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First edition of a newsletter concerned with INTER-ORGANISATIONAL RELATIONS in providing community services

LEARNING TO COPE WITH COMPLEXITY:
AN EXCHANGE OF IDEAS AND EXPERIENCES
Co-ordination: at a cost?

The more agencies there are which work alongside each other in providing services to local communities, the more insistent become the demands for better co-ordination between them, both in what they do and in the ways they plan. But complexity in the issues faced can easily breed complexity and overload in the co-ordination arrangements. So, only too easily, the costs of co-ordination may increase; the benefits may become more uncertain; and the public may find it more and more difficult to understand either what is happening, or who can be held accountable for the decisions that emerge.

The case for a selective approach

Furthermore, for people who occupy key positions as representatives or public servants, the task of keeping up communications across the organisational boundaries can quickly become so demanding that there seems little time or energy left to devote to their more basic responsibilities. Inevitably, therefore, contacts must always be forged and used in a selective way, whether they be at a formal or more informal level. This means that judgements as to how, when and about what to communicate with other people become more and more crucial, not only for the decision-makers themselves but for all those other people whose interests may be at stake in the choices which they face.

Priorities for research

Here, then, is a rich and important field for research: research to understand better in what ways selective contacts between organisations are now being forged and maintained; to help in transferring the lessons of experience from one local situation to another; and to suggest to decision-makers ways in which they could consider adapting or developing their existing practices, if they are to make them more effective in relation to the resources upon which they draw.

The new context in Britain

In Britain, the theme of inter-agency co-ordination in providing local services has now become more topical than ever, in the wake of the recent wholesale reorganisation of local government and of the health and water services. To address those new problems of coordination which could be anticipated from the outset, many new types of formal linkage were designed; joint committees, common planning frameworks, agency agreements, agreed consultation procedures, designated liaison roles, task forces of various kinds, and negotiated arrangements for co-ordinating day-to-day operations. Yet it has taken time to build up experience about how far all these new arrangements are living up to expectations. How far are they succeeding in encouraging people to work together in practice, or in raising the level of mutual understanding, or in reconciling underlying conflicts of interest? How far are they surviving the currents of political and economic change, and how far are people managing to learn from the successes and failures of the recent past?

The newsletter as an experiment in dialogue

The task of the IOR. research is not simply to look at alternative formal structures of co-ordination. It is also to understand how people can work creatively and informally within these structures — and therefore to understand what kinds of structure are most likely to support, rather than frustrate, the use of individual discretion in working creatively across organisational boundaries. It is important, therefore, that research in this field should be closely linked to the practice of publicly accountable decision-making.

In the case of the present IOR programme, this is being achieved firstly, through the membership of our Programme Advisory Committee, the members of which are listed on a later page; secondly, through engaging in various practical studies with decision-makers, both within and outside the scope of the SSRC programme; and, thirdly, through maintaining a wider and more scattered network of contacts with people sharing similar interests in Britain and overseas. The newsletter itself affords scope for extending further this evolving pattern of communication between research and practice. Its aim is to introduce the work of the programme to a wider readership; to provide a forum for the exchange of experience and ideas; and to submit tentative findings emerging from the research to a process of critical scrutiny and debate among those to whom they are intended to be useful. In this way, the hope is that the newsletter can itself contribute directly to the directions in which the research develops over the coming year.

An invitation

For these reasons, readers of the newsletter are encouraged to make use of the enclosed cards to comment on what the contributors to this issue have to say, and to suggest other people who might be interested to receive copies of this and future editions. Furthermore, it is hoped that there will be some readers who are directly involved in the processes of public services decision-making who will feel stimulated to write about their own experiences and problems, and their beliefs about the directions in which progress can be made. The more this can happen, the more the newsletter will be beginning to fulfil its purpose as a forum for constructive dialogue between practice and research.

John Friend
Chairman of IOR Planning Processes Programme

INTER-ORGANISATIONAL RELATIONS IN A METROPOLITAN AREA
by Eric Dixon, Chief Executive, Kirklees Metropolitan Borough Council, West Yorkshire

"There has been a good deal of criticism of the distribution of functions within the present two-tier system, including, for example, the functional relationship between Districts and Counties in the Metropolitan areas, the division of planning powers between Counties and Districts generally and the extent of the various powers held concurrently by both tiers.” 

WITH grave misgivings, but nevertheless with every good intention to make it work, the West Yorkshire Metropolitan County Council and the five metropolitan districts of Bradford, Calderdale, Kirklees, Leeds and Wakefield agreed in 1974 to set up the following machinery to deal with inter-organisational relationships:

1. A Level I Committee comprising representatives from each of the Councils, called Joint County/Five Districts Policy Advisory Committee with no executive powers; and

2. Five separate Level II Committees each consisting of equal numbers of County and District representatives, with a whole range of functions and also with powers to make decisions on a limited range of highway matters specific to the area of the District concerned.

The misgivings arose from the nature of the decision-making process which characterises the Local Government Act 1972. Whilst recognising that certain functions are the exclusive preserve of one or other level of governance, the Act legitimises concurrent powers in certain fields such as recreation and the arts and makes explicit the interdependence of the metropolitan county council and the metropolitan districts in the major field of planning. It is in these two latter areas where the Level I Committee was expected to operate. The machinery was supported by regular meetings of the six Chief Executives whilst the five metropolitan districts had regular meetings not only of their Chief Executives but of the Leaders and Chief Executives as well. As time went on, it became increasingly clear that the prospect for agreement between the two levels of government about a logical division of interests over concurrent powers, and the creation of a wholly satisfactory working relationship in planning matters, was largely a utopian illusion.

It is easy enough to blame the metropolitan concept, or perhaps more importantly the 1972 Act itself, for the failure of the machinery. Indeed, it is an open secret, reflected in the quotation at the beginning of this article, that a new division of functions and responsibilities is seen by many as the only way through the current dilemma. Against that it could be argued that metropolitanisation is a necessary ingredient in a large conurbation in order to provide for the inter-working of different authorities, whose objectives may be dissimilar in tackling the problems of their separate communities, but which have at the same time to have an element of common interest in the achievement of metropolitan community aims and objectives.

"The simplistic statement that a structure plan is a broad policy document setting out strategic policies and proposals for the next 10-20 years, dealing with physical, economic, environmental and transportation issues, will do little to stir the imagination of the public or raise the temperatures of either politicians or planners. And yet it is the fact that it is the responsibility of the Metropolitan County Council to make a structure plan for West Yorkshire, the measure of the detail to which that plan will descend and the implications which it has and will have for control over developmental, planning and functional roles of District Councils, that engenders the fiercest controversy." 

As time went on, therefore, the issues that divided became more important than those that unified and in May 1976 it was the County Council itself which resolved to abandon the machinery of both Level I and Level II and replace it by a system whereby district joint committees were established, with the objective of providing forums where the leading members of the County Council could meet leading members of each district for the purpose of having exchanges of views which could hopefully enhance joint working.

This has lessened the opportunities for controversial debate between the County on the one hand and the five districts on the other, but has clearly not resolved the issues of either overlapping functions or interdependent duties. What is now patently clear is that, by the new machinery, districts can very easily be faced with the dilemma of either making separate agreements with the County Council or of following a pre-determined policy line agreed between districts amongst themselves in these district joint committees. It is too early to say how the dilemma will be resolved but already there are signs that inter-district loyalty is being severely tested.

There are two basic questions which need to be answered. Is the metropolitan concept, with its implications for inter-organisational activity, a workable proposition? And, dependent upon the answer to that question, how are the metropolitan community issues to be dealt with in either a revised metropolitan structure or in any alternative form?

