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Executive summary
 

About the IDeA/OPM 
two and three-tier 
support programme 

Now, more than ever, it is critical for 
the different tiers of local government 
to collaborate with each other. 
Financial pressures, requirements to 
deliver seamless customer service and 
a new focus on outcomes mean that 
local authorities need to find ways to 
work together productively. 

However, despite this growing 
necessity to work together and 
the development of new vehicles 
for collaboration such as local area 
agreements (LAAs), evidence suggests 
that joint working can be much more 
challenging in two or three-tier areas. 

In April 2008, the Improvement 
and Development Agency for local 
government (IDeA) commissioned OPM 
(the Office for Public Management) to 
devise a new programme to support 
two and three-tier areas to work more 
effectively together. The aim was to 
create a programme that was tailored 
to the specific needs of two/three-tier 
areas. In particular, the programme 
sought to: 

•	 help a small number of two or 
three-tier areas to move forward 
on a partnership issue or range of 
issues that were important to them 

•	 through this process, add to 
the knowledge base about the 
challenges and opportunities of two 
and three-tier working  

•	 share findings and learning points 
across the sector. 

The programme consisted of support 
activities in four areas: Lancashire, 
Gloucestershire, Hertfordshire and 
Surrey. Each strand of work involved 
a small number of interviews and/or 
preparatory meetings, a partnership 
event, and post-event interviews to 
gather feedback and determine how 
ideas for joint working might be taken 
forward. Each of the four strands of 
activity has been written up as a case 
study for the IDeA’s online partnerships 
and places library1. 

Two and three-tier areas: 
progress and challenges 

The programme highlighted a number 
of overarching messages about progress 
and challenges in collaborating across 
local authority boundaries to achieve 
shared objectives. 

Encouragingly, most participants 
reported a growing awareness of 
the importance of the partnership 
agenda and a clearer overall vision 
for joint working. LAAs were seen 
to have played an important part in 
putting partnership working on to a 
more mature footing, as have other 
developments such as comprehensive 
area assessment (CAA). District council 
officers and members involved in the 
programme appreciated the additional 
effort that county councils have put into 
developing more inclusive processes for 
the most recent LAA negotiations. 

Despite these positive developments, it is 
clear that partnership working between 
authorities within a county area remains 
challenging. Challenges seem to be 
clustered around three sets of issues: 

•	 size and complexity: partnership 
working is complex in any context. 
However, the degree of complexity 
involved is considerably greater in 
a two or three-tier area. This stems 
not only from the different layers 
of local government, but from the 
multiple partnership structures that 
spring up around this 

•	 functions and perspectives: 
tackling cross-cutting issues – 
such as reducing alcohol harm 
– requires joint working between 
local authorities and their partners. 
However, authorities in two/ 
three-tier areas may have different 
perspectives on an issue or problem 
and different approaches to tackling 
it. They can also have different 
understandings of ‘place’ and, 
as a result, potentially conflicting 
agendas for the same locality 

•	 politics: perhaps most importantly, 
political tensions within and between 
political parties and groups and 
between authorities (even where 
these are controlled by the same 
party) can pose challenges for joint 
working. Pressure on resources 
can act either as a block or a lever 
for change in these circumstances. 
Lack of awareness and skills 
among elected members (especially 
backbench members) and insufficient 
support can also hamper progress. 

While these three sets of challenges 
may all be present simultaneously, 
learning from this programme suggests 
that as two-/three-tier areas move from 
planning to delivery, the nature of the 
challenges they face when working in 
partnership tend to shift and change. 

1 The IDeA’s partnerships and places library 
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In the early stages, challenges often 
relate to size and complexity. They 
may involve identifying who needs 
to be engaged in joint working, 
understanding what activity is already 
going on across a county area, and 
mapping the resources that are being 
spent on different activities. As joint 
working progresses and the partners 
begin to consider what new activities 
and services might be required, 
differences in their perspectives on 
the issue may become more apparent. 
As plans progress and conversations 
shift to commissioning and resourcing 
new initiatives (or, which is often more 
difficult, decommissioning others), 
tricky issues relating to organisational 
or party politics tend to reveal 
themselves more strongly.  

What helps: 
messages for local areas 

This programme has identified a 
number of messages for two or 
three-tier areas that want to enhance 
collaboration between the different 
local authorities in their county.  

To help address issues of size and 
complexity, the programme has 
identified some simple steps that 
councils can take, including: 

•	 developing protocols and job 
descriptions for partnership 
representatives. These should set out 
how they will canvass views before 
partnership meetings and how they 
will cascade down information about 
the discussions and decisions made 

•	 changing induction procedures to 
help new members and officers to be 
inducted into an ‘area’ as well as an 
organisation. 

