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The focus of this article is the development of neighbourhood planning in England, in particular 

its guiding principle of local people as rational actors. The article looks at neighbourhood 

planning in its own terms; that is, it looks at the rationality of engagement in a new system that 

seeks to tip the balance of rationality in favour of communities following the UK government’s 

aims of overcoming local resistance to the development of new housing. While there is evidence 

that neighbourhood planning is enjoying some success this is a delicate settlement.  

 

 

Key words: neighbourhood planning, institutional rational choice, London, community, 

governance.
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Introduction 

The question of neighbourhood participation within planning nestles in the midst of two sets of 

conflicts: between public good and self-interest, and between hard government forms and 

softer, more fluid, governance processes. In broad social terms the contract between the 

governed and those governing has changed. We live in a more individualistic and fragmented 

society in which people are less likely to accept as given the expertise or wisdom of politicians 

and those who advise them. Moreover, governments in more market-orientated states such as 

the UK have only fuelled this scepticism by narrating the limited competencies of the public 

sector when compared with the private (Lord and Tewdwr-Jones 2014). In the case of the US 

this is reflected in the rise of Homeowner Associations as a private alternative to local 

government (Nelson 2004, 2005). Accompanying the existing but weakened local state planning 

function, and a prominent role for the market, has been an attempt to give local citizens 

greater say in shaping their places, driven in part by an ideological belief by national politicians 

that elected local government is both inefficient and unrepresentative (Clifford and Tewdwr-

Jones 2013). This has led to a suite of measures to encourage community involvement (Nadin 

2007), but which do not always sit well with a neoliberal ethos for planning and complex webs 

of networked governance models in practice (Allmendinger and Haughton 2010), which can still 

deliver planning decisions but which are sometimes viewed by local communities as a distant 

imposition.  

The challenge of delivering development that is required nationally but unpopular locally 

remains an imponderable. This is exemplified in Englandi by the urgent need for more housing 
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in London and the southeast of England but where local households, especially homeowners, 

often have sound rational reasons for resisting this. This balancing of the 

recognition/protection of local self-interest against the ‘public good’ is echoed internationally 

with some arguing that, “[local self-interest] is a poor basis for national housing policy. The 

proper role of […] government is to lean against the local tendency to block new projects” 

(Glaeser and Gyourko 2008, 4). Planning, of course, as both the enabler and regulator of new 

development often sits as an unpopular referee between pro-development and community-

resistance interests. 

In the UK, the Conservative-led coalition government (2010-15) introduced neighbourhood 

planning as part of its broader ‘localism’ agenda after its election in 2010. This represented a 

range of initiatives informed by and that seek to work with self-interestii. This represents a 

fundamental shift that has not been emphasised sufficiently in the early literature on 

neighbourhood planning; indeed, neighbourhood planning has been criticised for its failure to 

anticipate the effects of self-interest (Holman and Rydin 2013). Here, rather than being 

regarded as an omission, the influence of self-interest is positioned as informing the very logic 

of neighbourhood planning. The key question we seek to address is the extent to which 

neighbourhood planning is likely to provide the basis for neighbourhood groups to make 

rational choices in pursuit of their self-interest that coincide with the wider public good that 

requires development. This question was addressed through work with a community as they 

developed a neighbourhood plan. As a neighbourhood plan has legal status any group seeking 

to develop one must be recognised by the local authority as a ‘neighbourhood forum’ (different 
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arrangements apply in rural locations). This article reflects work with the Mill Hill 

neighbourhood forum in outer London.  

In the following section, the structure of neighbourhood planning and associated ‘incentives’ is 

set out. We follow this by focusing on the findings from the case study; these are structured 

around the rational choice criteria for participation set out by Parker and Murray (2012), 

assessing costs in terms of: time; the penalties of non-participation; benefits in relation to gains 

in human capital, and; possible planning outcomes. The case study suggests that 

neighbourhood planning has the potential to be successful in its appeal to rational choice but it 

is all too easy for subsequent actions by government to tip the balance against participation. 

The experience recorded here we might term as one of fragile possibilities.  

Neighbourhood planning as rational choice 

In this section the localism agenda of the Conservative-led coalition government is set out, 

including the introduction of neighbourhood planning. The broader changes under localism 

seek to offer a range of incentives to make it rational for local residents to accept development. 