It is clear that we are faced with the constraints of history and the differing perspectives of those who work in differing organisations. It is of the essence of the new metropolitan districts that they have an important historic unitary authority base. It is therefore not to be wondered at that the ethos of the former County Boroughs has been a powerful and pervasive influence. The County Council for its part is a large organisation with few major operational powers and it is therefore not surprising that it seeks to exercise all of them in a way which has meaning for its members. It could be argued that, given time, the influence of historic nostalgia and the impact of adjustment to structural change will lessen and political perspectives will adjust. Whilst that may well be true, such a view pre-supposes that - perhaps with minor adjustments — the present metropolitan system will remain and that, in the meantime, the issues of the "here and now" will be shelved till the climate improves. At least two alternative views have currency. The first, that the time is right to abandon the two-level basis as an unnecessary, expensive and duplicative system, leaving issues of a metropolitan community kind to be dealt with by joint machinery forged between districts themselves. The second proposes the drastic revision of the metropolitan county's powers, thereby abandoning the notion of concurrence and drawing the lines of demarcation for interdependence with absolute certainty.

The questions of machinery which arose directly from the needs of the 1972 Act are an exemplification of the underlying problems of two-level governance in a metropolitan area. Whilst it is possible to examine inter-organisational machinery separately from the political and governmental structures from which it stems, to do so would lack reality.
LINKAGE IN THE PROVISION OF LOCAL SERVICES: THE SEARCH FOR NEW IDEAS
by Adrian Noad and John Friend, IOR

Co-ordination: the changing currency of ideas

How best to achieve co-ordination among the many services provided for communities by local authorities and other related agencies? This is scarcely a new challenge, but it is one which has lately become more and more urgent for public administrators, for elected representatives and for the publics they serve, not only because of the increasing complexity and variety of services, but also because of growing pressures on available resources in an uncertain world.

The topic of co-ordination within local authorities and other corporate bodies has now been high on the agenda of discussion among administrators - in Britain and elsewhere — for well over a decade. Yet it seems to have been only in the last few years that people have begun to become equally concerned with the search for new ideas to help in building better coordination between one agency and another. Since the mid-sixties, successive waves of new thinking about coordination have arrived. Some of them have been widely publicised, and seized upon by the adventurous to put to the test in their own local settings. The experience of introducing these ideas into particular corporate organisations has in turn led to varying degrees of acceptance, resistance, criticism and conflict. Consequently, promising ideas have often had to be modified or even abandoned, while new fashions in ideas have emerged to blend with or supersede the old. But, as the sketch below suggests, the successive waves of "ideas in good currency" — to use a term introduced by Donald Schon in his Reith Lectures in 1970 — have combined to exercise a powerful influence over the evolution of British public administration over the last ten years or more.

Local Government Reorganisation in Britain

Much of the British experience can be paralleled more or less closely elsewhere. Yet it also has some unique features. Above all, over the last five years, the provision of public services has been overshadowed by the massive structural changes which have been introduced in the system of elected local government, with concurrent changes in the fields of health and water management. Throughout the country, therefore, there has been a sense of familiar landmarks being lost, while new ones are being anxiously sought to take their place. In this climate, there is now an unprecedented level of uncertainty as to what kinds of thinking should guide the processes of inter-service co-ordination over the years ahead.

The corporate approach: origins and prospects

Nowhere is this uncertainty more evident than in discussing the future of the so-called "corporate approach", because this has recently provided such a powerful source of guidance to local authorities and other agencies in attempting to achieve greater internal cohesion between their various departmental services. The corporate approach has been given many different interpretations in practice. Partly, this arises from the diversity of its antecedents. These include the introduction of long-range planning frameworks into large industrial firms; the short-lived attempts in some British cities to appoint "town managers" to strengthen the traditional role of the town clerk; and the apparent successes achieved in the control of public expenditure in the United States through planning, programming, budgeting systems (PPBS) — a new discipline which promised to surmount some of the obstacles of departmental thinking, by helping people to focus more clearly on shared objectives. Increasingly, however, the emphasis within the "corporate approach" has shifted away from formalised planning procedures, and towards changes in management structures. Indeed, as the time of local government reorganisation approached, a wide measure of agreement was emerging on a particular form of corporate structure, in which a chief executive served as leader of a small inter-professional management team, linked to leading politicians through a central Policy and Resources Committee.
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New Structures: New Problems

Inevitably, the upheaval of reorganisation meant that people were to become more and more preoccupied with the human and administrative problems of transition from the old structures to the new. National guidelines were quickly prepared to advise the new authorities how they could set up their management structures on corporate lines. Yet some of the achievements of the corporate approach now began to appeal at risk — especially in the larger urban centres, where services which had previously been within the control of a single City Council were now split between metropolitan and more local levels of accountability. Elsewhere, smaller towns found themselves amalgamated into larger districts, often working under unfamiliar, even contrived names. In such areas, the natural desire of both officers and members was to begin building a new corporate identity, and this provided a new boost to the idea of a corporate approach, despite any misgivings as to how it might be interpreted in practice.

More and more, it came to be recognised that the corporate approach — however relevant it might remain — was scarcely sufficient in itself to deal with the new and difficult problems of inter-service co-ordination now appearing on the horizon. Perhaps, it began to be suggested, the concept of corporate planning could be broadened to one of "community planning", in which a variety of agencies and interests could be encouraged to play their part. At the same time, there was an upsurge of interest in the idea of "area management", involving some degree of devolution of responsibilities in the co-ordination of services to a level more than that of the elected District Council. And — sensitive to recent evidence about the high costs of introducing the more systematic and formal variants of corporate planning procedure — some of the larger among the new authorities turned their attention to the idea of setting up central policy analysis groups, the skills of which might be deployed in a flexible way to tackle selected issues of importance as they emerged.

Yet still much uncertainty remains: uncertainty about how far any kind of consistent, long-range planning remains possible in an era where assumptions are changing rapidly and resources becoming increasingly constrained; uncertainty about how long some of more cumbersome features of the new local government system will last, and what further changes might be on horizon; also, more immediate uncertainties about likely changes of political control on many local councils. Because of these various uncertainties, people remain uncertain about which of many up-and-coming ideas about co-ordination of activities and services carry most promise of success over years ahead.  Meanwhile, at the level of practice as opposed to ideas, there are many burning issues to be confronted.  How to make inter-authority liaison committees work? How to negotiate an allocation of tasks in areas of overlapping responsibility? How to make a reality of commitments to joint planning procedures? How, too, to work consistently and in a purposeful way within the numerous new frameworks  designed to link local to national policy aims? In Britain, examples include the structure plans dealing with strategic land-use policy, the transport policies and programmes, and the increasingly complex financial guidelines being introduced by central government in the attempt to regulate public expenditure levels.

The search for progress: some starting points

It can scarcely be our aim here - especially in this introductory issue of Linkage — to launch bold new ideas which, in their simplicity, quickly en good currency to guide people grappling with the problems of a complex, changing world. Nevertheless, even at this stage of our research, we believe there are three important general themes that can be stressed:

— It is vital to recognise that linkages must be developed in a selective way. "More co-ordination" always makes a good slogan for change; yet the sheer scarcity of financial and human resources must always make "total co-ordination" an impossible dream.

—There are crucial personal skills which must be encouraged to come in play, if linkages between organisations are to be developed in a sensitive and selective way.
—Ultimately, progress will depend on how far people can learn from experimental initiatives, in which local creativity and judgement must supply the driving force.

Some dilemmas for the individual and the organisation

These starting points do not themselves offer any easy ways forward. It is difficult enough for individuals to learn to adapt to change and cope with the unfamiliar — but individuals shift from organisation to organisation, from role to role. The process of learning must therefore be widely suffused within an organisation, and this in turn depends on the richness and sensitivity of communications within the corporate setting. Yet, there is a dilemma here; for cohesion within the organisation can be of little value unless the people within it can remain aware of changes taking place in the world outside, and devote sufficient energy to keeping open the channels of external communication on which this awareness depends. For each individual — whether a County Director of Education, a local health visitor, a site engineer, an area housing manager, a ward representative or a leading protagonist in a battle for political power — there will always be a fine personal balance to be struck in the time and energy given to communication at different levels and through different channels — not only within the corporate structure, but with government departments which control the flow of resources, with clients, competitors or organised interest groups.

