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Paper for Local Government Studies 

 

EVALUATING LOCAL STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIPS – Theory 

and practice  of change 

 

Mike Geddes, Jonathan Davies and Crispian Fuller, The Local Government 

Centre, University of Warwick 

 

Introduction 

 

Local Strategic Partnerships (LSPs) are a major recent innovation in English local  

Governance (Aulakh et al, 2002; Hastings, 2003).  Their role is crucial to the success 

of a number of other government policies and initiatives, including neighbourhood 

renewal and Local Area Agreements, and more widely to the responsive and effective 

delivery of local public services.  Drawing on material from the national evaluation of 

LSPs, this paper assesses the progress of LSPs.  A „theory of change‟ (ToC) approach 

was adopted to drive and give coherence to the diverse elements of this large scale 

and complex evaluation.  The paper first outlines how the ToC approach was 

developed and utilised in the evaluation.  The main findings from the evaluation are 

then presented and discussed. While the initial function of the ToC was to develop a 

logic chain representing a virtuous circle where governmental aspirations for LSPs are 

achieved, it soon became apparent that a „vicious circle‟ model was needed too, in 

which partnerships do not function as intended.  It is shown that elements of both the 

virtuous and vicious circle are necessary to explain actual policy outcomes.  In 

conclusion the article reflects on the experience of the LSPs evaluation to draw some 
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wider conclusions both about the strengths and weaknesses of the ToC approach and 

about Local Strategic Partnerships themselves.   

 

Local Strategic Partnerships and the National Evaluation of LSPs 

Local Strategic Partnerships are a major innovation in the pattern of local governance 

in England.  An LSP is a body which: 

 

 Brings together at a local level the different parts of the public sector as well 

as the private, business, community and voluntary sectors. 

 Is a non-statutory, non-executive organisation. 

 Operates at a level which enables strategic decisions to be taken yet is close 

enough to the grassroots to allow direct community engagement. 

 

Initial guidance on the establishment of LSPs was issued by government in early 2001 

(DETR 2001).  Currently, LSPs have been set up in the vast majority of localities in 

England.  In those 88 local authority areas containing the most deprived 

neighbourhoods in England, eligibility for Government funding from the 

Neighbourhood Renewal Fund (NRF), is conditional on the existence of an LSP and 

the production of a Local Neighbourhood Renewal Strategy (LNRS).  However, most 

localities (in NRF areas or not) have reacted enthusiastically to the government‟s 

proposals, endorsing the rationale for collaborative governance. 

 

Local partners working through an LSP are expected to act strategically to draw up a 

Community Strategy, as an agreed basis on which to take decisions and initiate 

actions which join up partners‟ activities across a range of issues, enabling each of 
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them to meet their own targets and goals and tackle cross-cutting issues more 

effectively (Jones and Ward, 2002, Davies, 2005).  The intention is that LSPs will 

ensure public services work better and are delivered in ways that meet the needs of 

local people, and that economic, social and physical regeneration is sustained - in both 

deprived and prosperous areas (Hastings, 2003).  Hence, community strategies have 

recently been re-labelled „Sustainable Community Strategies‟ by ODPM. 

 

A continuing role for LSPs is outlined in the 2006 government consultation paper, 

Local Strategic Partnerships – Shaping their Future (ODPM 2006).  The consultation 

positions LSPs as central to the delivery of effective Local Area Agreements (the new 

mechanism to improve and join up local service delivery), the development of strong 

local leadership and devolved decision-making, and a key driver of community 

engagement. 

 

Evaluating the progress of LSPs 

 

The objective of the National Evaluation of LSPs (henceforth, „the evaluation‟) has 

been to evaluate LSP progress and provide support to LSPs and policy-makers at 

local, regional and central levels
1
.   Commissioned only a year after the publication of 

the initial government guidance leading to the establishment of LSPs, the evaluation 

has covered all LSPs, in both those areas eligible for NRF funding, and in other areas.  

This has been a formative evaluation, focussed on processes and policy development 

but also preliminary impacts. This approach reflects government‟s view in 

commissioning the evaluation that LSPs need time to bed down and several years to 

implement their strategies.  This is consistent with the findings of much research on 
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partnerships which suggests that new policies and institutions can take a considerable 

time to become embedded (Marsh and Rhodes, 1992: Geddes and Benington, 2001; 

Sullivan and Skelcher, 2002). 

