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What is a partnership?

• No agreed definition, much ambiguity 
• Different scales, scope, forms, functions
• Context specific 
• Minimum definition:

Several groups or organisations 
+ with some common interests
+ some trust between them or mutual dependence 
+ working together 

Not hierarchical command relationships 
Nor market-style contracts



Two views of partnership

• “The suppression of mutual resentment in 
order to obtain external funding”

• “Seeing the broader picture and 
understanding the requirements of other 
actors and organisations”



Getting more specific

A joint working arrangement where the partners:
• Are otherwise independent bodies
• Agree to cooperate to achieve a common goal
• Create a new organisational structure or process 

to achieve the goal
• Plan and implement a joint programme
• Share relevant information, risks and rewards

(Audit commission, 1998)



Who is involved?

• Different government departments, tiers, agencies
• Different private sector interests – investors, 

developers, businesses
• Civil society: community members, voluntary sector
Different partners have different contributions to make
Community have local knowledge, legitimacy, commitment

Different forms of partnership:
• Public-public; public-community; public-voluntary; 

public-private



Urban partnerships

• Tend to be multi-sector, multi-agency 
• Place-based - Urban areas affect the welfare of 

households and economic performance
• ‘Place-making’ or ‘shaping’, not just problem solving

1. Neighbourhood focus – deprived residential areas

2. Run-down and derelict industrial areas 

3. Wider administrative areas – local authorities

4. City-regions - functional economic areas
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Why are urban partnerships created? (abstract)

1. To pool resources - economies of scale

2. To combine powers, knowledge, skills – added 
value, synergy, integration, ‘institutional glue’

3. To promote change and even innovation - transform 
the objectives and cultures of partner organisations



Degrees of partnership intensity

Competition Ad hoc, 
opportunistic, 
entrepreneurial

No 
commitment

Cooperation At the margin, 
Special initiatives

Bigger budget Low 
commitment

Coordination Alignment of 
separate resources

Bigger impact
More efficient 

Moderate 
commitment

Co-evolution sharing goals, 
combine resources, 
learning

Lasting change High 
commitment



Practical reasons for urban partnerships

1. Crisis response. Opportunity to bid for new resources. 
Need to meet statutory requirements. Often symbolic, 
legitimation.

2. To reduce the impact of fragmented organisations and 
deliver joined-up services tailored to local needs

3. Tackle multi-dimensional, interconnected problems of 
poor areas and build community capacity

4. Realise development opportunities and harness 
agglomeration advantages through coordination of 
strategic infrastructure



Partnerships are not automatically a good thing

• Big difference between:
1. Voluntary partnerships –

partners and willing and participate by choice 
self-organising and relatively autonomous, ‘buy-in’

2. Reluctant partnerships -
Partners are forced or mandated. They lack trust, 
slows down decision-making and can create conflict 

• Partnerships are not automatically a good thing -
there are significant costs and disadvantages



How are urban partnerships organised? 

1. Informal arrangements, loose organisation, 
changeable boundaries, ad hoc participation, left to 
chance, depends on individual commitment

2. Formalised structures with limited executive capacity, 
more systematic procedures, fixed membership

3. Formal structures with strong executive capacity and 
dedicated resources. Joint ventures. Leverage and 
delivery.

• Relationships vary between voluntary agreements
(soft power) and formal contracts (hard power). 

• Depends on trust. Temporary versus longer-term. 



Practical example 1: City-region economic development 

• Glasgow and Clyde-Valley Structure Plan Team
• Set up after abolition of Strathclyde Regional Council
• Partnership of 7 local authorities to agree 15 year plan 

for spatial development priorities across the region
• Spent first two years on familiarisation & building trust
• “Your problem are our problems” + city as econ. engine
• Agreed to make Clyde Corridor the top priority
• Also joint agreements with Scottish Enterprise, 

Regional Transport Authority, Water Authority
• Public-public partnership between adjoining areas
• Slower than single authority but more ‘buy-in’
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Practical example 2: City-level community planning 

• Glasgow Community Planning Partnership
• Set up 2004 to coordinate different public services
• Partnership of one local authority, health authority, 

police, economic development, voluntary sector
• Public-public partnership + voluntary sector
• Very little staff capacity; but no time constraints
• Huge scope means focused agenda (i) drugs problem 

(ii) unemployment and welfare to work
• Trying to join up and rationalise 130 employment and 

training projects – information sharing, referral systems
• But lack of control over funding streams & rules



Practical example 3: Business district partnership 

• Clyde Waterfront Regeneration Company
• Set up as intermediary between conflicting interests to 

increase stability, certainty and investor confidence
• Three local authorities, economic development agency, 

Scottish Government, private landowners & developers
• Very little executive capacity; 3 year timescale (at first)
• Something of a champion for the area to facilitate 

development by marketing and oiling the wheels.
• But lacks resources and powers over land, vulnerable 

to other agendas, no employability remit





Practical example 4: Neighbourhood  partnership

• East End Partnership
• Set up 1994 to promote economic and social 

regeneration of Glasgow’s run down East End
• Partnership of local authority, further education 

college, economic development agency, private 
representatives, local community

• Reasonable executive capacity – 80 staff but most 
deliver services (business advice, training, childcare)

• Hence filling gaps in service provision, not bigger role
• Intermediary between public agencies and community 

hence valuable outreach service
• But not a real champion for the area, ‘cos little buy-in
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Challenges to partnership working

1. Building trust, understanding and commitment
2. Leadership, responsibility and accountability 
3. Delegated authority, powers and resources, 

organisational commitment
4. Tension between ‘quick wins’ to demonstrate action 

and sustainable change
5. Fatigue, other costs, inefficiency
6. Evidence of added value and capacity to transform?
7. Diverse skills & attitudes – especially cross-disciplinary





Implications for policy - local

1. Don’t set up a partnership without a clear and realistic 
purpose

2. Take time to develop and maintain commitment from all 
partners

3. Ensure that the contribution of all partners is recognised
4. Work to overcome the barriers to partnership working
5. Negotiate priorities, avoid ‘lowest common denominator’
6. Encourage action orientation not unwieldy talk-shop
7. Be problem-centred rather than managerial/bureaucratic 



Implications for policy – local (2)

8. Try to act on causes and not just symptoms of problems

9. Develop consistent frameworks and sustained policies to 
avoid ad hoc decisions and short-termism

10.Get the right people round the right tables at right times, 
with a clear framework of expectations & ground rules

11.Poverty is multi-dimensional and requires a holistic 
approach

12.Try to link needs and opportunities where possible



Implications for policy – national (1)

1. Recognise the value of a coordinated local approach –
it can deliver better outcomes

2. But it is not a substitute for government action
3. Complex problems differ in complexion between places 

and require real capacity to tackle them
4. ‘Let go’ of control and accept some risk because of the 

‘pay-back’ from local flexibility and creativity 
5. Government support is essential, but not ‘one size fits 

all’
6. Take on board the lessons of local innovation in 

mainstream policies - temporary measures and special 
initiatives are of limited value



Implications for policy – national (2)

7. Long-term funding is vital for stability and capacity 
development – partnerships are very vulnerable

8. Ensure support is transmitted from top to bottom – it is 
impossible to change structures and join-up separate 
funding streams from the bottom up

9. Involve economic development and transport ministries 
as well as labour, training and welfare

10. Improve the evidence base about the problems and 
‘what works’

11. Encourage sharing of good practice



Thank you for listening!