The recent preoccupation with the corporate approach, taken at face value, creates a risk that — given limited individual energies — the value of internal, as opposed to external, communication networks will be overemphasised — at least for some individuals whose task is essentially of an "outward-connective" kind.

The challenges to current thinking

So simple, general precepts may prove deceptive in application, and it becomes important all the time to continue the search for newer, richer, more relevant ideas. First, challenges must be posed to currently-accepted ideas - not necessarily to their essence, but to their conventional interpretations. For instance:

— might the corporate dimension of concern be less relevant for people in some parts of the corporate organisations than for others?

This leads in turn to the question: 
— and, if so, what can be discovered about which people are which? What can be learnt about the desirable balance of attention between internal and external communication networks, for people in different kinds of jobs?

Some other similar challenges to the interpretation of ideas currently in fashion will be raised and discussed in later contributions to LINKAGE ONE. For instance:

— need co-ordination always be initiated from people in central points in organisations, rather than from those working at the boundaries?

— how far does "area management" have to be conceived along strictly managerial lines?

— does large scale, comprehensive planning always necessarily justify itself in terms of its capacity to inform actions?

Some other similar questions have emerged repeatedly in discussion between decision-makers and scientists, accentuated in the case of Britain by the impacts of local government reorganisation:

— how far can the articulation of policy stances at a broad level realistically increase control over specific local decisions?

— are overlaps of responsibility invariably wasteful, or can they encourage learning and adaptation in subtle ways?

— must the usefulness of joint agencies or committees always be judged on the evidence of their outward success in agreeing joint actions?

In posing such questions, priorities for research begin to emerge. If, under certain conditions, overlapping responsibilities can provide channels for learning, then perhaps it can be discovered what these conditions might be, and how far the benefits might outweigh the stresses and frustrations for the people concerned. And if more can be learnt about the skills people actually use in fostering co-ordination from peripheral rather than central positions in organisations, then perhaps more can be learnt about how these skills can be nurtured at an institutional level. Such problems emerge in a variety of guises in relation to different types of institution and services; and, in future editions of the newsletter, we shall seek to explore them further from a variety of such practical perspectives.



THE RETREAT FROM LARGE SCALE PLANNING:
SOME RECENT EXPERIENCES IN THE FEDERAL GERMAN REPUBLIC
by Gerhard Fehl
Professor of Planning Theory at the Technical University of Aachen, 
Federal Republic of Germany

IN MY OWN field — that of urban planning — one cannot but be surprised at the continuing rise and disappearance of new concepts, which tend to occupy the minds of experts as well as responsible politicians for a while, until other new concepts take over. Their value is that they seem to offer new solutions to the most pressing urban problems. Sometimes the concepts grow up slowly; sometimes they mushroom, and their messages become quite contradictory. In German urban planning today, for instance, the following new concepts are in vogue:

—"small is beautiful";

—"the urban planner has to look for better urban design";

—"we have to accommodate self-help in house-building";

—“decentralisation of planning powers with more direct participation"; 
—"we must discard grand reforms, to make sure that urban affairs do not grow worse";

—"no planning is better than comprehensive planning";

—"new permissiveness in urban land-use control".

These concepts diverge considerably from those of over five years ago, some of which have almost totally disappeared: comprehensiveness, coherence of purpose, the systems approach.

Most of the new concepts mentioned relate not to urban form and function, but rather to the framework of procedure within which urban planning takes place. They can be seen as expressions of desperate attempts to break the closely knit pattern of constraints which confront the planner in his everyday practice — inefficient use of planning instruments; frustrations of co-ordination with other departments; lack of control over urban development; continual erosion of guiding policies; political decisions overturning expert judgement. In short, every solution to a perceived problem — the redeveloped city centre, the building of luxury high-rise housing, the provision of better traffic routes and public transport — has turned out to produce new types of problem — to which the solutions are still unknown and often beyond the expertise either of planner or politician.

There is a pattern of relationships here which I can try to summarise in a set of six statements. Firstly, unsatisfactory situations tend to arise in what I will call "open problems", which call for new methods of approach. Secondly, new concepts enter the arena of a perceived "open problem", often in a seductive guise: they promise more than they can realise, as there is little experience in applying them. Thirdly, these concepts leave few traces within the institutional framework, because existing relationships and procedures are usually well-entrenched. Fourthly new concepts often promise new ways of dealing with older, well-recognised problems, as well as the new "open" ones. Thus, in Germany, the concept of "better urban design" is re-emerging against an understanding of better organisation and improved methodology for approaching planning at this scale. Fifthly, new concepts often appear somewhat isolated in public consciousness. Their authors want them to be loved and brought to realisation - therefore they must appear simple, appealing, promising. But, in practice, they may be tightly bound up with other concepts coming into currently about the same time. Lastly, there is an ambivalence about new concepts which makes it possible for political opponents to espouse them and give them differing interpretations, with quite puzzling results. For instance, the theme of "decentralisation of planning powers" may mean something completely different to left and right wing parties, either of whom may advocate it.

I should like to make my point clear by picking up one of the most fashionable concepts in German urban planning at this time — that of "small is beautiful". I should like to look at its ambivalence, the problems it raises and its connection with other new concepts in the urban planning field.

The concept of "small is beautiful" is, of course, in vogue not only in urban planning but in architecture, education, social services and many other fields. Its interpretations in urban planning are many: small projects may be preferred to large ones, with aesthetic undertones in addition to those of scale; it has organisational undertones, as small projects can mean less coordination, fewer problems of participation; it has a nostalgic touch, in that small means cosy, homely and "back to the human scale"; and last, but not least, "small" is to many beautiful in a political sense — it means slow, limited changes of an incremental, remedial kind.

The political ambivalence of the concept can be seen on the one hand in the way it is interpreted by urban reformers who cut down their programmes into manageable pieces which, lined up one after the other, make large jumps forward from a series of small increments. This means a new political strategy well-suited to a situation, where the public's willingness for reform has shrunk — at the same time, a flexible strategy which generates success gives the public a chance to get used to change. On the other hand, the more conservative interpretation implies that the status quo should be preserved wherever possible, with a minimum of small changes to adapt to the most pressing demands. Thus, in conservative cities, small scale modernisation is used as an instrument to prevent further blight — whereas in social democratic cities, small scale modernisation is used as an instrument to improve the housing conditions of the worst off.

What are the origins of a new concept like "small is beautiful"? In this case, there seem to be at least three which call for fuller attention. Firstly, there is the unsatisfying experience with large urban projects. It is now possible to see the stifling social and economic effects of the large scale urban renewal and public housing projects of the late sixties. They were technically complex to manage, attracted large scale opposition from existing inhabitants, and were always in danger of not being completed. Shifts in policy were bound to occur during the long implementation period. So, for instance, several large housing estates at the urban fringe were stopped halfway through, as soon as federal public housing policy changed towards inner city modernisation. Secondly, as a side effect of the economic crises since 1974, public spending patterns changed, and less public money became available from the various departments of federal, state and local government. Therefore, departments became less and less willing to engage in inter-organisational ventures, preferring to concentrate on smaller projects of their own which could be achieved with a minimum of interference. Thirdly, at a time of little political stability, and uncertainty about future growth or non-growth, it is to be expected that existing policies in various sectors will quickly become eroded and replaced by other contrary ones. In such a situation, it is important to plan for flexibility and adaptability - it is the "open plan" which is required, starting with small projects carefully chosen for their strategic position and leaving untouched all that remains uncertain. From this, one can that "small is beautiful" is not only to be seen as a regression to the nostalgic and so-called "human scale" in urban design; it points to a new planning philosophy and a change in the traditional concept of urban planning, which is better suited to accommodate conflict and uncertainty. 