 

The evaluation included a number of qualitative and quantitative elements, principally 

nine longitudinal case studies; eight action learning sets; two surveys of all LSPs, 

undertaken in 2002 and 2004; and a number of specific topic studies
2
.  The scale and 

complexity of the evaluation was one of the major factors prompting the early 

adoption of a theory of change methodology, as a means of providing a common 

framework for the multiple components and outputs.  

 

Developing and deploying a theory of change in the LSPs evaluation 

 

The theory of change (TOC) approach draws on US work by Connell and Kubisch 

(1998); Chen (1990); and Weiss et al (1995).  It is becoming widely used in UK 

policy evaluation studies (Mackenzie and Blamey, 2005; Sullivan, Barnes and Matka 

2002) and has become a central element in the meta-evaluation of the LGMA (see for 

example Sullivan et al, 2003; Boyne et al, 2001).  According to Weiss, a TOC maps 

the assumptions which underpin any policy intervention.  It is: 

 

…a system of social and behavioural assumptions that underlie a public policy 

which have been reformulated in the form of propositions.  These propositions 

reflect the beliefs of policy makers about the cognitions, attitudes and 

behaviours of the policy‟s target group: the people whom the policy is to 

affect. 
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Sullivan and Stewart (2006) note how the theories of change approach to evaluation 

„was devised to meet the need for an evaluative approach that could accommodate the 

multi-level and many dimensional impacts of developing social and public policy 

interventions……. In such initiatives the task of linking action to outcomes is 

extremely complex and difficult….. The designers of theories of change argue that its 

emphasis on the „systematic and cumulative study of the links between activities, 

outcomes and contexts of the initiative‟ diminishes the attribution problem in part 

through the prior specification of the various links by stakeholders in the 

intervention‟
3
.    

If the above is a quote, it should be separated and indented.  And I‟m not sure 

why there are four quotation marks here.  If this is a quote within a quote, then 

“” should be used for the embedded quote instead of „‟. 

 

The starting point for the development of a theory of change in the LSPs evaluation 

was a characterisation of the government‟s „system of assumptions‟ about the role of 

LSPs.  This revolved  around the proposition that a framework of strategic partnership 

at the local level will create more inclusive and pluralist local governance, bringing 

together key organisations and actors (from the three spheres of state, market and civil 

society) to identify communities‟ top priorities and needs, and work with local people 

to provide them.  This is consistent with the widely shared  perception in the policy 

community of the advantages of partnership working as the way of achieving 

effective outcomes, and solutions to so-called „wicked issues‟, by building trust, 

sharing knowledge and resources, and working collaboratively across boundaries.   
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Within the evaluation, the main features of the theory of change were developed at an 

early stage, although refinements were made throughout the research process
4
.  Figure 

1 represents diagrammatically the „system of assumptions‟ behind LSPs – the key 

links in the chain of causation which will determine the extent to which LSPs come to 

represent an effective element within the structures and processes of local governance.  

These can be described as follows: 

 

Figure 1: The theory of change 
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(a) LSPs are conditioned by the national policy context.  The environment within 

which LSPs have emerged is one of major change in the contemporary forms of 

governance, with new institutions engineered in response to the perceived 

deficiencies of traditional, large bureaucratic „silos‟.  Government seeks to 

create a more fragmented and fluid set of institutional structures and 

relationships, and new relationships between the state, the market and civil 

society.   

 

b) The local policy contexts in which LSPs have developed are strongly 

conditioned by national trends, but will respond in differing ways as a result of 

local factors.  The capacity of LSPs is conditioned by the history of past 

partnership working and the character and capacities of key partners.   

 

c) The internal arrangements of the LSP (membership, leadership, structures and 

working practices, human and financial resources, performance management 

etc) then provide the framework within which these resources can be drawn 

upon, as the LSP develops its own identity and organisational culture. 

 

d) The effectiveness of the LSP also depends crucially upon „networked 

governance‟  - the extent to which it is able to influence the actions of partners – 

both among public service providers but also among other partners from the 

business, voluntary and community sectors, and with regional and subregional 

agencies „above‟ the LSP and local communities and neighbourhoods „below‟ it.   
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(e) The combined impact of these factors (grouped together as „governance‟ issues 

in Figure 1) will condition the extent to which an LSP is able to „deliver‟ – 

initially, by developing a set of local strategic perspectives – set out in the local 

community strategy and neighbourhood renewal strategy – which are agreed and 

owned by partners as a basis for action and implementation. 