However, part of localism - neighbourhood planning - has also to make it rational (or 

worthwhile) to participate actively in planning for development. The two are not unrelated but 

neither are they identical. Therefore, the narrow-interest economic rational choice modeliii of 

localism is set against a wider model of ‘institutional rational choice’. Where the former focuses 

on government signals that seek to make it rational for residents to accept development the 

latter looks at the wider ‘Action Situation’ (Ostrom 2007) that renders participation relatively 

more or less rational. This approach stands in contrast to approaches of the previous New 
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Labour administrations of 1997-2010, which drew on the principles of collaborative and 

communicative planning (Healey 2005; Clifford and Tewdwr-Jones 2013), where the 

assumption was that providing space for dialogue would create the conditions for agreeing on 

the public good that would take precedence over self-interest. The Conservative opposition was 

able to depict this approach as top down because it failed to overcome the perception that 

housing targets were being forced on local communities (Mace 2013). Rather than seeking to 

persuade people to recognise the common good over self interest, as the previous system had, 

a more prominent role was given to fiscal incentives.  

In addition to neighbourhood planning, communities have been offered incentives to plan for 

and/or accept new development. The New Homes Bonus and the Community Infrastructure 

Levy both provide fiscal incentives/compensation for development. Under the New Homes 

Bonus central government matches the local property tax (Council Tax) raised from new 

households for six years and this additional funding can be used to reduce Council Tax or 

provide more funding to servicesiv. The link between local development and a revenue stream 

going to and controlled by the local authority is remote and might not tip the rationality of 

communities accepting new development; however, this in only one of a suite of incentives. A 

local authority can develop a charging schedule for a Community Infrastructure Levy (CIL). This 

is based on a calculation of required infrastructure, widely interpreted, and moderated by 

testing whether the charge would negatively impact the viability of development in a given 

area. Where charged, a proportion of CIL is ring fenced for local community use and where a 

neighbourhood plan is in place, the proportion of CIL allocated locally increases from 15% to 

25%. Therefore establishing a neighbourhood forum and developing a neighbourhood plan 
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provides a direct link between development and a fiscal benefit. With CIL, the UK government is 

signalling the logic of accepting the principle of development and incentivising participation 

within local neighbourhood planning. 

In addition to fiscal incentives, a series of other initiatives are also available to bodies engaged 

in neighbourhood planning. The overriding character of these is that they offer a nudge to take 

a pro-active role in development in the neighbourhood. Summarised from government 

documentation (CLG 2012), these are: 

• Neighbourhood Development Orders allows a forum to grant planning permission; 

• Community Right to Build lets a forum develop small-scale projects including local shops 

under a relaxed planning regime; 

• Community Right to Bid allows a community to seek a pause in the sale of recognised 

community assets (eg pubs, cinemas – as listed by the Local Authority), the community 

then has six months to make its own bid.; 

• Community Right to Reclaim Land allows a community to make a request to central 

government to require a public body to sell land that is under-utilised; 

• Design support for communities, in its early stages seeks to provide design guidance to 

communities. 

These incentives are modest in the face of longstanding opposition to development, especially 

prevalent in the relatively densely populated southeast of England. Moreover, they are not 

freely gifted to a community; rather, to be achieved they require considerable organising and 

input – especially if a community is to develop a neighbourhood plan. In developing a 
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framework for institutional analysis, Ostrom (2007) usefully identifies an ‘Action Area’ bringing 

together both ‘Actors’ and ‘Action Situations’ where the former focuses on the characteristics 

of participants and the latter on conditions. Reflective of this approach Rydin and Pennington 

(2000), in their work on community engagement, list four elements that a member of the public 

will take into account before deciding, whether, on balance, it is worth becoming involved; 

these are reframed by Parker and Murray (2012) as rational choice questions. These are used to 

structure the empirical section below and are: costs in terms of time and other resources; 

personal human capital gains; penalties of non-participation, and; the likelihood of making a 

difference. From this perspective we look at how the government has sought to engineer the 

planning system to incentivise economic rational choice in favour of development but how, in 

so doing, communities are also required to make a series of rational choices as to whether it is 

worth engaging with the new institutions of localism including neighbourhood planning. The 

article now goes on to report on a single case study of a neighbourhood forum as it progressed 

through its first year. 

The case study and methods 

The case reported here is that of the Mill Hill Neighbourhood Forum (MHNF). In the summer of 

2014 the chair of the MHNF approached one of the authors to ask if a group of planning 

students might be identified to produce a preliminary report as part of the process of 

developing a neighbourhood plan.  Therefore, the relationship with the MHNF was not simply 

one of researcher/researched, as over the course of a year there was involvement with a 

number of the interviewees beforehand as the supervisor of the student group. This produced a 

greater awareness of the narratives that interviewees developed over time and rehearsed in 
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interview situations. The research comprises interview material from a set of key experts. 