To address issues relating to different 
functions and perspectives, the 
programme has found that it helps to: 

•	 focus on developing effective processes 
for joint working that build trust and 
facilitate good quality thinking, and 
which are appropriate for the issue and 
the partnership’s stage of development 

•	 involve people with operational 
knowledge, strategic insight and 
access to resources from each of the 
tiers of local government 

•	 consider investing in shared 
approaches to mapping and planning 
activity 

•	 use performance management as a 
tool to enhance joint working 

•	 try to approach the two/three-tier 
system as a ‘laboratory for change’, 
deliberately piloting different 
approaches and sharing learning 
between and across the tiers of local 
government. 



Executive summary continued
 

To tackle challenges arising 
from political differences, 
it can help to: 

•	 acknowledge history and differences 
and work to develop shared values 

•	 focus on constructing ‘win-win’ 
scenarios, especially in the short 
term when it is important to build 
trust and confidence 

•	 invest in leadership skills and 
encourage more effective leadership 
from senior members 

•	 create spaces where members 
from across the tiers can meet, 
discuss their roles and build positive 
relationships 

•	 design area-based arrangements 
that involve members from across 
the tiers working together on 
practical problems and issues, 
alongside local people. 

What helps: how IDeA can 
support enhanced two and 
three-tier working 

Finally, the experience of designing and 
delivering this programme has helped 
to identify a number of ways in which 
IDeA might support two and three-
tier areas in the future. While some of 
these support offers are ‘managerial’ 
in nature, perhaps the most important 
suggestions are focused on the politics 
of two/three-tier working. It is in this 
latter area that we think the IDeA 
could add particular value. 

Size and complexity 

Support in-depth research in 
localities to map activities that 

contribute to a particular outcome or 
to improving a particular small area; 
capture evaluation and performance 
data on their impact; and identify 
resource costs. This can provide a 
basis for discussions about what 
programmes and activities are needed 
in the future. 

Different functions and 
perspectives 

Continue to design and facilitate 
‘whole system’ events, bringing 

together local partners involved in 
delivering particular LAA objectives or 
other shared priorities to: develop a 
common understanding of the problem/ 
issue; review existing activity; design new 
programmes or initiatives; agree roles in 
delivering, funding and supporting these 
activities; and encourage networking 
and relationship building. 

Draw on the recent publication 
Achieving Better Outcomes: 

a Practitioner’s Guide to promote 
understanding of the range of 
mapping and planning tools and 
techniques available to support 
partnership working, and how these 
can be successfully deployed in a two 
or three-tier setting. 

Help local areas to review 
existing mechanisms for 

consultation and engagement with 
the public across the tiers and to map 
the costs involved. Develop and agree 
options for the future which minimise 
overlap and duplication, are more cost 
effective and are less confusing to 
the public. In doing so, find ways to 
harness the particular contribution of 
parish councils, which are sometimes 
an overlooked resource. 

Develop a select number of 
longer-term practice exchange 

or action learning networks focused 
on different aspects of two/three-tier 
collaboration. These networks could 
provide a vehicle for some targeted 
benchmarking of the costs involved in 
different models and approaches. 

Commission targeted case studies 
and guidance for other areas 

rom participants in these networks, 
nd publish these online at the IDeA’s 
artnerships and places library. 

f
a
p

Encourage those members 
involved in practice exchange or 

action learning to take part in ‘whole 
systems’ events to share learning with 
other areas. 
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Politics 

Continue to deliver high quality 
awareness-raising sessions aimed 

at backbench councillors. These should 
be designed to help them understand 
the drivers and potential benefits 
of joint working between the tiers 
and with other partners; partnership 
structures, remits and activities; and 
ways of influencing and shaping 
partnership activity to meet local 
people’s needs. These sessions could 
be offered within the context of CAA 
and the changes to overview and 
scrutiny. 

Continue to promote the role of 
the IDeA’s peer support service 

in brokering conversations between 
leaders of different authorities in a 
county area. This can be used to help 
them acknowledge historic differences 
in a safe environment; clarify ‘no­
go’ areas; identify the potential for 
joint working; address blockages; 
agree a common line on critical 
communications issues; discuss how 
work in political groups can be used 
to support effective joint working; 
and discuss appropriate leadership 
styles and approaches. Continue to 
offer similar sessions targeted at chief 
executives and senior officer teams 
using the IDeA’s officer peers. 

Provide opportunities for 
members to come together 

across the tiers on both a geographic 
and thematic basis to discuss their 
agendas and priorities; identify 
common objectives; consider the roles 
of members across the different tiers; 
and agree ways of working together 
productively. Ensure that parish council 
members are involved in this work. 