 

f) It is through these strategic interventions that improved services and more 

inclusive local governance are expected, with the LSP adding value to the 

activities of its partners. 

 

This model can thus be seen to constitute a broad research hypothesis about the linked 

processes through which LSPs may achieve positive outcomes, which can be broken 

down into a set of linked theoretical propositions.  These together involve 

assumptions about process; about vision and strategy; about action and outcomes; and 

about added value (Figure 2).  Each of these theoretical principles can also be 

disaggregated into several empirical questions, as follows: 

 

Figure 2  Theoretical propositions and evaluation questions 

Theoretical Proposition Relates to: Empirical questions 

TP1  Inclusive processes of 

negotiation and deliberation 

generate a shared analysis, sense 

of direction and capacity 

which….. 

 

Process 

Are the processes inclusive? 

Is there an effective process of 

deliberation and negotiation? 

Is there a shared analysis? 

Does the LSP have sufficient 

capacity?  

TP2  Unifies and adds clarity to 

the local governance agenda and 

priorities for service delivery, so 

that…. 

 

Vision and 

strategy 

Has the LSP unified the local 

governing agenda? 

Have priorities for local 

service delivery been set? 

TP3  Partners will then  Do partners implement the 
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implement the vision/strategy, 

both within their own 

organisation, and multilaterally 

Action vision/strategy? 

Is there joined up action and 

delivery? 

TP4  In doing so, service delivery 

and governance gains occur 

because agencies have a better 

understanding of what the 

community wants and work 

together to deliver 

 

Outcomes  

Has better understanding of 

priorities led to gains in service 

delivery outcomes? 

Has governance improved? 

TP5  Recognition of the value 

added by the LSP creates a 

virtuous cycle of positive 

outcomes and the embedding of 

the LSP in the local governance 

system 

 

Added value 

Can the LSP be shown to add 

value?   

Are outcomes increasing and 

sustainable? 

Is the LSP embedded in local 

institutional networks? 

 

Why has sustainability been dropped from the model?  And shouldn‟t 

outcomes/added value both be in TP4 – ie why have outcomes been separated from 

added value?   

Clearly, any model such as this is a simplification, in several ways, and we return in 

our conclusions to some reflections on the limitations of a ToC approach.   

Despite this, the model proved very helpful as a broad framework within which to 

progress the evaluation, both in drawing together findings from different component 

parts of the evaluation in driving and structuring consecutive stages of the research, 

and in reporting the results.  The next section of the paper uses the framework of the 

theory of change to discuss the progress of LSPs. 

 

Findings from the evaluation – progress and problems for LSPs 

The discussion of the national evaluation findings is organised around the five 

theoretical propositions in the ToC model, outlined above.   

 

TP1 – process:  Inclusive processes of negotiation and deliberation generate a 

shared analysis, sense of direction and capacity ….. 
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TP1 is essentially about agenda setting.  Are LSPs arenas in which deliberation leads 

to agreement about the nature of local problems and potential solutions to those 

problems while generating new governing capacity? 

 

The evaluation shows that LSPs have, in a relatively short time, established 

themselves as a recognised part of the institutional arrangements of modernised local 

governance.  There is a broad positive consensus amongst most of those involved in 

LSPs about the principle and purpose of a local strategic partnership.  To this extent, 

there is a shared analysis which contends that partnership working is the right 

institutional approach to local governance.   

 

However there are very considerable differences in the extent to which LSPs can yet 

be said to have established robust and sustainable arrangements capable of sustaining 

a coordinated approach to local governance (see also Johnson and Osborne, 2003).  

There are important differences between NRF and non-NRF LSPs, and also between 

those in different kinds of local authority area (as well as between LSPs within these 

categories).  The extent to which the LSP has been able to draw on a positive history 

of partnership working in each locality and whether it was set up relatively early or 

late are major factors.  Considerable numbers of LSPs have established internal 

governance arrangements which seem both effective and inclusive.  In others however 

structures and processes are either still relatively undeveloped, or not necessarily yet 

fully fit for purpose (Bailey, 2003).  There are a number of significant factors in this 

respect. 

 



 11 

The strategic capacity of the LSP Board or Executive is important. Leadership is 

perceived to be a crucial element in determining the capacity of LSPs but the exercise 

of leadership within strategic partnerships remains extremely challenging, for 

example the question of when leadership ceases to be constructive and tips over into 

domination and exclusionary practices.   