_________________________________________________________________
AREA CO-ORDINATION: PROBLEMS BEHIND THE SOLUTION
by Adrian Noad, Leslie Bailey and Michael Norris

THIS is the first of three articles about area co-ordination, in which we take the view that, although it may be seen as an answer to certain concerns, it creates many problems for local authorities which must be explicitly recognised. In this first article, we look at the emergence of the idea and the choices it presents. In Linkage Two, we shall explore some current experiences and their implications for organisational change. In the third edition, we shall suggest some necessary conditions if this approach is to be at all successful.

These comments are based on recent experiences of the authors with a number of area co-ordination schemes, particularly in the Strathclyde Region of Scotland, where extensive exploratory studies were carried out in 1976 by three members of the IOR programme team. These are Leslie Bailey, who brings with her a wide range of experience in Canada and Europe in the fields of organisational development and policy studies; Michael Norris, who has worked on several studies of planning in health and social services, especially in relation to the elderly; and Adrian Noad.

An Emerging Idea

At both local and central government levels, area co-ordination has emerged as a powerful idea for guiding public policy, for bringing about action; an idea used to suggest the existence of a "solution" to a number of concerns felt by various government authorities; an idea which attracts resources and mobilises support from different groups and agencies. The concept began to achieve wide-spread acclaim as a result of recommendations by the Seebohm report and, later, the Inner Area Study Groups. The co-ordination of services at the point of delivery was suggested as one strategy in the battle against urban deprivation.

Where a general problem, such as urban deprivation, is of common concern to many different agencies, people often mount individual, unconnected and even conflicting initiatives at many different organisational levels to tackle separate pieces of the problem. This results from the people involved holding widely differing perceptions of both the problem and what should be done. For example, in the same small geographic area, we have encountered separate programmes instituted by Police, Education, Social Work, Environmental Improvement, Health and Housing. Each of these programmes was designed to tackle a particular aspect of urban deprivation; each was based on a very different theory or model; each was pursued independently with little or no knowledge of other similar or related programmes; and each contained little understanding of possible outcomes.  A major product of this dissociation, this proliferation of piecemeal initiatives, can be — from the community perspective — a tangle of unanticipated and unwanted consequences.  An obvious coping response is to try to co-ordinate service delivery and planning at the local level through some form of area co-ordination.
The idea has been embraced subsequently by the corporate planning movement as a way of introducing a corporate approach from the local level; a response to problems of centralised management and the remoteness of both officers and elected members from the public.

Partly as a result of its history, area co-ordination has no precise definition; it is a catch-all phrase covering a variety of management philosophies and strategies for dealing with the problems of a specified geographical area. Yet, even the size of the area can vary significantly — from a local housing estate to an entire local authority district — and even may cut across the jurisdiction of several authorities.

Existing Experiments

It is important to recognise that the idea is not as new as one might suppose. Natural experiments based on this concept have been around for some time — for example, in Liverpool, Greenock, Stockport and Craigmillar (Edinburgh). 
Most of these existing schemes have been initiated and implemented by a single local authority but recent thinking is moving toward an approach which involves explicitly several organisations. In Scotland, for example, with social work now at a regional level and housing at a district level, it offers a way of integrating the various activities of regions and districts which engage the problems of specific areas.

In the first instance, many of the Community Development Projects (CDPs) sponsored by the Home Office also viewed area co-ordination as one of their aims. The recent "area management" schemes supported by the Department of the Environment, which span a variety of structures and processes, are again related experiments. 
 Another more recent approach is that of the Comprehensive Community Programmes (CCPs), the underlying philosophy of which has moved away from positive discrimination in small, specified geographical areas towards an overall treatment of larger, district-wide areas. There are several reasons for this: the political disadvantages of discriminating in favour of specific areas to the detriment of others; the difficulty of looking at costs and other indicators on a small area basis; and the argument that deprivation can exist scattered outside a small deprived area.

All of these experiments provide experiences which help to clarify some of the choices available and some of the likely outcomes. For those thinking about introducing area co-ordination schemes, it is vital to learn by sharing ideas and experiences with others; it is not necessary to work in isolation or Ignorance.

Local Government: A New Role?

Area co-ordination is a specific organisational response to a changing environment which is bringing into question the basic role of local government. Economic stringency, the growing call for public participation in public decisions, local government reorganisation: all these make it more and more difficult for any one local authority or agency to go it alone in planning its own future and delivering its own services.

As many of the most acute problems facing local authorities, such as those of the inner cities, become seen more and more as multi-faceted in their origin, they cannot be tackled by any single authority but require commitment and co-operation from many authorities and agencies, not least the communities themselves. Without such basic building-blocks, any attempts by a single authority may not only have little impact, but may well exacerbate problems. The many aspects of community welfare and development - including not only housing, education, social services and employment, but also local community culture and psychology - should be sufficient argument for local authorities to consider their actions in a more coordinated way, to make a collective reinterpretation of their world. However, the pressures of economic stringency are now making this requirement not only important but necessary, if problems such as urban deprivation are to be tackled at all.

Certainly in the short term, and maybe longer, individual authorities can expect to have less in the way of direct resources to allocate to communities. It is all the more necessary, therefore, for them to consider the pooling of resources and skills with other organisations and with communities themselves. For example, as the pressures on social services become more acute, the role of social work may change from direct intervention with particular clients to helping citizens in the community look after each other. In the employment sector, too, the role of local government is changing as it becomes more and more involved in finding jobs through actively intervening in areas where it has no statutory authority, such as linking multi-national corporations to local skills and industries.

Such changes in the climate in which local authorities find themselves mean that they must fight for influence through being much more active than in the past in affecting and working with others — central government, voluntary groups, unions, consumers of services, professional organisations, business and industry. This is a major change in the role of local authorities and necessitates appropriate changes in the way local authorities conceive and conduct their business; they must move away from being a direct service provider and become a facilitator or catalyst for mobilising resources, encouraging participation in defining problems, exploiting opportunities, resolving conflicts and negotiating joint actions.

Dimensions of Choice

To what extent can area co-ordination help local authorities meet the challenges they face? Area co-ordination schemes are instruments, not ends in themselves, and must be viewed as such. Although area co-ordination, viewed as a simple concept, may be seen as a solution, the problems that arise in designing and implementing such an approach are complex and difficult. They cannot be ignored, denied or trivialised, if any serious attempts are to be made at forging improved, but selective, linkages among people and organisations.

What are the dimensions of choice facing the organisations involved in designing, implementing and analysing area co-ordination schemes? Here we catalogue some key decisions.

—Choices about area designation. How to identify areas and set boundaries in terms of population, geographic size and governmental jurisdiction -neighbourhood, district-wide, regional, national?

—Choices about aims. 
 What objectives to pursue? What issues to deal with - housing, employment, social work? What orientations to adopt - planning, technical, political, service, community participation?

—Choices about linkages. What networks, lines of communication and working relationships to establish among agencies, departments, authorities, the public? How should area management structures be integrated into the decision-making, planning and budgetary process of the relevant organisations? How to take into account informal relationships, personal contacts, overlapping memberships?

—Choices about membership. From which interests and groups should membership be drawn — politicians, officers, community representatives, different levels of government, other agencies, voluntary groups, industry, trade unions? Which individuals to involve? What personal characteristics, interests, commitments, influence and credibility are required of members?

—Choices about authority and accountability. How wide a mandate - decision-making powers, budgetary or resource allocation, policy-making, advisory? What reporting arrangements to institute?

—Choices about formal structures. What member, officer and community structures to set up and what form should they take — co-ordinating committees, working parties, area teams, community groups, area staff, area co-ordinator or manager? Where should groups be located — in the community, in the authority?