Although these are modest in number (ten), each interviewee offered considerable insight into 

the area as they possesses a variety of expertise with regard to local politics, planning and the 

working of the forum. Interviewees comprised politicians; the Member of Parliament, the 

Greater London Authority (regional) assembly member and a local councillor. Local officers; a 

local planner and a commissioning official. And representatives of civil society; the chair of the 

forum, other members of the committee and the chair of the local preservation society. All 

interviews were semi structured following a similar set of themes but with some questions 

reflecting the particular experience and expertise of the interviewee. The interviews were 

recorded and coded following a series of themes. Most of the themes were developed in 

advance of the interviews but others emerged in the course of reviewing the interviews.  

The forum covers the Mill Hill Wardv and NW7 postcode (ZIP code) addresses within the 

neighbouring Hale Ward, all within the London Borough of Barnet in outer London. With more 

than 13,000 dwellings the area also contains a high proportion of open space including golf 

courses and sports fields. As selected data in Table 1 indicate, Mill Hill is relatively privileged 

even within the suburbs. Home ownership is relatively high and social renting low. The 

proportion of residents in the higher socio-economic categories is high and the proportion of 

residents in the lower socio-economic categories low.  

“Table 1 here” 

Notwithstanding the differences between neighbourhoods in outer London, there is a set of 

common issues impacting most suburbs: poorly performing high streets; the loss of 
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employment including a declining office market, and; dependence on the car as a means of 

transport. All of these issues are to be found in Mill Hill alongside the London-wide need for 

more housing, including affordable housing. The MHNF has focused on the poor state of the 

local high street and, relatedly, a declining sense of community that is now less focused on the 

neighbourhood as people increasingly socialise elsewhere, including via social media. The 

forum’s concern for the high street produced affirmation of the government’s attempt to 

produce a positive response to development by stressing the benefit to existing communities. 

The military had sold a former barracks to developers; currently under development with 2,000 

new dwellings to be provided over the next 10 years. The future of this site was determined 

before the forum was established but, reflective of its entrepreneurial stance, the forum sought 

to make the development an asset by thinking of ways to encourage new residents to become 

patrons of the shops and services in Mill Hill. With regards to the local economy, the concern 

locally is not unemployment (residents commute elsewhere), but rather the loss of local 

employees’ spending. The closure of a medical research centre, located in Mill Hill since the 

1950s, led to 600 jobs being relocated to central London. This underscores the weakness of the 

suburbs in the knowledge economy that favours face-to-face interaction. 

The rationality of participation in neighbourhood planning 

This section is structured using the four tests for participation that Parker and Murray (2012) 

employ. 

Costs in terms of time and other resources. 
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The neighbourhood planning process does not enter an empty organisational or institutional 

space. The Norland Conservation Society, established in 1969 in Kensington and Chelsea, 

developed the first neighbourhood plan adopted in London. This group reconstituted itself to 

become recognised as a neighbourhood forum. This would have been an option in Mill Hill too, 

as the Mill Hill Preservation Society (MHPS) is a longstanding organisation established in 1949 

and there is also an active Mill Hill Residents’ Association dating from 1909. The area, therefore, 

hardly comes new to local activism but the leaders of the most obvious candidate to become a 

‘forum’, the MHPS, decided they did not want to assume this role. The volunteers of MHPS 

already commit considerable time to reviewing planning applications for the area and have 

access to a range of technical skills including those of architects; extensive alterations have 

been made to planning applications as a result of representations. They have a close working 

relationship with local politicians and have represented themselves at committee hearings of 

the national legislature. The group did not want to dilute their available resource and mission 

by becoming a forum, but they facilitated a discussion of the development of neighbourhood 

planning which led to one member deciding to form the Mill Hill Neighbourhood Forum; he 

now serves as its chair.  

The process of developing a neighbourhood plan requires a considerable commitment over a 

period of time. It takes at least two years to complete a plan, which has to meet a set of legal 

tests before it can be adopted as a planning document for use by the local authority. Given this 

and the existence of the MHPS and the Residents Association, research interviewees were 

asked what they thought the neighbourhood forum added to the present arrangements. 

Interviewees were in agreement that, overwhelmingly, the forum was drawing on the existing 
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pool of active residents in the area with only a few new people being drawn in. Therefore, the 

forum is in danger of stretching more thinly the existing community resource.  A key question 

was whether the additional commitment was viewed as worthwhile. Nearly all respondents 

were clear it was, with the appeal of neighbourhood planning being the opportunity to be 

proactive in setting out a future for the area rather than being reactive to proposals for new 

development. Although there is a substantial crossover between membership of the MHPS and 

the MHNF, the two organisations were constantly contrasted. Fairly or not, most interviewees 

noted the preservation focus of the MHPS was inscribed in the society’s very title. It was 

therefore seen as having a particular and specialist remit that was contrasted time and again to 

the more open remit of the neighbourhood forum.  