 

Substantial numbers of LSPs identified accountability as an area that needs 

strengthening.  A key issue is the relationship of the LSP to local democratic 

processes, where the lynchpin role is that of the local councillor, yet many are not 

closely connected to, or in sympathy with, the LSP, and it is not clear that even where 

(mostly senior) councillors are actively and positively engaged with the LSP that they 

necessarily prioritise issues of democratic accountability. Recent studies have 

examined the potential for network democratisation (see Davies, 2006; Skelcher, 

2005; Sorensen and Torfing, 2005) and they further illustrate the challenge facing 

LSPs, if they are to become fully inclusive; not only of local stakeholder interests, but 

of the interests of the wider local polity.   

 

The extent to which LSPs have been successful so far in engaging partners and 

stakeholders varies greatly – both among LSPs, and between different categories of 

partner and stakeholder.  For some LSPs, fundamental processes of engagement such 

as understanding partners‟ priorities and sharing information and data still remain 

largely on the „to do‟ list.   Many public sector partners are now making an increasing 

contribution within LSPs, but this engagement has not yet translated into securing 

change within partner organisations in line with LSP priorities.  Other partners – 
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including local councillors and the business sector – have yet to engage actively in 

many LSPs.   

 

Questions about the capacity of LSPs include, on the one hand, how far structures and 

processes make it possible to take hard decisions, for example resolving tensions 

between conservation and development in one place, dealing with conflicts between 

competitiveness and cohesion in another.  On the other hand, capacity issues are 

indicated by the very limited resources (of staff and of money) available to manage 

and run most LSPs, especially in non-NRF areas (Geddes, 2006; Fuller and Geddes, 

2006)
5
.   

 

TP2 Vision and Strategy:  Unifies and adds clarity to the local governance agenda 

and priorities for service delivery …. 

The development of a shared strategic vision – where this has happened successfully 

– has often been both part of an institution-building process and the basis for action.  

For nearly all LSPs a central focus has been the development of the Community 

Strategy (and, in NRF areas, the local neighbourhood renewal strategy), although the 

extent to which the LSP (as opposed to the local authority) has been in the lead has 

varied considerably, as has the degree to which the CS goes beyond „motherhood and 

apple pie‟ to map out a clear and distinctive strategic vision which lays the basis for 

collaborative and focuses action by partners.  A shared analysis may, for example, be 

achieved on a superficial level by denying the existence of a contradiction between 

competitiveness and cohesion and manoeuvres of this kind, which generate a 

superficial consensus, are not dependent on organisational strength as such.  The 

themed architecture of many LSPs may serve to compartmentalise and create space 



 13 

between competing interest groups (see also Lowndes and Sullivan, 2003). On the 

other hand, an elaborate institutional architecture may be the pre-condition for 

bringing contending parties together in a common space and facilitating deliberation 

between them.  In some LSPs, squabbles over the distribution of NRF monies have 

impeded partnerships in developing a shared vision.   

 

TP3 Implementation:  Partners will then implement the vision/strategy, 

both within their own organisation, and multilaterally….. 

 

Inevitably, in their early years, the establishment of effective governance 

arrangements has been a primary concern for LSPs, and indeed can be regarded as a 

sine qua non without which significant action and outcomes will not occur – partners 

sometimes say that their LSPs are „on the cusp‟ of delivery (Davies, 2005).  

Nonetheless, there has been considerable pressure on LSPs – from local partners as 

well as government – to begin to deliver as quickly as possible, so that often the 

processes of building the LSP have had to go hand in hand with action (Geddes, 

2006). 

 

As Figure 3 shows, LSPs have become involved in many areas of activity.  The 

greater government requirements of, and support for, NRF LSPs means that in general 

they have developed more substantial activity and made more progress across most 

issues (not just in tackling deprivation) than elsewhere. Many non-NRF LSPs have 

also developed initiatives on a range of issues, from transport to rural development 

and from economic development to environmental sustainability, and there is a clear 

relationship between the „maturity‟ of the LSP partnership and the amount of progress 
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made.  At the same time, there is a „tail‟ of LSPs (mostly but not exclusively non-

NRF) where activity so far is limited.   Moreover, LSPs may claim credit for activities 

carried out by one or more partners that is in no way dependent on the presence of an 

overarching strategic partnership.   