—Choices about resources. What resources to allocate, and to whom? Should there be area budgets? What sources to draw upon — communities, agencies, levels of government?

But these choices are not independent; they are all intertwined — a decision in one area will affect the possibilities in another. There will be many people involved with varying aims and criteria for choice, some of which will be visible, others not; some of which will be made independently, others through negotiation over time. Nevertheless, whatever form a scheme takes, it is an intervention in an already established system and will have implications for organisational relationships, both internally and externally; in particular, its interrelation and evolution will have to contend with resistance to change.

Through a selective process, the individuals associated with any scheme will develop a group culture, norms for behaviour and for viewing the world. Myths and assumptions will arise about the purposes and roles of the scheme. Thus, usually quite quickly, any scheme will become locked into a complex set of relationships which will become very difficult to change — once set. Yet, it is these relationships which will determine largely the extent to which a scheme meets the objectives for which it has been created, and will determine its relative success or failure.

In the next issue of Linkage, we will look at some experiences with area co-ordination and attempt to draw out the characteristics, visible and invisible, governing their operation.

INNOVATION IN A WORLD OF DOUBT

by William Ogden


"The imminent danger (in my view) is not collapse of affluent societies due to material famines or excesses; it is a creeping palsy due to failure of political and social innovation."

The Lord Ashby of Brandon, MA, BSc, FRS

The Twenty-first Fawley Foundation Lecture, 1975

IT IS towards this challenge of political and social innovation that the thrust of the IOR programme has to be directed. Large numbers of the people in Britain and other developed societies suffer social stress. It can be caused by financial insecurity; economic and social injustice; too narrow a range of choice in ways of living and overdependence on a welfare state; work which is unrewarding financially and psychologically; frustrations in getting about and in communicating with other people; and by what appears to be an alien environment. They feel trapped and helpless; their opportunities to help themselves are being whittled away by enveloping bureaucracies (the rules of the town hall) on the one hand and by advancing authoritarianism (disabling taxation) on the other. Unemployment, felt as rejection by neighbours and workmates alike, is a rising black cloud on everybody's horizon. And some groups of people, the middle-aged, together with immigrants and the unskilled and untrained, feel more rejected than others. One assumption threaded through the research is that means can be found to increase significantly the opportunities of individuals and groups to help themselves in a self-sustaining process of development through choosing their own futures. Political and social innovation will necessarily be both radical and far-.reaching in society if the long-established trend towards dependence on central governments is to be reversed, and at the same time the state's safety net for the deprived and inadequate is to be used with compassion and discretion. This is a massive problem for social psychology and political science. What are its boundaries?

There are no boundaries. The problem is about the future of industrial societies in a rapidly changing world. It is not change as such that is so significant but the growing speed of change. In the 19th century, world population doubled in 150 years; now it doubles in 35 years and continued rapid growth in the immediate future is inevitable.
 There is corresponding accelerating change in the fields of technology and in people's aspirations. "Although it should be theoretically possible to feed the world's growing population until the turn of the century, the enormous political, social and economic problems involved make it unlikely that this will be achieved. Market forces will probably work against the equitable distribution of food because of income disparities there are resource transfers on a scale many times greater than at present, the effective check to world population will be the Malthusian trilogy of war, famine and disease.” 

It might be argued that the growing world population will have no effect on domestic policies for employment and welfare at home. This is not true. The developing world is now competing strongly with domestic industry; the multi-national firms are building their factories wherever they can produce most profitably. "A fundamental change is taking place in economic relations between the developed and undeveloped nations... The Third World is undermining the position in the developed countries of some labour-intensive and traditional industries, a process which is currently being seen in textiles... The industrialised nations have to undergo a major restructuring of industry and become even more dependent on research and development, and innovation, as the motors of economic prosperity. " 

Uncertainty about the future of the British economy is a common factor in most of today's issues for government and public administration; it underlies much of the social stress for which relief must be sought through political and social innovation. There is not going to be an end to this kind of uncertainty. But uncertainty can either paralyse ideas and action, or it can be a challenge to be accepted and used creatively. In Britain today, uncertainty is paralysing. The country is living beyond its means. Controls are being harshly imposed to cut back on consumption, especially in the public sector, unemployment is growing, under-employment and overmanning of obsolescent processes are stopping the will to do more than just survive. The hope of many people and organisations, such as local government, is that the present constraints are just a temporary set-back, and no hard, painful decisions about the future are required of them.

There are probably three questions uppermost in the minds of those who are accountable today for substantial areas of local public expenditure. First, is the present financial stringency going to last more than two or three years, and can we then get back into a steadily expanding public sector of local government? Second, can this time of stringency be used profitably to improve the cost/effectiveness of our work? Third, how can useful guidelines to the future be prepared which are likely to lead into desirable rather than undesirable courses of action?

There is little doubt about the answer to the first question: the financial stringency is going on well into the 1980s, even assuming success with the government's present economic strategy. The recent white paper on public expenditure makes this quite clear.
  "Over the last fifteen years, the United Kingdom's rate of growth of productivity has been barely two-thirds of the average for the major OECD countries. The slow rate of growth of real resources has sharpened the conflict between the claims of private and public spending." The government's economic strategy aims to shift resources into exports and investment. The next two or three years are to be devoted to improving the balance of payments and continuing the fight against inflation. All being well, there should be a surplus on current account by 1980 which can be used to pay off debts and strengthen external finances, but the surplus will be needed "for several years for these purposes ..... Even with the help of North Sea oil, the achievement of this improvement in the balance of payments will entail a very tight rein on the growth of domestic demand, both private and public. " 
  It would be foolish to assume a steadily expanding sector of local government in the short-run.
The second and third questions are together concerned with using stringency and uncertainty profitably. They bring the argument here back to accepting tin challenge of uncertainty and tackling it through political and social innovation.

There are probably three ways to use stringency profitably: to cut out waste; to review the priorities for claims or scarce resources; and to take the opportunity to improve the machinery of government, especially in inter. organisational co-operation. None of these ways is easy. They all demand courage, but courage exercised wisely.  Is there enough political will and commitment among politicians and officers alike to make a virtue out of financial stringency? The answer must be that such people can be found, not everywhere but in enough places to give cause for hope. There is little time to lose.

How much time is there? If the British economy is going to be on short-commons throughout the 1980s, some radical political and social innovation is needed very soon. One way to explore this question is to make some rigorous conjecture about the future, and to use the findings for guidelines to formulate policies and action. The difficult question to answer first is how wide should be the field of conjecture. It might be narrow, involving little more than short-run extrapolation of historical trends, modified by fairly certain intrusive events or discernible changes of direction.  On the other hand, the field of conjecture can be deep and extensive, and policies can be formulated and opportunities created in "real world" conditions to lead towards desirable and feasible futures.

Feasibility studies must go along with conjecture. They will identify obstacles as well as opportunities and try to grasp the scale of resources and time required to travel in the desirable direction. It is difficult to see how to grasp the nettle of uncertainty and stringency firmly enough to make them work profitably without this kind of conjecture and its testing for feasibility. It is an area where local government, for instance, looks upwards and outwards at its evolving political environment, rather than downwards and inwards at legalistic statutory functions.

There are two aspects of political and social innovation which may deserve a rather fuller discussion. Both have been touched on here already. They will surely be within any conjectures of alternative futures. First, there is the urgent human need to overcome the forces leading to chronic and high levels of unemployment. Second, there is a compelling argument for constraining the encroachments of "bureaucracy" at the foundation of society, and "authoritarianism" in its government, on the essential freedoms of the individual to choose his own way of life.

Unemployment is world-wide. Even in the EEC there were 5.7 million men and women out of work in January 1976, or about 5% of the labour force. In addition, there were 2¼ million workers on short-time. About 7% to 8% of workers are not fully employed; and the labour force is growing at 0.6% to 0.7% each year. To reduce the unemployed to 3% by 1980 would require an average rate of economic growth in the community of 5% to 6% per annum.