The proactive role of the neighbourhood planning process was seen as providing a space where 

local people could think in the long term about the area. Here the government’s policy appears 

to have tapped into a powerful desire to move beyond simply responding to proposals for 

change. This is reflective of wider survey work that has found a broadly positive response from 

participants to neighbourhood planning (see for example Parker et al. 2014).  

An alternative rationality for the commitment of time came from a local councillor. One might 

expect the forum to be treated with suspicion by councillors, as it could become an alternative 

means of representation for local people with the emergence of participatory politics at the 

expense of representational politics. However, the local councillor welcomed the forum’s role 

because it provided an additional means for capturing concerns and priorities in the area. The 

councillor was clear that, in the absence of organisations like the forum, it would be necessary 
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to set up alternative mechanisms. Committing time to local organisations such as the forum 

meant the councillor was rarely surprised at official political meetings meetings by the strength 

of feeling towards a local issue since the forum (along with other local organisations) was 

effective in airing ‘up and coming’ issues. For the councillor participation is an efficient use of 

time as it reduces transaction costs by providing a composite, and possibly more balanced, view 

of community concerns; lobbying by individuals could focus a councillor on more personally 

emotive but less representative concerns.  

Personal human capital gains 

While Parker and Murray (2012) reference human capital, in practice the wider literature on 

involvement and planning segues between human and social capital and, therefore, both are 

referenced here. Justifications for greater community engagement in planning and governance 

more generally are often based in a deficit model where participation is seen as a means to top-

up inadequate levels of capital (Cochrane 2007). Members of the Mill Hill forum are rich in 

human and social capital and it is not evident that potential gains through involvement would 

be a rational reason for participating. However, an alternative focus on social capital as an 

aspect of ‘network power’ (Booher and Innes 2002) is helpful here for several reasons. It 

refocuses on social capital as a means to influence and to get things done. In theoretical terms, 

it focuses us away from Putnam’s (2001) use of social capital, which conceptualises flows of 

capital from one person to another, and onto Bourdieu’s usage where it is conceived of as 

being held and employed by individuals seeking particular outcomes (Bourdieu 1986). Network 

power focuses squarely on the exercise of power in participation: “Self-interest and rational 

choice drive network power. Stakeholders very rarely participate in collaborative efforts 
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because they are selfless altruists or because they are searching for the common good. 

Participants become involved because they have learned their interests are interdependent in 

some way on the action of others” (Booher and Innes 2002, 227). Viewed through this lens, 

participation in a neighbourhood forum is rational as a way of deploying social capital rather 

than as a means to address a lack of it. Put bluntly, people participate because, “[t]hey hope to 

achieve something together that they cannot achieve alone” (Booher and Innes, 227; see also 

Sager 2006).  

In these terms, the creation of a neighbourhood forum has increased the ability of participants 

to engage their existing human and social capital effectively. While other means are possible 

(including, in this case, the existing MHPS), the process of neighbourhood planning has opened 

up the possibility of new conversations with local government, regional bodies including 

Transport for London (TfL), and the UK government’s planning department (Communities and 

Local Government). This is an example of the importance of loose ties (Granovetter 1973) in 

allowing the forum to draw other significant organisations into dialogue about the future of Mill 

Hill. The chair of the MHNF stated: “We are engaging Highways England, Network Rail, Govia-

Thameslink, TfL [public transport providers] and Barnet Council in a project to make Mill Hill 

Broadway Station fit for purpose, which is something that would never have happened without 

our intervention and drive” (Chair MHNF 2015)vi. This at least hints at the ability of 

neighbourhood groups to scale up from thinking and planning ‘local’ (Benner and Pastor 2015), 

to begin to deal with multiple organisations that operate across political jurisdictions and so to 

cope with the fuzzy spaces of planning (Allmendinger and Haughton 2010).  
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One hypothesis informing the research was that because a completed neighbourhood plan 

would become a statutory document within the planning system, this would provide leverage 

to the community in its engagement with others. Interviewees were asked about this and while 

a few agreed, most disregarded the idea, possibly because they already felt empowered. 

Several reframed the question in terms of the forum benefitting from being an early adopter, 

the first in the London Borough of Barnet. This was supported by council officers who described 

how they had given more time and attention to the forum than they would likely give to any 

later ones as they were ‘on a learning curve’.  