 

 

 

Figure 3: LSP involvement in specific policy issues 
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0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Gender

Gay and lesbian

Refugees and asylum seekers

Travellers

Disabled people

BME

Race equality

Competitiveness and innovation

Diversity and cohesion

Image/place promotion

Elderly people

Culture

City/town centre revitalisation

Sustainability and biodiversity

Transport

Liveability

Accessibility

Young people

Environmental quality

Public health

Housing

Substance abuse

Economy and employment

Health inequalities

Education and training

Crime

Achieved measurable outputs/outcomes Joint strategy/activity

On the LSP agenda but no action as yet Issue not addressed

Don't know
 

Source: LSP evaluation, 2004 survey 
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TP4 Outcomes:  In doing so, service delivery and governance gains 

occur because agencies have a better understanding of what the 

community wants and work together to deliver. 

 

Figure 4 shows progress that LSPs consider they have made in delivering outcomes. 

Overall, partnerships believe that very significant progress is being made in many 

areas, especially considering that many LSPs have been established for a limited time 

and the initial expectation was that they would often need some time to bed down.   

 

In evaluating the progress of LSPs in delivering outcomes, we make a distinction 

between process outcomes, governance or institutional outcomes and service 

outcomes.  Much of the activity of LSPs still centres on what can be called „process 

outcomes‟ – working more closely with partners, sharing information and staff 

resources, and financial collaboration via pooled funding of activity.  There has been 

good progress on some of these issues but at the same time there are many LSPs yet 

to make progress in these areas.  If these are indeed important preconditions for LSPs 

to make real progress towards service and governance outcomes, the implication must 

be that for numbers of LSPs significant levels of outcomes may still be some way off. 

 

Local governance outcomes include the development of a collective vision and agreed 

strategy; widening the range of interests involved in local decision making; creating a 

stronger local voice; improving the perceived legitimacy of local governance; and 

exercising more effective influence locally and nationally.  As noted above, the 

development of a collective vision and co-ordinated strategy stands out as the 

predominant issue on which major progress is claimed by LSPs - yet more detailed 
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case study evidence suggests that in some cases, consensus exist only at the level of 

rhetoric (Fuller, 2006).  Many LSPs also claim to have made some progress on others 

of these issues, though only very limited numbers consider that they have yet made 

major progress.    

 

The third category of potential areas of progress relate to outcomes in terms of service 

improvements: delivering services delivered in ways which conform to the 

Community Strategy priorities and government‟s floor targets to better to meet 

community needs, especially in  priority neighbourhoods.  As is the case in relation to 

progress towards better governance, the overall picture is that substantial numbers of 

LSPs claim to have made some progress towards service improvement, although only 

relatively small proportions yet claim to have made major progress.  Figure 3 shows 

that a number of issues stand out where significant numbers of LSPs claim to be 

achieving measurable outputs/outcomes.  These are led by crime, but also include 

education, training, employment and health. These tend to be the areas associated 

with government floor targets and key neighbourhood renewal priorities.  At the other 

end of the spectrum, there are certain issues which significant numbers of LSPs are 

not addressing at all.  These include, for at least one third of all LSPs, competitiveness 

and innovation (distinguished from economic development and employment); gay and 

lesbian and gender issues; refugees and asylum seekers and travellers – despite the 

fact that these would seem to be important concerns for government policies on the 

economy and on social inclusion and community cohesion.  
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Figure 4: Progress by LSPs 

 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
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Sharing data and information
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Understanding partners' priorities
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Major progress by LSP Some progress by LSP
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Source: LSP evaluation, 2004 survey 
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Performance management is seen by government as crucial for LSPs to demonstrate 

that they are delivering sustainable community strategies and that in delivering them, 

they are also delivering outcomes valued by local citizens.   The upside of 

performance management is that it challenges partnerships to show that they are 

making a difference.  The downside is that it can embed a managerialist, or 

technocratic approach to delivery, marginalising the public view and more theoretical 

and contextual analysis of what constitutes „progress‟ (Clarke and Newman, 1997).  

Underlying debate about performance management is the status of the LSP as a non-

statutory, non-executive organisation, and the questions of how far an LSP can 

performance manage its partners, and whether performance management inhibits or 

encourages partnership working.   