This is not the way forward: "A policy of all-out growth would almost certainly lead to a vigorous renewal of inflation, to problems of external balance, and finally to alternating expansion and deflation without contributing to the solutions of the problems of structural unemployment”.
 There are no easy answers to unemployment and poverty, even in Britain; and to bring unemployment down to an acceptable level will be dependent on what Vice President Hillery calls the "slow miracle". "While there can be no guarantee of success, my personal experience of both science and politics has taught me two things. First, that the pressure of crisis is an effective catalyst from which solutions emerge and second, that from a properly co-ordinated team, there emerges that sense of confidence which itself contributes to success." 
 There are many mutually supporting courses of action to explore, from job creation to work-sharing, and radical structural change involving not only innovation within industries but in financial institutions.

A recent report of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development points towards the required structural changes.
 They are on the same lines as the conclusions of the seminar at La Hulpe, Brussels, and referred to earlier.' The structural changes required will not take place unless there is a strengthening and broadening of the open market trading system between developed and developing countries. This is an enormous task demanding understanding, courage, a willingness to pay the price of adjustment by constraining personal consumption in the short-run, and the lowering of both personal and institutional barriers to radical change. We are brought back again to our theme of social and political innovation. Can some first steps be put forward?

The report of the OECD shows that steps are being taken within both government and international institutions, such as the World Bank and the United Nations. But there are barriers to understanding and change in all bureaucratic organisations; and, in the contextual environment of organisations of developed societies, there is what Emery and Trist have called "turbulence".
 Trist points out that the turbulence "appears to be increasing as the scale of organisations grows and as their various activities become geared in with one another in complex and diverse ways. Learning to collaborate, rather than competing or fighting, is critical for survival in turbulent environments. When organisational innovation is needed, there is no substitute for experimental learning."

It may be objected that, whilst experimental learning is feasible within the boundaries of action research projects carried out by research organisations in Britain and elsewhere, it is out of scale with the task of bringing "the new realism in international cooperation" to fruition within the reasonable expectations of this generation of the unemployed and deprived peoples of both developed and developing countries. To this, the answer must be the bigger the task, the larger the resources required to handle it. Emery and Trist are showing the way towards what they call a `negotiated order' to match the new realism. This order is not to be thought of as some comprehensive ideal state but as innumerable improvements over the present conditions, sought wherever opportunity offers or where it can be contrived, and essentially at the grass-roots of every society in Britain and in the poorest of the developing countries. There will be tendencies for bureaucracies to burgeon and for authoritarianism to take over. But the desirable self-sustaining processes of development of individuals and groups, and the supporting innovation, will come from what Trist calls the "middle level where there is recentering of organisational life away from the principles of bureaucracy and towards the principles of organisational ecology”.
 This middle level already exists: Trist’s argument is that it is being steadily eroded.  Bureaucracy and authoritarianism should be pushed back and kept within bounds. This is no easy task. It will not be carried out by the bureaucrats or their masters.  It must be done from within the middle level as it exists.

At the end of Jacob Bronowski’s description and analysis of The Ascent of Man he spoke about fear: “we are all afraid — for our confidence, for the future, for the world. That is of the nature of the human imagination.  Yet every man, every civilisation, has gone forward because of its engagement with what it has set itself to do. The personal commitment of a man to his skill, the intellectual commitment emotional commitment working together as one, has made the Ascent of Man". 
 It is tempting for those who work in organisations, whether public or private, to see all problems and their solutions in organisational terms.  There is very little commitment. The man, the person for whose benefit the organisations exist, is lost in the crowd; and the organisation's official can often escape personal accountability for what he does by hiding behind corporate responsibilities which are faceless.  These are aspects of Ashby’s creeping palsy.

Are there not ways of encouraging personal, intellectual and emotional commitment to attack the palsy?  Is not one way to engage actively in political and social innovation?
THE WORLD OF RESEARCH AND THE WORLD OF ACTION:

WHAT CAN THEY OFFER EACH OTHER?

with some illustrations from IOR experience 1963-1977

by John Friend, Alan Sutton, Allen Hickling and Adrian Noad

Relating action to research

No person lives entirely in the world of action, nor in the world of research. The processes of getting things done and finding things out must always be intertwined. Yet some peoples' creative energies remain mainly directed towards making decisions, and others towards discovery, while others again make their contribution at the interface between the two. The practice of "action research" — in which the Tavistock Institute of Human Relations has engaged for many years — could probably be traced as far back into history, or indeed pre-history, as any determined student of the past might wish to search. But action research is not a simple precept to follow, nor does it provide any automatic recipe for future progress. An understanding of what it implies can best be conveyed through an interpretation of specific experiences. These experiences can take many different forms; here, all we shall attempt to do is to trace through one particular thread, in the history of IOR, which will give some flavour of the fourteen years of action, research and interaction which underpins the present programme of work in the provision of local community services.

A starting point

The story starts — and we can do no more than try to follow one strand of several interwoven stories — with a movement in the early 60s to form a new "Institute for Operational Research" in Britain. Within such a centre, its sponsors hoped, attempts could be made to consolidate the progress of earlier decades in applying scientific thinking to the practices of decision-making in organisations. The banner of operational research had already at that time achieved a substantial measure of recognition, especially in some of the larger industrial firms; but the challenge remained of making the approach more relevant to the wider world of social and public affairs. One problem was to find an organisational base that might be sympathetic to launching an enterprise of this kind; and it was the Tavistock Institute which offered the right opportunity at the right time. So IOR came to be formed within the framework of an established independent research centre, with a wide range of expertise and experiences in applied social sciences, and a firm commitment to the pursuit of scientific aims through helping people in grappling with their problems, whether as members of families, communities or more formally-structured organisations.

There remained too for IOR the problem of funding: funding to attract good scientists, to sustain work on worthwhile research topics, to give access to important problems. The Nuffield Foundation was approached and, while unable to offer untied institutional support, was receptive to suggestions for particular projects which they might finance. To Neil Jessop, IOR's first Director, the idea of a study in depth of local government policy-making and planning offered an exciting — and at that time comparatively novel — prospect. And it was a stroke of good fortune that the City Council of Coventry, a city where he had worked for several years in industry, showed immediate enthusiasm for the idea.

Learning about local government: the Coventry project

So it came about that, in 1963, a four-year study entitled "Policy Research for Local Government" was launched in Coventry, as one of IOR's first and most ambitious attempts to carry out action-focused research. Naturally, the officers and members of the City Council hoped there would be some benefits to them, at least in the long run, when they agreed to open the doors of their committee rooms and departmental offices to an external research team: a team with an unfamiliar and untested blend of skills in operational research and the social sciences. The first task of this team was simply to observe, and to try and understand what was going on — flitting from committee meeting to committee meeting, from department to department, from document to document, all the time trying to unravel the intricate webs of issues which were being discussed, and the equally intricate patterns of organisational, political and personal relations among the people involved. Mutual trust developed to the stage where the team was granted access to the private meetings of both the leading political groups in the City: a rare privilege, without which it would have been much more difficult for them to understand the nature of the many conflicting forces at work within the local community.

But how could the researchers help? The more clearly the reality of Coventry's decision processes could be seen, the more difficult this question became to answer. Gradually, however, glimmers of insight emerged, and these could be tested and modified against experiences of the way people in Coventry grappled with such diverse issues as school reorganisation, capital investment programmes, and review of the City's development plan.