Penalties of non-participation 

The possible penalties of non-participation have an group and an individual perspective. The 

group could have chosen not to create a forum and not to develop a neighbourhood plan. The 

risks of not doing so can be framed in terms of a missed opportunity to extract CIL from the 

local authority and to use other ‘localism’ related options described previously. Of course, the 

decision to seek to exploit these opportunities rests on the fourth rationale for involvement: 

the likelihood of making a difference, which we turn to later. However, it became evident that 

the risk of non-participation works on two levels. In addition to the risk of not setting up a 

forum and so not participating in the government’s ‘offer’, the second risk was for an individual 

not to participate in the forum once it was established. Here, the rationale for committing time 

to involvement was that the forum was an unknown entity and some had an interest in seeing 

how it would develop. The forum might develop a plan and role with which individuals are 

perfectly content but some interviewees reported a decision to participate in order to challenge 

the direction of travel if they disagreed, including members of the Mill Hill Preservation Society. 
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The MHPS and forum have members on each other’s board and there is regular and close 

contact between the two. However, both are aware that they may come into a more 

adversarial relationship as the plan develops.  

One member of the forum described taking part primarily to offset the potential penalties of 

non-participation. He described himself as not normally being involved in community 

organising. However, on hearing of the development of the forum and plan, he reported a 

concern that this might lead to policies that unintentionally might do more harm than good, 

especially for the high street. Therefore, he saw his role as keeping the forum focused on 

modest and achievable interventions that would have more predictable, positive outcomes. 

Others were less direct in expressing their role in these terms but still were aware of the 

importance of having their perspective represented within the forum as a counter to others 

with differing views. This is not to suggest a forum riven with internal divisions as at this early 

stage the different parties appeared to be working together effectively. Rather, it is to 

acknowledge the dynamics of any group of people where there will be competing objectives 

and views.  

Likelihood of making a difference 

A striking feature of setting up a forum, and returning us squarely to institutional rational 

choice, is the extent to which it is an exercise in the unknown for the communities concerned. 

The process of engagement and negotiation described will not provide a certain outcome. This 

said, assessing the likelihood of making a difference depends on the extent of the difference 

sought. The members of the forum appeared to accept the extent of their remit as set out by 
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central government. In particular, the Chair was robust in communicating this to local people – 

change is inevitable, development will take place and the neighbourhood planning process was, 

therefore, a means to seek more positive outcomes, but not to seek to stop or substantially 

lessen developmentvii. Beyond engaging on the government’s terms of managing new 

development, any forum has to decide on the extent of its ambition within this context. As we 

have seen, during the course of the first year, forum members engaged in network power to 

test for possibilities and to make, or further relationships with other organisations that might 

help them define the extent of their aims and then to realise them. In the case of the closed 

medical centre, for example, a key question was whether the forum should lobby for the 

retention of some employment uses on the site.  At the beginning of the forum’s life, the 

possibility of promoting the area for employment uses was mooted – where the forum 

envisaged capturing some of the commuters that pass daily through the area as they travel 

between Central London and the authorities neighbouring Greater London. This aim, while 

laudable, would seek to reverse more general trends in employment in London and the wider 

region. Although the forum maintains the broad ambition, they have come to accept that the 

former medical research site will become housing and is unlikely to provide any significant 

future employment.  

A second example, and a core reason for the formation of the forum, was the desire to arrest 

the decline of the high street at Mill Hill Broadway. While high streets are subject to external 

economic forces, there are a series of interventions that are within the gift of the local 

authority and where the forum is seeking to exert pressure. This includes: parking charges; 

better management of the public realm (including enforcing regulations on the location of 
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waste bins and de-cluttering street signage and furniture); developing a public break out space, 

and; tree planting. Using the wider localism laws, the forum is also seeking to take over a 

building in a local park as a ‘community asset’, to be run as a community facility including a café 

and possibly also serving as the local library – the current library is under threat from spending 

cuts. Improvements to Mill Hill Broadway and running a ‘community asset’ look more 

achievable than influencing the fate of the former medical research site. But even on the high 

street the forum is considering larger capital projects including the development of an existing 

ground level car park into offices. More ambitious projects led to objections from one 

interviewee, (GLA Member), who expressed general opposition to neighbourhood planning, as 

it has been constituted, holding the clear view that it would make little or no difference. Worse 

still, in his view, was that the process would be damaging as it would raise expectations in the 

local community that could not be realised, reinforcing electorate cynicism of politics more 

generally. It remains to be seen whether the forum constrains or expands its ambitions and 

how this impacts members’ assessment of its effectiveness and their future commitment.  