 

TP5  The value added by the LSP creates a virtuous cycle… 

 An important issue both for LSPs and for the evaluation is to be able to show what 

contribution the LSP has made to outcomes and whether or not they would have 

occurred without the LSP.  Some LSPs can now identify, with some degree of 

precision, ways in which the LSP is enabling positive outcomes to occur which would 

– at least – have been more difficult in the absence of the LSP.  However in other 

cases LSPs are still find this difficult, and some partners are clearly dubious whether 

the LSP is adding value.  In some cases there is a suggestion that LSPs may merely be 

„badging‟ outcomes achieved by partners (Fuller, 2006).  Those LSPs which are not 

yet using some form of performance management seem to find it hardest to identify 

added value. 
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Overall, perhaps unsurprisingly, the evaluation demonstrated major differences in the 

progress LSPs have made.  This suggested the need to modify the original ToC model 

to accommodate the possibility of both „virtuous‟ and „vicious‟ circles.  The 

„virtuous‟ circle occurs when LSPs become deeply embedded in the local governance 

landscape as sustainable institutions and conform broadly with the aspirations for 

partnership working in New Labour philosophy.  The vicious circle occurs when 

governmental aspirations are thwarted and a destructive cycle ensues representing a 

challenge perhaps not only to LSPs but to the partnership mode of governance per se, 

rendering it „unsustainable‟ as an institutional fix for the contemporary challenges of 

„governance‟.   

 

The virtuous circle 

The virtuous circle is likely to be rooted, in the first place, in a positive local context – 

a history of strategic partnership predating the LSP, and of trust and good working 

relationships between partners.  Positive local contexts are also those in which the 

geographical area covered by the LSP is a good „fit‟ with both socio-economic 

patterns, and with the boundaries of key partners, and in which there is a stable local 

political environment. 

 

A positive local context of this kind is likely to make it easier for the LSP to recruit 

and engage members – partners will want to engage with the LSP rather than needing 

convincing or persuading.  But engaging partners will also be easier when there is 

effective local leadership – from the local authority, but also from other partners, so 

that there is an atmosphere of collective leadership, rather than the LSP being driven 

by the local authority.  In particular, perhaps, the voluntary and community sectors 
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will recognise that their involvement is valued by other partners (Balloch and Taylor, 

2001). 

 

Alongside the leadership exercised by leading Board or Executive members, the role 

of the partnership‟s staff team is crucial in setting up and running the processes 

through which the LSP works in an inclusive, professional and efficient manner.  An 

effective staff team will communicate well with partners, regional and sub-regional 

partners, the GO and other stakeholders, and will ensure that strong performance 

management arrangements are used proactively to monitor and evaluate performance 

and drive progress.  Adequate resources will be available to manage and run the LSP 

– probably primarily from the local authority, but other partners will contribute 

because they recognise the value of the LSP to their own objectives. 

 

The LSP will have played a leading role in the development of the Community 

Strategy (and the LNRS in NRF areas), ensuring that it is widely owned and is seen to 

add real value to the strategies of partners.  The CS and LNRS will be driving the 

activity of the LSP, and as both these strategies and those of partners are reviewed and 

updated there will be increasing synergy between them and this will lead to 

opportunities to modify partners‟ spending plans to meet joint priorities, and to 

significant progress involving active collaboration among partners to meet local floor 

targets and other priorities.  Performance management arrangements will be an 

integral part of the LSPs development and improvement. 

 

As progress is made it will increasingly have a self-sustaining or path-dependent 

effect, as partners and stakeholders recognise the value which the LSP adds and 
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commit themselves more fully.  Effective publicity will ensure that the role of the 

LSP in the wider local governance system is recognised well beyond those who 

contribute directly to it.  Partners will increasingly recognise the value of the LSP in 

lobbying on behalf of the area with regional and national government.  When asked 

about the added value which the LSP brings, partners will be able to quote concrete 

examples of positive outcomes and impacts, and will consider that, in the words of 

one individual „if the LSP did not exist we would have to invent it‟. 

 

The vicious circle 

The vicious circle is most commonly found in local contexts where there is no 

tradition of strategic partnership and little trust between key partners, some of whom 

may not see how an LSP covering the area in question has strategic relevance to them.  

Political turbulence in the local authority may inhibit the local authority‟s ability to 

give sustained community leadership, and other key partners may also be preoccupied 

with their own concerns. 