Managing uncertainty

One important insight first fell into place at a meeting of a Traffic Advisory Committee, held to debate public transport strategy. Some of the officers were demanding clearer policy guidelines from which to work, yet some of the members were demanding first "more research" into the technical bases for decision; other people again wanted the problem expanded beyond the limited realm of public transport finance, and into a broader planning context. What the IOR team was witnessing, it was realised, was a conflict of views about how to manage uncertainty. Indeed, a general distinction could be made between more technical sources of uncertainty which could be tackled through backroom analyses; uncertainties of a more political kind about what values should be applied in weighing up the effects of choice; and other, more structural uncertainties arising from people's awareness of the dangers of considering transport in isolation from other interrelated fields.

New aids to strategic choice

From such experiences, there gradually emerged views about the nature of the subtle and many-sided process of strategic choice in which all the Coventry officers and members were engaged. In building up this view, the picture of three underlying types of uncertainty began to be linked with other research concepts that were developing from other parallel work. One such concept was the Analysis of Interconnected Decision Areas (AIDA) — a logical means of mapping out the links between related problems, which emanated from parallel IOR work on communication problems in the building industry. Another idea that was discovered at an opportune time — in the work of Gupta and Rosenhead, an Indian and a British scientist working in the United States — was that of the `robustness' of short-term decisions. This concept was to help in understanding how far alternative courses of present action could serve to keep open desirable courses of further action in the longer run.

So, gradually, a new form of "technology of strategic choice" was beginning to take shape — one which differed quite markedly from the research team's earlier preconceptions about the kinds of analytical technique which might be of use to those who had first welcomed their presence in Coventry. It differed because it tried to recognise the essential features of the world in which the local government decision-makers worked: the intermeshing of technical and political considerations, the many sources of uncertainty and complexity that had to be confronted in practice, and the continuing dilemmas faced in reconciling the arguments for flexibility against the pressures for decisive action.

Putting ideas into practice

And so the world of action served to mould the findings of the research: findings which the team could discuss informally with the members and officers in Coventry, but which were to prove by no means easy to put into practice there and then. Gradually, however, the research began to relate back to practice in a variety of more subtle, less direct ways. The book, Local Government and Strategic Choice, which appeared in 1969, offered not only diagnoses but, in a more tentative way, pointers towards future change in local government decision-making at both the operational and organisational levels. And the following year, there followed a broader, more structured exercise in "action research", in which ten local authorities, from various parts of England, agreed to participate. In this experiment, teams of planners and other officers from each authority worked alongside IOR staff for six months in trying to apply the new approach "live" to urgent local planning problems which were facing them in their own areas, comparing experiences as they went along.

Broadening the field of experiment

Not surprisingly, signs of success varied widely between the various parallel applications. In some teams, there were immediate impacts on decision-making, while in other cases there appeared to be little or no effect. But a follow-up study three years later showed there had been other products too: those of the officers who had most readily absorbed the ideas and related them to their own personal experiences had gone on to apply and adapt them, often at an informal, "back to the envelope" level, reporting the results to colleagues in a way that played down the analytical techniques involved. And this "action research" exercise also provided the foundation of practical experience from which IOR was subsequently able to launch short, intensive workshops for local government officers: first in Britain in 1971, then in Canada in 1973, and then in a cross-national European setting in 1975. The experiment also provided a precedent for a more ambitious, longer-term exercise in action research within the British local government setting. This lasted from 1973 to 1977, during which time teams of planners from eight of the new English County Councils worked alongside the IOR research staff in adapting the methods already developed for analysing interconnected decision areas, so as to relate them to choices of broad policy positions in the field of land-use strategy, within the newly-introduced `Structure Plan' procedure.

The inter-agency perspective

At the level of organisational — as opposed to operational — change, the influence of research on practice was to become felt more slowly, and more hesitantly. The pre-1974 Coventry City Council was far from an isolated "city state"; yet in many ways it had been unusually self-contained as a local government authority. In parallel IOR experience elsewhere in the public sector — notably in health service management and energy supply - it had been becoming apparent that the "multi-organisational" dimensions of decision-making and planning were much more prominent in practice than had as yet been recognised by most writers on general management theory. Therefore, as the Coventry study drew towards its end, it was agreed that the next target for long-term, more basic research should lie in this broader, inter-organisational field.

The expansion of Droitwich

Once again, funding had to be sought; and this came in 1968 and 1969 in the form of two successive grants from the Social Science Research Council. Again, too, access to local decision-makers and their problems was vital — and this access was secured in Droitwich, a small town in the English Midlands, which was then in the midst of a planned expansion scheme to relieve the population pressure of the nearby metropolitan centre of Birmingham. It soon became apparent that the relations among the many agencies involved - County, District, Local Development Agency, Ministries, public service undertakings, industrialists, developers and local people — were not only extremely intricate, but could change rapidly over time under the influence of a whole range of political, economic and other variables.

The understanding of decision networks

Again, the research team — strengthened this time by the insights of a visiting political scientist — sought to find ideas which could match realities. The result was the shaping of a set of concepts about networks of interagency relationships, and the ways that these form and re-form under the creative influence of individuals who are able to deploy subtle network-building or "reticulist" skills. It was clear that such network-builders could be found not only in influential positions close to the main centres of authority in organisations. Some were to be found in much more modest and peripheral roles, where they had become skilled in using their appreciation of local situations and relationships to achieve "bottom-upwards" co-ordination in relation to the activities of the various larger, hierarchical "policy systems" which were involved.

The dynamics of policy change

Since the Droitwich study, these ideas have been brought together with theories developed at other research centres, to provide working foundations not only for the present SSRC research programme, but also for other parallel projects which often have more specific applied aims in view.

Ideas are still developing, for example, about the dynamics of policy change in an increasingly volatile world. In these conditions, policy-making may be able to do little more than hold in check the relentless processes of policy erosion which arise from changing values, changing external realities, and changing patterns of stress between one established policy and another. This means that the pursuit of "action research" at a variety of levels takes on more and more importance, if the lessons of experience are not to be dissipated as soon as they are learnt.

The newsletter in the wider communication context

In the subtle relationship between the worlds of action and research, we believe that progress must always depend — as the diagram on this page tries to show — on sustained communication leading to shared understanding between decision-makers and those whose responsibility is research. Both in the domains of action and research, a careful balance is required between a process of broad scanning of what is going on, and a more intensive, sharply-focused level of activity —

whether this be one of developing ideas, or of building up experience in depth of local political realities, such as those faced in Coventry or Droitwich. The process is, moreover, not only one of interaction but one of transaction; researchers must always negotiate with decision-makers to secure access, and in the process must try to provide realistic expectations about the local benefits that research might be able to bring — even though the nature of these benefits must at first always be speculative.

So what, in this process, can be the role of a newsletter such as this?  It provides a form of communication which has the potential for reaching many more people in the world of action than any scientific report; yet how far this potential will or will not be realised must remain to be foreseen. In launching this newsletter, however, it is our hope that the communication it opens up can become a two-way process; that the language used here should speak to realities in the experience of as many readers as possible; and that, out of the ensuing dialogue, new forms of understanding, and new forms of practical capability, should begin to grow.
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The programme advisory committee and its role

IN MAY 1975, when work started on the research programme from which this newsletter derives, one of the first priorities was to form an external advisory committee which could guide the IOR team in its priorities, both from practical and more academic perspectives. Those who agreed to join the committee come from several parts of Britain, representing different professions and types of authority; other related research centres in Universities and Polytechnics; voluntary community groups; and other parts of the Tavistock Institute. The committee members whose support and active collaboration we warmly acknowledge are:

MR. JOHN BENINGTON of Coventry Workshop, who served as Director of the Coventry Community Development Project from 1970 to 1975.

DR. RONALD G. S. BROWN, Director of the Institute of Health Studies at the University of Hull, and author of various studies of public administration in Britain.

MR. ERIC DIXON, Chief Executive of Kirklees Metropolitan Borough Council; formerly Town Clerk of Batley, Yorkshire, and of Lusaka, Zambia.

DR. FRANK HELLER of the Tavistock Institute of Human Relations: coordinator of several cross-national and national studies concerned with industrial decision-making and democracy, and formerly Vice-Chairman of SSRC Management and Industrial Relations Committee.