A final aspect of making a difference is that neighbourhood planning depends on many actors, 

on network power. The uncertainty of outcome is highlighted by the extent to which the long-

term effectiveness of neighbourhood planning depends on, among others, central and local 

government and the legal processes of planning (Homan and Rydin 2012). All of these have a 

direct and on-going influence, as they will be significant in determining the weight given to the 

Mill Hill Neighbourhood Plan. As the UK system is plan-led (and not zoned), there is much room 

for discretion (see Tewdwr-Jones 1999). 
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Discussion 

Despite neighbourhood planning only being in existence since 2011, central government in 

England is already embarking on a series of reforms about the future of the planning system 

and related localism matters that threaten to undermine the rationality and the significance of 

neighbourhood planning. A few early and prominent examples include financial arrangements 

and changes of use. In London, the focus of this paper, the New Homes Bonus has been top-

sliced with some of the funding going to Greater London planning and economic development 

interests. This further distances the bonus from local communities so undermining the 

rationality of accepting new housing development in a neighbourhood in return for a financial 

incentive. More generally, it casts doubt on the durability of policies intended to signal the 

rationality of accepting new development, since benefits are clearly liable to be reapportioned 

by central government. Furthermore, CIL has been the subject of a series of rulings requiring 

local authorities to revise or suspend their schedules as developers argue that in the current 

(ongoing) economic climate, the charge makes development unviable. In an attempt to 

accelerate the development of new housing, central government has also altered planning law 

to allow for the conversion of offices to residential use with minimal planning intervention. In 

and near to the Mill Hill area, this is leading to a number of conversions where neither a 

neighbourhood plan nor the borough’s local plan will have any influence. While central 

government may believe there are compelling reasons for making these and other 

interventions, they have the potential to undermine the rationality of neighbourhood 

planningviii.  
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Moreover, the role of local government will also be important as local authorities remain the 

primary agents determining planning applications and there will be significant scope for them 

to give more or less weight to neighbourhood plans. Once a neighbourhood plan is in place it 

will require an on-going relationship between the forum and the council (local authority), that 

could easily become fractious. The GLA member, opposed to neighbourhood planning, 

questioned the likely commitment of the local authority (London Borough of Barnet), to 

interpreting strongly policies in the future plan where these make demands on developers. 

While this is speculative, the point stands that the future plan will depend on the commitment 

of the council to realise the neighbourhood plan’s full potential. 

In 2015 in cases elsewhere in England, in Milton Keynes and Aylesbury Vale, councillors backed 

applications to extend a shopping mall and to build new houses (respectively), against 

objections that the applications were contrary to neighbourhood plans. These are early 

examples of the possible limits of neighbourhood planning where those who have developed 

the plan have no direct say in its application. Such decisions can be appealed to the national 

Minister for planning.  During 2010-15, the Conservative-led coalition government minister 

gave substantial weight to neighbourhood planning when considering appeals. On several 

occasions, for example, the minister ruled against planning applications on the basis that a 

decision would be premature because a neighbourhood plan was in preparation. This sent a 

clear signal that the minister considered neighbourhood plans as significant (Johnston, 2014). 

However, the initiative was new and so it was logical to signal its presence and significance by 

making such decisions, this may not endure. In some instances Ministerial decisions can be 

challenged through the courts. Already a number of decisions refusing proposed development 
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have been challenged by developers in the High Court arguing that too much weight has been 

given to a neighbourhood plan (Carpenter 2015) when deciding a refusal. Government cannot 

always predict how the weighting of neighbourhood plans will ultimately be interpreted 

through the courts.  

Neighbourhood planning, therefore, sets up a potentially adversarial relationship between local 

government and those communities developing neighbourhood plans. This is further 

complicated by other provisions under the Localism Act 2011. This includes the Community 

Right to Challenge, permitting community groups to require a local authority to consider a 

tender to run a part or the whole of a local service. A further example of how the process could 

intervene in existing relationships is the ‘Neighbourhood Development Order’ where a forum 

can grant permission for a specified development that overrides the need for planning 

permission from the local authority. This tiers the granting of permission down to the forum 

although it does require a period of local consultation, a referendum and the permission is only 

possible if it is in conformity with policy in higher-level plans. As part of the localism agenda, 

these powers hint at the part-privatisation of local governance with echoes of Homeowner 

Associations in the US (Nelson 2004, 2005). They are readily viewed through the lens of New 

Public Management with the rationality of engagement becoming to act as a check on local 

public authorities. In the case of Mill Hill, the chair of the forum was clear that they would 

progress the cause of Mill Hill by working with, not against, the local authority, describing the 

approach to date as one that positions the forum as a critical friend to the council:  
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“We are looking strategically at our area and joining up the dots between the 

different silos within the council and other public bodies. Our approach has been to 

be constructively challenging rather than controversial in our discussions with the 

council and all other stakeholders, and this style has been most appropriate in getting 

them to work with us. We are expressing what is needed locally without being 

prescriptive about how it will be achieved… Overall MHNF, through our actions and 

lobbying, is bringing focus, perhaps even priority, to Mill Hill that might otherwise 

drift to other parts of the Borough, where Barnet Council might perceive greater 

need.”  