 

In such contexts, it will be difficult to secure the involvement in the LSP of key 

partners, and engagement by partners will be limited and superficial. The leadership 

of the LSP will be ineffective – perhaps because many partners think the local 

authority is too dominant, or equally because it is not supportive enough.  In the 

absence of local authority leadership, other partners may adopt instrumental or 

defensive attitudes to the LSP.  There will be little evidence that partners are 

committed to changing their own organisations in accordance with LSP priorities. 
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Instead of the LSP taking the lead in developing the CS and LNRS, its role may have 

been little more than one of „signing off‟ these documents, and as a result the 

strategies are likely to be superficial, failing to engage with the priorities of partners.  

As a result, the CS and LNRS will not drive the activity of the LSP or of key partners, 

and the LSPs activity will not add up to more than a disparate bundle of actions not 

rooted in the mainstream.  In NRF areas, partners may see the LSP as little more than 

an opportunity to access NRF funding. 

 

In this scenario, the LSP is likely to suffer from inadequate staffing and resourcing 

(Geddes, 2006).  Lack of commitment to the LSP will mean that neither the local 

authority nor other partners are willing to commit substantial resources to the LSP, 

and consequently a small staff team, often perceived to have little autonomy from the 

local authority, will not give the LSP sufficient capacity (Johnson and Osbourne, 

2003).  Performance management may be lacking or may exist in principle but 

without serving as a real driver of improvement.  With the failure to develop a strong 

strategic focus which engages partners, the LSP may come to be seen as a talking 

shop, or as a bureaucratic process which consumes time without leading to outcomes.  

Partners will increasingly question the value of the LSP, and devote more time to their 

own organisations or to other partnerships which seem to offer more added value. 

 

Identification of these virtuous and vicious circles is not intended to imply that LSPs 

need become locked in one or the other. Partnerships may experience progress in 

some areas but face difficulties in others.  Some LSPs have made progress along the 

path of virtue which has then faltered, while others have made recent progress after a 

slow start.  It may be possible for LSPs to „break in‟ to the virtuous circle or „break 
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out‟ of the vicious circle at various points, although theories of path dependency 

suggest that this may be difficult (Pierson, 2000; Davies, 2004).  Thus, for example, 

strong local leadership can build a supportive local context for the LSP in areas where 

this does not already exist, while failure to institute efficient working practices can 

undermine initial partner commitment. The purpose of identifying these trajectories is 

rather to highlight on the one hand those factors which in combination tend to make 

for an effective LSP, and those in which the LSP is unlikely to succeed. 

 

The identification, via an extension of the theory of change, of both virtuous and 

vicious circles of LSP development in this way helps to highlight not only those 

factors which either drive progress or constitute barriers to it, but the complexity of 

policy initiatives such as LSPs.  Limited political commitment to the LSP, or the 

limited engagement of partners, reflect some of the tensions within the wider agendas 

of public service reform and local government modernisation which can play out in 

LSPs, and which a fully developed theory of change should try to acknowledge. 

 

Conclusion – LSPs: theory and practice 

The national evaluation has flagged up some of the most crucial issues facing LSPs, 

along with the wide local variation in the success with which this national initiative 

has been implemented.  It suggests that the future of LSPs is not easy to predict.  The 

current government consultation on the future of LSPs may provide  an opportunity to 

tackle some of the issues highlighted here and to institute measures to bring poorly 

performing LSPs up towards the standards of the more successful ones.  But the 

future context is not likely to get easier, as pressures on LSPs are now likely to be 

exacerbated by the advent of Local Area Agreements.  LAAs may well be an 
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opportunity for the stronger LSPs to demonstrate that they have the capacity to add 

value, enhancing their role as the forum within which partners come together to agree 

and deliver on local priorities, and enabling them more effectively to influence the 

mainstream policies of partner agencies.  But LAAs also represent a major challenge 

to local partnership working, and many LSPs lack the capacity and structures for rapid 

and effective decision-making which the LAA will require.  LAAs may highlight 

tensions between efficient decision making and wide participation and weaknesses in 

accountability and communication.  However, underlying the challenges to LSPs 

represented by new initiatives such as LAAs, the evaluation highlights fundamental 

issues about the concept and practice of „partnership governance‟ – from the capacity 

of partnerships as institutions with wide remits but limited resources, to their 

ambiguous relationship to local democratic accountability.  

