical case, in
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Flyvbjerg’s (2001) terms, as authorities in
deprived areas have typically been reluctant
to push developers for better design for fear
of driving them away (Punter, 2007). A sin-
gle case study research design was selected
to facilitate an in-depth focus on this infor-
mative context (Yin, 2018).

West Dunbartonshire is located between
Glasgow and Loch Lomond, in the west of
Scotland, and has a population of approxi-
mately 87,790 (National Records of Scotland,
2022). West Dunbartonshire is known for its
industrial heritage, formerly home to several
major shipyards, such as John Brown’s in
Clydebank which built renowned liners
including the RMS Queen Mary and the QE2

(WDC, 2019a). However, 20th-century dein-
dustrialisation has left a challenging socio-
economic legacy. West Dunbartonshire’s pop-
ulation has declined 5.9% since 2001, while
both male and female life expectancy is over
two years below the Scottish average
(National Records of Scotland, 2022).

WDC has, since 2017, pursued a strategic
policy agenda which positions urban design
as key to long-term economic regeneration.
This was driven by an elected councillor who
believed that West Dunbartonshire had seen
‘too much identikit designed retail and hous-
ing development’, and that the council
should view ‘design as a means of achieving
economic benefit’ (The Improvement
Service, 2017: 4). In March 2017, WDC com-
mitted an additional £75,000 per year, on a
trial basis, to expand its urban design capac-
ity. This included recruiting a full-time
design officer and establishing a high-profile
design review panel to review early-stage
development proposals and draft policy
(WDC, 2019a), supported by place-based
design and planning policy including a Local
Development Plan which ‘focuses on deliver-
ing our regeneration sites and creating places
which strengthen our existing communities’
(WDC, 2020: 6), and advocates utilising mas-
terplans and design guidance.

An interpretivist philosophical stance
informed this research, reflecting the
‘peopled’ and constructed nature of gov-
ernance practices (e.g. Clifford, 2022;
Inch, 2018). Primary data was collected
using two main methods. Firstly, semi-
structured interviews with 31 key infor-
mants were conducted between October
2020 and May 2021. Participants were
recruited according to their recent experi-
ence across four broad categories: WDC
officers or politicians; WDC design
review panellists; developers; and consul-
tants (Table 2). Interviews were audio-
recorded where participants consented,
and fully transcribed. A thematic analysis
was conducted using the software NVivo
to construct codes according to a series of
themes and sub-themes, each representing
‘a theoretical construct that explains
similarities or variations across codes’
(Seal, 2016: 452). Secondly, archival
research was conducted with documents
including Scottish Government and
WDC planning policy, records of local
planning applications and details of
WDC committee proceedings. All docu-
ments referenced here were publicly avail-
able online. Ethical approval was granted
by the University of Glasgow’s College of
Social Sciences Ethics Committee in April
2020, and amended in September 2020.

Delivering a design policy agenda
at street level

While in-house local authority urban design
skills have declined elsewhere (Birrell, 2018;
Carmona and Giordano, 2021), WDC’s
strategic investment in design meant that,
during the research, its in-house planning
team included a qualified urban designer
and an architect. This enabled policy includ-
ing supplementary guidance to the Local
Development Plan (LDP) to be written
in-house, when otherwise, planners would
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‘have punted the design guidance out
to a consultant’ (Kevin, WDC Planner,
Interview 2020). Yet, WDC’s planners still
needed to engage with increasingly pervasive
‘reluctant outsourcing’ practices (Slade
et al., 2019: 8). For example, a masterplan

project for West Dunbartonshire’s third
largest town of Alexandria was outsourced
to private consultants despite its signifi-
cance, because WDC’s planners otherwise
‘just wouldn’t have the resource’ (Leslie,
WDC Planner, Interview 2021).

Table 2. Interview participants. Background information shows the current or most recent role at the
time of interview, and within the paper, participants are referred to using a pseudonym or generic role as
shown.