However, the move to repurpose a building in a park as a community facility and discussion of 

the local high street has lead to questioning of the local authority. A view was expressed that, in 

the long term, the local community might run parks more effectively than the local authority 

because there would be a better understanding of local needs and a greater commitment to 

the park on the part of residents. Similarly, the state of the high street gave rise to questions 

about the local authority’s parking policies, and its enforcement of street management 

(especially making sure that commercial waste is managed properly).  

Conclusions 

The focus of this paper has been the development of neighbourhood planning in England, in 

particular the way in which the system has been engineered around rational choice. This marks 

a significant shift from earlier formulations of the planning system. Although focused on recent 

UK experience, the issues raised have much broader application as governments seek to 



 23 

employ planning systems to manage the, often contrary, forces of the market and local 

preferences and interests. Previously, New Labour’s institutional reforms were a hybrid of 

collaborative planning and a hierarchical planning system, where the collaborative strand 

opened up discussion and encouraged participation, while the hierarchical element was 

effective in closing down debate and arriving at a decision. It was assumed that, within this 

system, fuller participation would lead to resolution around an identified public good (in the 

context of the market). However, this did not happen and the post-2010 Conservative-led 

coalition government produced a system with a very different understanding of human 

motivation. Broader questions can be asked about who is participating in neighbourhood 

planning, but the aim here has been to critique neighbourhood planning in its own terms. We 

have done so in the context of the wider localism agenda to ask if this makes accepting 

development rational for existing residents and, relatedly, if it is rational to be involved in the 

related activity of neighbourhood planning.  

In the case of Mill Hill’s forum, members have evidently decided that, at present, the costs of 

preparing a plan are worthwhileix. The clearest case for devoting time to the forum, alongside 

existing community groups, is the desire to take a proactive role in the planning process. Along 

with other studies of neighbourhood planning (e.g. Parker et al 2014, 2015), this research finds 

that government has successfully tapped into a desire to proactively plan at a sub local 

authority level. The process has provided a space to think about the neighbourhood and what 

change is desired. It has led to opportunities for members to network with professional groups 

and networks of governance that influence broader change in the area. The crucial question for 

rationality remains to be answered: how much of a difference will the neighbourhood planning 
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process make? The answer to this question is uncertain because it rests on two very variable 

elements. First, the expectations of neighbourhood planning that the forum comes to establish; 

too high an expectation to influence events will lead to disappointment, too low an expectation 

may generate disinterest. This is a delicate balance for a forum to manage.  Secondly, and 

related, the possibilities of neighbourhood planning rely on many external actors, including 

central and planning law but, crucially also, individual relationships with local government. 

These are fragile foundations. 

Central government has, since 2010, made numerous changes to the planning system, not all of 

which sit well with localism. The tendency to impose top-down solutions is always a 

temptation, but could very easily undermine a forum’s belief that they are able to make a 

difference. Even where the government is supportive of neighbourhood planning, the courts 

can interpret planning law in ways that are not supportive and central government is unlikely to 

respond rapidly to legal challenges not least because the desire to promote neighbourhood 

planning is only one factor weighing into national planning policy that often promotes 

neoliberal agendas. A further key element is the relationship between the local authority, the 

forum and the neighbourhood plan. Crucially, once the plan is adopted it is the local authority 

that will, in the first instance, have to weigh the plan alongside other material considerations 

when determining applications for development. The continuing rationality of involvement is, 

therefore, closely linked to the local authority having due regard to neighbourhood plans. This 

and other aspects of localism may only serve to make for factious relationships, including that 

central government has built aspects of community control into localism that suggests a New 
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Public Management agenda. In the case reported here, relations have been good to date but 

are not without ambiguity.  

 

Neighbourhood planning has enjoyed some success, measured in terms of public commitment. 