 

The theory of change approach has been important in helping the evaluation to 

grapple with the complexity of LSPs.   The model, in succeeding iterations, has 

proved to be both robust and flexible, developing in a dynamic way with the progress 

of the evaluation.  However, certain issues also need to be recognised.  In the first 

place, the theory of change has been used primarily within the research team
6
.  The 

understandings reflected in it were confirmed through seminars with policy makers 

and practitioners at an early stage, and seem to have been widely accepted as further 

research outputs have been disseminated.  However, the theory of change has not 

been actively utilised in dialogue between the evaluation team and LSPs themselves 

in quite the way in which the North American originators of the approach regarded as 

important – „the expectation that all affected stakeholders will be involved in 

developing, agreeing, monitoring and evaluating a relevant theory for the 
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intervention, and the assumption that widespread stakeholder involvement will extend 

ownership of the intervention to achieve „total ownership‟ (Sullivan and Stewart, 

2004).   Indeed, the way in which we have developed the model through the 

elaboration of virtuous and vicious circles embodied recognition that some 

stakeholders take a critical view of LSPs.  An important conclusion would seem to be 

that, as Sullivan and Stewart discuss, a theory of change is likely to be contested if it 

concerns a government policy which is itself contested to some degree, and that 

something like the „virtuous and vicious circles‟ approach which we have developed 

can go some way to recognise the contested nature of policy.   

 

Secondly, the ToC lies in the domain of middle level theory, which focuses on the 

organisational/institutional level, between on the one hand, society as a structured 

entity, and the individual, with powers of agency within specific social contexts.  As 

Sanderson (2000) for example recognises, it is important to „embed‟ this meso-level, 

organisational focus in its social, political and economic contexts.  Further 

development of this model would mean addressing questions of power relationships 

(both between central and local actors and between different actors at the local level) 

which underlie, for example, issues about the inclusiveness of LSPs and the 

relationship between the „national context‟ and local initiative.   

 

A final difficulty with this model is that it may appear to implicate government in a 

naïvely rationalistic policy cycle approach (Davies, 2005).  On the one hand, 

government leaves itself open to this with its emphasis on evidence based policy 

making and its managerialist approach to network policy.  In this model, as Skelcher 

et al put it (2005: 586) „technical expertise is privileged and decisions proceed 
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through a rational process little impacted by the political world‟.  On the other hand, 

Stoker sees New Labour as a fatalistic government, seeing „all systems as capricious‟ 

and offering only „modest prospects for effective coordination‟ (Stoker, 2002: 419).   

He continues: „[a]t the top of New Labour there is a widespread but not universal 

culture of paranoia that sees enemies all around‟ (Stoker, 2002: 432).  This is not the 

place to adjudicate between rationalist and fatalist interpretations of New Labour.  

Both may be valid.  However, this debate is a cautionary note that it may be 

imprudent to assign a rationalist perspective to government policy makers, and  that 

theories of change predicated on a such a model of public policy need to recognize the 

limits to rationality in the evolution of policy.  Indeed, the findings from the LSPs 

evaluation concerning the wide variations in local trajectories and the – so far at any 

rate – modest outcomes in many places add weight to this conclusion.   
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Footnotes 

                                                 
1
 Jointly commissioned by three ODPM research divisions (LRGRU, NRU and RAE) and the 

Department for Transport (DfT), the first 3 years of the programme was commissioned in March 2002, 

and has been undertaken by the Universities of Warwick, Liverpool John Moores, West of England, 

Bristol and the Office for Public Management.  A Summative Evaluation of impacts and effectiveness 

is provisionally planned for 2006 – 2008.  The arguments and conclusions of this article are those of 

the authors, who were members of the evaluation team, but not necessarily of the whole team or of 

ODPM/DfT. 
2
 The evaluation has produced more than xx published outputs.  See www.odpm.gov.uk/localgov.    

3
 However, it is clear that there are a number of ways of working with a TOC approach (even already 

within the group of LGMA evaluations, for example).   Sullivan and Stewart raise a number of critical 

questions about the approach and its application in the UK compared to US contexts, especially 

whether it is important that the approach is shared with those involved in the programme under 

evaluation, not just by the evaluation team.  It is relevant to note in this context that the approach was 

originally developed in the context of community-based initiatives, rather than national policy 

programmes. 

 

 
5
 The evaluation does not, though, show conclusively whether or not strong partnership bureaucracies 

and generous resourcing add to capacity or not.   .   
 
6
 This is partly because of resource limitations within the evaluation, but also because there are 

important differences between the local community-based evaluations in which the idea of a theory of 

change approach was initially developed, and national policy initiatives such as LSPs. 