Pseudonym Participant group(s) Generic role Professional background

Gabriel Panellists Local authority planner Public sector planner
Kevin WDC officers/politicians WDC planner Public sector planner
Tom WDC officers/politicians WDC planner Public sector planner
Leslie WDC officers/politicians WDC planner Public sector planner
Tina WDC officers/politicians WDC planner Public sector planner
Alan Developers Developer Private sector developer
Katie WDC officers/politicians WDC planner Public sector planner
Nick WDC officers/politicians WDC senior officer Public sector manager
David WDC officers/politicians WDC economic

development officer
Public sector economic
development officer

Mary Panellists Consultant Private sector transport
planner

Paul WDC officers/politicians WDC planner Public sector planner
Andrew Panellists Local authority planner Public sector planner
Brian Panellists Consultant Private sector planner
Jamie WDC officers/politicians WDC economic

development officer
Public sector economic
development officer

Ryan Panellists
Consultants

Consultant Private sector architect

Owen WDC officers/politicians WDC politician Elected local politician
Edward Panellists

Consultants
Consultant Private sector transport

planner
Scott Panellists Consultant Private sector landscape

architect
Jack Panellists

Consultants
Consultant Private sector planning

consultant
Dan Developers Developer Private sector developer
Adam Panellists Consultant Private sector architect
Jennifer Panellists Consultant Private sector architect
Emily WDC officers/politicians WDC planner Public sector planner
Michelle Panellists Consultant Private sector landscape

architect
Sean Panellists Local authority planner Public sector planner
Joe Panellists Consultant Private sector architect
Simon WDC officers/politicians WDC senior officer Public sector manager
Laura WDC officers/politicians WDC planner Public sector planner
Nicky WDC officers/politicians WDC politician Elected local politician
Billy Consultants Consultant Private sector architect
Steve WDC officers/politicians WDC politician Elected local politician
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A design review panel – the Place and
Design Panel – was the primary initiative
funded by WDC’s annual £75,000 invest-
ment in design capacity. Beyond its design
review function, it was intended to reshape
perceptions about design across the council,
as ‘a culture changer and an educator . . . to
excite people about place’ (Owen, WDC
Politician, Interview 2021). The Panel oper-
ates in an advisory capacity alongside
WDC’s formal development management
processes. Reports from sittings are shared
with presenters, panellists and relevant coun-
cil officers, while elected local politicians on
the planning committee receive a summary
when a corresponding application for plan-
ning permission is discussed. The Panel’s
recommendations are therefore treated as a
material consideration (WDC, 2019a) – a
discretionary consideration which enables
elected decision-makers to deviate from stat-
utory development plan policy (Scottish
Government, 2023). Between March 2018
and April 2022, 22 sittings took place, dis-
cussing 28 projects spanning development
proposals and draft policy.

The volunteer design reviewers comprise a
pool – numbering 70 at its peak (WDC,
2019b) – of built environment professionals
from the public, private and third sectors,
including architects, planners, urban
designers and landscape architects, of which
four to six are selected by the council’s plan-
ners to attend each sitting (WDC, 2019a). A
WDC report towards the end of the trial
funding period concluded that design review
in this form presents a ‘cost-effective method
of extending the council’s capacity regarding
design’ (WDC, 2019b: 84). The perception of
external actors as ‘council capacity’ is infor-
mative; given these professionals are typically
employed privately, particularly following
the recent broad decline of local authorities’
in-house design skills, private consultants
occupy a prominent position within the
Panel’s membership. WDC always intended

for the Place and Design Panel to be a colla-
borative cross-sector vehicle, having underta-
ken thorough consultation with academic,
third sector and private sector professionals,
as well as developers, including through
powerful housebuilding lobbyist Homes for
Scotland (WDC, 2017, 2019a).

Subsequently, WDC’s planners sought to
avoid what they perceived as the structured
approach of some of Scotland’s established
design review panels, including those in
Glasgow and Edinburgh, which they felt could
be unsuitable for West Dunbartonshire’s fra-
gile development context (Leslie, Interview
2021; Emily, Interview 2021). The Place and
Design Panel was deliberately positioned as an
‘enabler and not an obstacle’ (WDC, 2019a:
23), to appeal to private developers and the
concerns of WDC’s own economic develop-
ment function, that ‘if you were too choosy
about design, that could impact on investment’
(Simon, Senior Officer, Interview 2021),
demonstrating the perceived power of develop-
ment capital compared to that of the authority.
Unlike the emerging pattern in England
(Carmona, 2019b), WDC does not charge
applicants to use its design review panel.