However, at present participation appears to be as much about faith as rationality. If central 

government is to keep rational choice on the side of participation and development, it will have 

to nurture the system, including reining in any desire to resort to quick fix centralised 

impositions, and being attentive to the emerging relationship between local authorities and 

forums.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
i Planning in the UK comprises of four subtly different systems of legislation and policy in 

England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland. Each of the devolved administrations outside 

England can initiate their own planning arrangements. There is no English parliament; the UK 

government initiates planning for England.  

ii The planning system is a function of a dual polity, between central government and local 

government. With no written constitution, central government is very powerful in the UK and 

can reform local government more or less at will.   English planning has been subject to recent 
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legislative reform in 2004, 2009, 2011, 2013, 2015 and 2017. This article is concerned with 

Neighbourhood Planning, and applies to England alone. 

iii Neighbourhood planning rests on the premise that the individual will make decisions based 

on self-interest. While this has its roots in 19th century economics, the idea has also come to be 

used by some social scientists to explain human behaviour. This raises a series of issues that are 

not within the scope of this paper; for example, does the individual have sufficient information 

to establish which decision/choice is in their best interest. Will a new housing development 

suppress property values (an important self-interest consideration for owner occupiers), or will 

it lead to overall improvements that push up values?  

iv Over 70 per cent of taxation in the UK is collected by central government and then returned 

to local government in a block grant settlement each year that is variable. Local government is 

able to raise local taxation on property through the Council Tax but taxation rates are fixed 

nationally. Since 2010, the UK government has been reducing the size of block grant to local 

government as part of so-called austerity measures/spending cuts. 

v A ward is a political sub-division of a London Borough and is the level at which councillors 

(representatives) are elected.  

vi The range of organisations and agencies responsible for rail services and stations is indicative 

of the privatized rail network in the UK: stations and train services are owned and managed 

separately, and are not necessarily integrated with other public transport services.  

vii This is a legal condition of the neighbourhood planning process established by the UK 

government through the Localism Act 2011: neighbourhood forums cannot unilaterally block or 

prohibit new development, but can seek to influence the form of development. In reality, this 
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exposes the government’s concern that local community groups could use localism to be anti-

developer.  

viii This is a very fluid situation as currently a series of pending and proposed legislation has 

implications for the status of neighbourhood plans. This includes the Neighbourhood Planning 

Bill 2016-17 (Bill 61), which seeks to facilitate the faster delivery of new housing development 

and a ministerial statement (12 December 2016 and which has legal weight) outlining that 

neighbourhood plans should be upheld, in some circumstances, where the Local Authority plan 

is out of date. At present an out of date plan makes it much harder to refuse speculative 

applications for planning permission (which may not be in line with policies in the out of date 

plan) 

ix As of April 2017 the plan is still being prepared reflecting the significant commitment of time 

required to produce a neighbourhood plan. 
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Table 1. Selected Census* & House Price Data** for the Mill Hill Ward compared to 
London and England 

 

Selected tenures 2011 (% households) Mill Hill 
(ward) 

Barnet 
(borough) 

London England 

Owned; outright 30.3 28 21.1 30.6 
Owned; Owned with a Mortgage or 
Loan 

 
34.1 

 
29.6 

 
27.1 

 
32.8 

Social Rented; Rented from Council 
(Local Authority) 

 
5.4 

 
8.6 

 
13.5 

 
9.4 

     
Selected National Statistics Socio-
economic Classification (% persons) 

Mill Hill 
(ward) 

Barnet 
(borough) 

London England 

Group 1; Higher Managerial, 
Administrative and Professional 
Occupations 

 
 

16.5 

 
 

14.8 

 
 

13.2 

 
 

10.4 
Group 2; Lower Managerial, 
Administrative and Professional 
Occupations 

 
 

24.9 

 
 

23.7 

 
 

23.1 

 
 

10.4 
Group 6; Semi-Routine Occupations 8.2 9.1 10.4 14 
Group 7; Routine Occupations 4.4 5.9 7.4 11 
     
Median house price (£) Mill Hill 

(ward) 
Outer 

London 
All 

London 
England 

2002 239,950 168,500 181,500 114,000 
2006 293,500 230,000 245,000 168,500 
2010 348,500 250,000 287,000 185,000 
2014 520,000 318,000 365,000 198,000 
Source: *2001 Census Key Statistics. 
www.neighbourhood.statistics.gov.uk/dissemination/LeadDatasetList.do?a=7&b=13688564&c=Mill+Hill&d=14&g=6318530&i=1001x1003x103
2&m=0&r=1&s=1481708538188&enc=1&domainId=62 
** Land Registry/GLA. Average House Prices, Ward, LSOA, MSOA 
 https://data.london.gov.uk/dataset/average-house-prices-ward-lsoa-msoa/resource/886afe00-41d7-4986-80ff-f571805d85 


	Neighbourhood planning_Cover
	Neighbourhood planning, participation. JPER PROOF 07 17
	Neighbourhood planning as rational choice
	The case study and methods
	The rationality of participation in neighbourhood planning
	Personal human capital gains
	Penalties of non-participation
	Likelihood of making a difference

	Discussion
	Conclusions
	References