MR. DEREK LYDDON, Chief Planning Officer of the Scottish Development Department; served as Chairman of the Steering Committee of IOR Projects on the Use of Environmental Sciences in Strategic Planning.

PROFESSOR ALAN MERCER of the Department of Operational Research at the University of Lancaster; a member of SSRC Management and Industrial Relations Committee at the time the proposal for the research programme was adjudicated (resigned from Programme Advisory Committee on relinquishing SSRC role).

DR. ERIC MILLER of the Tavistock Institute of Human Relations, author or joint author of several studies of systems of organisational relationships; currently adviser to Latin American countries on governmental and community planning processes.

MR. WILLIAM OGDEN, Chairman of the Advisory Committee. Principal Planning Officer, West Midlands Region of Department of the Environment (MHLG) 1965-72. Subsequently Principal Lecturer in Regional Planning, then Honorary Fellow, to Lanchester Polytechnic, Coventry.

DR. BRIAN ORR, Principal Scientific Officer in the Planning Research Division of the Department of the Environment, representing DOE's Research Requirements Directorate (succeeded Mr. Paul Everall in this capacity during 1976).

MR. KENNETH ROSE, Treasurer of the West Midlands Metropolitan County Council: author of various articles on financial management, planning and economic analysis.

PROFESSOR JOHN STEWART, Director of the Institute of LocaI Government Studies at Birmingham University; member of Lay Committee on Local Government Finance and author of several books on local government management.

MR. ANDREW THORBURN, County Planning Officer of East Sussex County Council, and a leading writer and speaker on strategic planning matters.
MR. CHRISTOPHER YEWLETT, Assistant Secretary, Standing Conference on Regional Policy in South Wales; formerly member of IOR and co-author of Public Planning; the Inter-Corporate Dimension.

MR. RONALD YOUNG, Director of the Local Government Research Unit at the Paisley College of Technology; member of the Policy and Resources Committee of Strathclyde Regional Council; formerly Chairman of Greenock and Port Glasgow Social Work Committee.
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Some references for further reading

FUTURE editions of the newsletter will include more detailed references to published papers and articles, and to research reports obtainable through IOR, through which readers who are interested can learn more of the work in progress both on the SSRC-funded programme and on other linked projects supported by the Department of the Environment and the Scottish Office. At this stage, our references will be confined to the following four books, all of which stem in various ways from the `action research' traditions practiced in the Tavistock Institute, and relate to the themes and concepts developed in this edition of the newsletter.

Public Planning: The Inter-Corporate Dimension by J. K. Friend, J. M. Power and C. J. L. Yewlett (London, Tavistock Publications, 1974) gives a full account of earlier IOR work on inter-organisational relations in providing local services, based mainly on the case study of the expansion of Droitwich. It introduced various concepts and hypotheses which have since provided starting points in analysing inter-agency linkages both in the new British structure and in other countries.

Towards a Social Ecology by F. E. Emery and E. L. Trist (London, Plenum Press, 1972) speculates widely on some implications of an ecological approach to the subtle, continually evolving patterns of linkage through which society learns to adapt to an uncertain, ever-changing world future.

Local Government and Strategic Choice: An Operational Research Approach to the Processes of Public Planning by J. K. Friend and W. N. Jessop (2nd edition, Oxford, Pergamon, 1977) was first published in 1969 and reported the study of local government decision-making in Coventry. It tried to diagnose the key problems encountered by officers and members in grappling with complex planning and policy problems, and offered some suggestions about ways forward both in terms of techniques and methods.

Experimenting with Organisational Life: The Action Research Approach edited by A. W. Clark (London, Plenum Press, 1976) brings together a number of experiences in relating the world of research to the world of action, in industrial and other settings.
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This newsletter is associated with, and financed through, a research programme supported by a three-year grant from the Social Science Research Council.





ADRIAN NOAD joined IOR in 1975, since when he has been playing a leading part in the SSRC research programme on inter-organisational decision-making in the provision of local community services. After graduating in London he gained experience in corporate policy-making, environmental planning and community development in the United States. He has been steadily developing a concern with ways in which the social and psychological sciences can help in understanding the issues facing the individual in an institutionalised world.


JOHN FRIEND has been involved in a succession of studies of local government and regional planning with IOR since 1964, and has been responsible for developing its planning processes programme since 1970. In his published work, he has been concerned to introduce new ways of thinking about both the techniques and the organisation of planning and policy processes; lately, he has become increasingly involved in the application of these ideas to practice both in Britain and other countries.








William Ogden, the Chairman of the Advisory Committee for IOR's research programme on Inter-Agency Decision-Making, has worked closely as a civil servant with local government and other public agencies over a period of 28 years, in several regions of Britain. An engineer and planner by background, he served for several years in the Department of the Environment as Principal Planner for the West Midlands Region, where he chaired the Research Committee of the Regional Economic Planning Board. Now an Honorary Fellow of Lanchester Polytechnic in Coventry, he has become deeply engaged in setting up comparative studies of metropolitan management involving officials, politicians and researchers from many of the conurbations of North West Europe








THE Programme Advisory Committee, through its meetings in Coventry every 4 to 5 months, has been serving as one focal point in a much wider network of communications which currently involves IOR staff in working on various practical problems — relating, for instance, to health service planning, monitoring of development plans and implementation of regional strategies - alongside officers and sometimes elected members in many parts of Britain. In addition, working relationships of various kinds are being forged with institutions and individuals overseas — and visitors from other countries have been welcomed to several of the meetings of the Advisory Committee so far. The network centred on this SSRC research programme itself connects, at various levels, with several other informal networks of communication concerned with related issues of planning and management, many of them initiated by international bodies or informal groups.











� Devolution – English Dimension – page 14.  HMSO, London, 1977


� Inter-Organisational Implications of Corporate Management — Paper by Eric S. Dixon - Seminar on "Corporate Management in Local Government Today" at Harrogate, 29th October 1975.





� A survey by the Institute of Local Government Studies indicates that 20 counties, 25 shire districts and 15 metropolitan districts have decided to maintain area offices — in "The Organisation of Local Authorities in England and Wales 1967-1975" by R. Greenwood, M. A. Lomer, C. R. Hinings and S. Ransom. INLOGOV Discussion Paper Series L, No. 5, 1975.


� Of the six schemes, Haringey, Newcastle, Kirklees and Dudley were set up as part of the experiment, whereas the Liverpool and Stockport schemes were already in operation. The Institute of Local Government Studies has been monitoring and evaluating the experiments on behalf of the Department of the Environment. 





� Robin Hambleton, in his paper "Local Planning and Area Management", The Planner, September 1976, identifies four basic activities for area management schemes: policy-making and planning, improvement of service delivery enhancing local democracy and co-ordinating agencies and authorities.





� Future World Trends. Cabinet Office HMSO, 1976.


� Ibid.


� Report by Rodney Cowton in The Times 13th December 1976, on a seminar at La Hulpe, Brussels, organised by IBM.


� The Government's Expenditure Plans. Cmnd. 6721-1. HMSO, January 1977.


� Ibid.





� From a speech by the Vice-President of the European Commission, Patrick Hillery, given on 23rd March 1976: The European Communities Trade Union Information No. 4, 1976.


� Ibid.


� Report by Rodney Cowton in The Times 13th December 1976, on a seminar at La Hulpe, Brussels, organised by IBM.


� A New Realism in International Development Co-operation: OECD, November 1976. o Emery, F. E. and Trist, E. L Texture of Organisational E Human Relations, Vol. 18, pp.21-32, 1965.


� Trist, E. L. A Concept of Organisational Ecology. Melbourne, Australia, 29th July 1976.


� Ibid. 


� The Ascent of Man. Dr. Jacob Bronowski, BBC, 1974.
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