The panellists take part in their own indi-
vidual capacity (WDC, 2019a), in contrast
to panels in Glasgow and Edinburgh, where
panellists are selected via member organisa-
tions including the Royal Town Planning
Institute and Historic Environment Scotland
(Edinburgh City Council, n.d.; Glasgow
Institute of Architects, 2021). Similarly,
rather than replicating a formal committee,
Place and Design Panel sittings typically
begin with a site visit and presentation from
the developer, consultant or council officer
leading the project, before an ‘informal
workshop’ discusses the design proposal
(WDC, 2019a: 26).

This informal structure emphasises the
discretion of both the external reviewers and
the WDC planners who coordinate the
process. Alongside an initial advertising

10 Urban Studies 00(0)



campaign to recruit panel members, WDC’s
planners invited their own contacts directly.
For example, a consultant recalled how
‘through our work with the council, I was
quite a well-known person in the council
offices, within the planning department, so
they asked me if I would be interested’
(Edward, Interview 2021), highlighting the
embedded public–private interactions within
professional planning networks (Parker
et al., 2018; Schoneboom et al., 2022). This
also reflects the active role of these networks
in the Panel’s development, which was
planned as an ‘iterative process that would
always evolve’ (Emily, WDC Planner,
Interview 2021), after its initial political pro-
ponent stood down in May 2017.

Fluid identities

Design review panellists represent a growing
and informative stakeholder group within
the street-level implementation of urban
design. When asked during interviews why
they volunteered, most Place and Design
Panel members reported a commitment to
improving design outcomes in West
Dunbartonshire, such as ‘trying to achieve
good design quality in . . . an area that’s not
as wealthy’ (Jack, Consultant, Interview
2021). Yet, more transactional personal and
private benefits of participating were as
common. This included professional devel-
opment, as ‘you can always reflect on your
own [work] through seeing others’ work’
(Joe, Consultant, Interview 2021), and
career development, ‘to gain experience . . .
to make yourself more attractive to employ-
ers’ (Andrew, Local Authority Planner,
Interview 2021).

Furthermore, some had wished to see
first-hand how WDC functions. For exam-
ple, having found authorities difficult to
navigate as a consultant, Brian reflected, ‘I
won’t say ‘‘if you can’t beat them join
them’’, but if you can’t beat them, at least

get inside their head and find out what
makes them work’ (Interview 2021). More
directly, Edward explained that his consul-
tancy firm was ‘working on a number of
other projects in the area, that might find
themselves going in front of such a Panel, so
it would be important to understand how it
was going to work, what they wanted to see’
(Interview 2021). Similarly, several partici-
pants valued the ‘opportunity to network
and build relationships’, as a form of ‘busi-
ness development’ (Mary, Consultant,
Interview 2020), as the Panel provides an
opportunity ‘to get involved in things out-
side the office that are good for the office’
(Joe, Consultant, Interview 2021).

Although all actors within street-level
implementation processes are influenced by
myriad personal and professional motiva-
tions, the Place and Design Panel’s informal
structure, which includes a flexible pool of
panellists selected by planning officers –
including from their own professional net-
works – emphasises the discretion of its
external members. This stakeholder group
exemplifies increasingly technocratic urban
governance (Savini and Raco, 2019), which
necessitates further understanding of how
the ‘business of planning’ (Linovski, 2019:
1671), including the requirement for private
consultants to secure future work, interacts
with public design processes. One consultant
reflected directly on this relationship:

we’re giving up our time for free, which is fine,
so the question our employers – and we – ask
ourselves, is ‘what do we get out of it? Do we
get anything out of it or are we just doing a
favour?’ Doing a favour’s fine, that’s part of
business, and as I say, I was happy to do that.
But if there’s an added value to make some
professional connections, then that’s all to the
good. (Edward, Interview 2021)

Mary agreed that ‘the council benefits from
some of the technical input and that diversity
of knowledge from the specialists in the field,

Richardson 11



but equally the specialists in the field that are
coming along also have the opportunity to
network and build relationships’ (Interview
2020). These reflections highlight a perceived
relationship between panellists’ simultaneous
public and private motivations, with fulfill-
ing elements of business interest seen as fair
recompense for the time volunteered. The
way such transactional interests structure the
discretion of design reviewers and the plan-
ners who coordinate these processes, which
ostensibly operate in the ‘public interest’, is
important to understand, particularly given
the potential influence of competing interests
(Linovski, 2021).

Although WDC’s planners reported that
encountering such conflicts was rare, and the
council operates a clear conflict of interest
policy with respect to the Place and Design
Panel (WDC, 2019a), on one occasion, a
Panel member was contacted the day before
a sitting by the developer who was due to
present their proposal, who the panellist had
also previously conducted work for. Adam
described how, ‘I know him [the developer]
quite well, and he’d phoned me up before-
hand to say, ‘‘I see you’re on the Panel,
remember what side your bread’s buttered
on’’ ’ (Consultant, Interview 2021).

The attempt by a developer to sway a
member of a public authority’s design review
panel illustrates one extreme outcome of
blurring public–private boundaries. Adam
could only report this event to WDC’s plan-
ners on the day of the sitting, when there
was limited time to respond – meaning the
developer had, to an extent, undermined the
process. Adam recalled that he ‘just laughed
it off . . . that company, I think we’d done
one or two jobs for them over a twenty-odd
year period. They’re not – and if they were –
considered one of our bread-and-butter cli-
ents, I wouldn’t have done it [participated in
the Panel sitting]’ (Interview 2021). Given
the varied volume of work a consultant
might undertake for a client over time,

individuals will likely interpret what consti-
tutes a ‘bread-and-butter client’ differently.

In another example, ahead of a sitting to
discuss a development brief for a council-
owned site, a panellist declared that they had
worked as a consultant to a developer which
had also bid to acquire the site, albeit unsuc-
cessfully. As this was early in the develop-
ment process, there was still a possibility
that WDC’s preferred bidder would drop
out, leaving the panellist’s client to revive
their bid. WDC’s planners decided it was
not necessary to ask the panellist to step
back, feeling that ‘it’s about, do they have
an economic advantage, or a commercial
advantage?’ (Emily, Interview 2021). Yet,
beyond questions of imminent commercial
advantage, such circumstances are emble-
matic of a wider governance culture whereby
commercial logic and privatisation increas-
ingly drive UK planning practices (Slade
et al., 2022), within which private actors
commonly produce policy they are later sub-
ject to (Cuthbert, 2017; Linovski, 2021).
How commercial interests interact or con-
flict with national and local design policy
aims, and how local authority planners
respond, are important considerations for
design review and similar collaborative gov-
ernance practices.

Same aspirations and values?

Design review panellists’ voluntary participa-
tion as individuals distinguishes them from
consultants operating under sub-contracting
conditions, and from typically-understood
street-level bureaucrats employed by a public
authority. Street-level theory can therefore be
extended to capture how these actors respond
to public and private functions simultane-
ously, with corresponding motivations which
transcend organisational boundaries, in a
way that planning literature has yet to fully
conceptualise (e.g. Linovski, 2021; Parker
et al., 2018; Sturzaker and Hickman, 2023).
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Before WDC agreed to permanently fund
the Place and Design Panel, in March 2020,
one panellist wrote to the council’s chief
executive, to ‘feed back through the various
layers within the council that I thought that
the initiative was extremely worthwhile’ (Joe,
Consultant, Interview 2021). Joe’s senti-
ments exemplify the high esteem in which
the panellists interviewed held the Place and
Design Panel, and an elected councillor con-
firmed that their support for permanently
funding it was influenced by ‘feedback from
the volunteers’, which ‘suggests that people
who know a little bit more about it are mas-
sively in favour’ (Steve, Interview 2021).

Some of the volunteers interact with
WDC’s planners regularly, having taken
part in several Panel sittings and repeatedly
consulted for the council or developers oper-
ating locally. Describing one such consul-
tancy practice, a WDC planner explained
that, through building these relationships,
‘you’re able to determine they had the same
aspirations and values as the council, and
believed in quality development’ (Leslie,
Interview 2021). The suggestion of shared
‘aspirations and values’ is likely true for
some elements of design, but not regarding
the divergent business interests of a private
consultancy and a local authority’s regula-
tory obligations.

This perception of common values aligns
with research showing that consultants tend
to be viewed – perhaps uncritically – as an
objective source of external expertise
(Linovski, 2015; Parker et al., 2018). WDC
expects its panellists to be ‘impartial and inde-
pendent’ (WDC, 2019b: 24), reflecting estab-
lished guidance on design review from the
Design Council (2013, cited in WDC, 2019a:
29). Panellists themselves embraced this mind-
set, including Michelle who felt that ‘it just
makes your solutions more robust . . . having
an objective group who can come in with no
partiality’ (Consultant, Interview 2021).

As consultants often work for private
developers and public authorities simultane-
ously, this valorisation of external privately-
held knowledge implicitly raises the profile
of for-profit development interests within
street-level implementation processes. Indeed,
an elected councillor expressed a desire for
WDC’s Place and Design Panel to access
‘more people from the likes of [construction
and manufacturing company] CCG . . . or
[housebuilder] Barratt’, because ‘it’s good to
get people on the inside’ (Steve, Interview
2021). Steve’s reference to developers as ‘the
inside’ hints at where power over the delivery
of design and development outcomes is per-
ceived to lie, reflecting the prevalence of neolib-
eral discourses surrounding commercialisation
and viability (Clifford and Tewdwr-Jones,
2013; Slade et al., 2022). It also highlights
WDC’s desire to proactively utilise this ‘insi-
der’ knowledge within its own planning
processes.

Navigating these public-private interac-
tions is an increasingly important component
of public authority planners’ professional dis-
cretion. These networks can, it should be
emphasised, yield significant opportunities to
positively shape places. The Place and Design
Panel provides access to design skills and
capacity to enable design review which may
otherwise not be undertaken. Furthermore,
the Panel allows WDC to harness profes-
sional networks to promote its design ambi-
tions. For example, a consultant who had
both presented to the Panel and volunteered
as a panellist explained that, while working
on behalf of a developer in West
Dunbartonshire, he had persuaded the project
architect to adapt their proposals in line with
recommendations from a Panel sitting.
Edward, previously described as a ‘well-
known person in the council offices’, recalled
that on this project, ‘the architect initially was
[saying], ‘‘well that’s just another architect’s
opinion, I’ve got my opinion’’ . . . I said, ‘‘but
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this is about getting our development through
. . . why don’t we just go with what they’re
suggesting?’’ ’ (Interview 2021).

A WDC planner reported a similar
modus operandi in relation to a consultancy
firm, some of whose staff were Place and
Design Panel members, which had been
appointed to design a council housing site:
‘They know what we’re after, they’re not
going to associate themselves with bad
design. How would their reputation be if
they’re a member of the Panel and they’re
putting forward something that isn’t of great
design?’ (Leslie, Interview 2021). This
demonstrates how WDC’s planners, as
Adams and Tiesdell (2010) argue is neces-
sary more widely, have actively developed
market-rich knowledge, market-relevant
skills and market-rooted networks. In line
with existing literature on design review (e.g.
Punter, 2011; White and Chapple, 2019),
consultants and developers who had pre-
sented to the Panel reported that the experi-
ence of peer review shaped their future
expectations of WDC’s design aims; ‘you get
to know what they’re (WDC) looking for’
(Dan, Developer, Interview 2021). WDC
planners also felt that participating in the
Panel process gave them additional ‘confi-
dence and . . . skills to go out and push for
better development’ (Leslie, Interview 2021),
further demonstrating the perceived impact
of external design review capacity.

The Place and Design Panel exemplifies the
coordinated street-level engagement with mar-
ket actors by local authority planners which is
a crucial feature of contemporary urban
design and planning practice. Design review
panellists occupy a somewhat hybrid street-
level function in responding to public and pri-
vate motivations simultaneously. Panellists, in
a quasi-public but independent role, exert sig-
nificant discretion inside and outside of design
review panel sittings, and their autonomy
from organisational authority is structured by
limited direct accountability to the council,

but likely simultaneous obligations to another
employer, and implicitly, to potential clients.
Their operation at a greater distance from the
bureaucracy than traditionally-defined street-
level bureaucrats, as with the wider growing
role of private actors within UK planning,
also raises critical questions for how major
policy agendas interact with complex and
evolving implementation processes.

Conclusion

Street-level theory should therefore be devel-
oped to conceptualise how emerging plan-
ning (and wider governance) practices,
whereby non-state actors increasingly deliver
planning and urban design work on behalf
of a governing authority (Linovski, 2021;
Parker et al., 2018), are experienced and
negotiated ‘on the ground’. Using case study
evidence from West Dunbartonshire,
Scotland, this article demonstrates the fluid-
ity of public-private relationships within
urban design governance, and how the role
of a ‘typical’ street-level bureaucrat within
implementation is shared among actors,
transcending sectoral responsibilities and
motivations. Beyond the ‘street-level organi-
sations’ which Brodkin (2012: 944) identifies
as being responsible for contemporary pol-
icy delivery, further focus on the micro-level
of street-level professionals and networks is
necessary for understanding how urban
design implementation will evolve under
neoliberalisation, with the structuring power
of an overarching state bureaucracy appear-
ing ever more diffuse.

Compared to the policy settings Lipsky
([1980]2010) describes, including welfare ser-
vices and courts, communities typically
receive public urban design services less
directly, and at a greater distance from the
street-level bureaucrat. Alongside public
consultation methods, much emphasis has
historically been on planners to act on behalf
of citizens in determining how the public
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interest is met (Slade et al., 2019). The grow-
ing influence of non-state actors within
implementation mechanisms, including
informal design review, is likely to influence
how these ‘public interest’ values are opera-
tionalised. As Linovski (2015) contends, the
complex interests involved in delivering
urban design render universal understand-
ings of ‘good design’ impossible. The power
dynamics within design governance pro-
cesses are therefore crucial in determining
whose interests design outcomes serve, and
how they reflect policy responses to key
challenges including climate and housing
crises.

The private sector should not be equated
with purely profit-seeking behaviour
(Sturzaker and Hickman, 2023), but while
many private planning and design consul-
tants will be genuinely committed to creating
well-designed places, they must also be influ-
enced to a degree by the requirement to
secure future business (Linovski, 2019). This
necessitates appealing to the interests of pri-
vate developers, who, particularly in the case
of volume housebuilders, are often reluctant
to invest in design features which provide
public benefits but do not deliver a corre-
sponding increase in property sale values
(Adams et al., 2012; White et al., 2020). This
reflects wider neoliberal ideological and cul-
tural shifts within UK planning (Clifford and
Tewdwr-Jones, 2013; Inch, 2018) through
which discourses surrounding viability and
delivery increasingly drive planning processes
(Slade et al., 2022). The embrace of private
expertise within the case study, to fill a gap in
design capacity and in aiming to actively
shape wider development practices, reveals
how such rationalities influence street-level
planning. As Proudfoot and McCann (2008)
argue, further understanding is needed of how
micro-level concerns regarding street-level
implementation relate to such wider forces of
political and economic change.

The fragmented and technocratic nature
of contemporary planning practices (Parker
et al., 2018; Savini and Raco, 2019) means
that negotiating public–private relationships
is a key responsibility of UK local authority
planners (Schoneboom et al., 2022; Slade
et al., 2019). The model of WDC’s Place and
Design Panel is likely desirable and replic-
able for authorities seeking to expand their
capacity cost-effectively, and indeed, similar
collaborative mechanisms may have wider
appeal. How these ‘emergent spaces’ of local
governance (Durose, 2011: 978) – and the
systemic tensions they may present – are
managed will be key to addressing the urban
design implementation gap, and to deliver-
ing socially just place-based policy solutions.
The evidence here highlights how local plan-
ning authorities are not passive recipients of
neoliberalisation (Newman, 2014), but that
street-level planners must have the skills
and knowledge to actively utilise and
reshape emerging policy implementation
processes.

Developing street-level theory for this dis-
tinctive urban design governance context helps
understand the behaviour and motivations of
the actors with ‘shared responsibilities for
delivery’ (Carmona, 2016: 706). This, in turn,
reinforces the importance of implementation
processes – which are multi-actor, cross-sector,
fluid and challenging to direct – as a key con-
sideration within policymaking, and as a focus
of planning and public policy research.
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