Work with two and three-tier 
areas to develop joint scrutiny 

arrangements based on good practice 
and considering the different ways 
of working, as well as the structures 
required to effectively scrutinise 
partnership activity. 

Continue to build on the 
IDeA’s national mentoring 

scheme (which has now been 
devolved to the regions) to provide 
coaching and mentoring support for 
leaders and other members. Extend 
this support to chief executives and 
other senior officers. 

Involve members from 
different county areas in 

practice exchange or action learning 
networks on different aspects of two/ 
three-tier collaboration. 

Encourage members 
who are already doing 

excellent work across local authority 
boundaries to communicate their 
experiences to other members 
through case studies on the IDeA 
website and participation in regional 
and national learning events. 

The IDeA will ensure that 
the peer clearing house 
includes a sufficient pool 
of experienced members 
from two or three-
tier areas. Ideally these 
members should be profiled 
separately, making it easier 
for those trying to access 
their assistance. It would 
also help to ensure that 
political group mentoring, 
facilitation and other 
training for peer advisers 
adequately covers two and 
three-tier issues. 



Introduction
 

The context for two 
and three-tier working 

Now, more than ever, it is critical for the 
different tiers of local government in 
two and three-tier areas to find ways to 
work together productively. Delivering 
outcomes that matter to local people 
requires collaboration between the tiers 
and with other partners. Good quality, 
seamless customer service also requires 
effective joint working. Evidence 
suggests that most local people neither 
understand nor care which council in 
a two-tier setting is responsible for 
a particular service: they just want 
things to work. The current pressure 
on public finances raises the stakes and 
strengthens the case for collaboration. 
While multi-tier arrangements can 
create opportunities to reflect local 
identity and engage more closely 
with communities, democratic 
responsiveness needs to be balanced 
with renewed efforts to cut duplication 
and waste and find more efficient ways 
of delivering public services. 

New local area agreements (LAAs) 
provide an opportunity for county, 
district, town and parish councils to 
come together to share long-term 
visions for their local areas and set 
out how they will coordinate activity 
and spending to achieve common 
objectives. The development of 
comprehensive area assessment 
(CAA) strengthens and reinforces 
expectations of joint working by 
moving towards assessment of 
what is achieved by agencies and 
organisations working together.  

Despite the growing necessity to 
work together and the development 
of new vehicles for collaboration, 
evidence from research (including 
the national evaluation of LAAs) and 
from capacity building work across the 
country suggests that joint working 
can be much more challenging in 
two/three-tier areas1. The creation of 
nine new unitary authorities in April 
2009, along with the development 
of two-tier pathfinder arrangements 
in four county areas, provide further 
opportunities to explore the relative 
benefits of different structural 
arrangements for local government 
and their impact on the delivery of 
joint outcomes2. 

About the IDeA/OPM 
two and three-tier 
support programme 

The purpose 
of the programme 
In April 2008, the Improvement 
and Development Agency for local 
government (IDeA) commissioned OPM 
(the Office of Public Management) 
to devise a new programme to help 
local authorities in two and three-tier 
areas work more effectively together. 
The aim was to create a programme 

1 ‘A Process Evaluation of the Negotiation 
of Pilot Local Area Agreements’, Office of 
Public Management, University of the West 
of England, University of Warwick, for the 
Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, 2005; 
‘Local Area Agreements Research: Round 2’ 
‘Negotiations and Early Progress in Round 1’, 
OPM for the Department of Communities and 
Local Government, 2006. 

that was specifically tailored to the 
particular needs of two and three-tier 
areas. In particular, the programme 
sought to: 

•	 help a small number of two or 
three-tier areas to move forward on 
an issue or range of issues that were 
important to them 

•	 through this process, add to 
the knowledge base about the 
challenges and opportunities of two 
and three-tier working 

•	 share findings and learning points 
across the sector. 

Programme strands 
and activities 
The development of the programme 
began with a consultation workshop 
with county and district colleagues, 
supported by the County Councils 
Network. This was designed to explore 
the specific challenges involved in 
partnership working in two/three-tier 
areas and the type of support that 
that would be useful. Following this 
event, two and three-tier areas were 
invited to submit individual requests 
for assistance. The IDeA and OPM then 
put together a balanced programme 
of support involving activity in 
four different areas: Lancashire, 
Gloucestershire, Hertfordshire and 
Surrey. In each area the aim was to 
address a different kind of two/three­
tier partnership issue. 
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In Lancashire, the programme 
focused on how partners needed to 
work together across the tiers of local 
government to deliver a small cluster 
of LAA outcomes around reducing 
alcohol-related harm. It also explored 
the potential of OpenStrategy as a 
technique for mapping and planning 
partnership activities across a two/ 
three-tier area. 

In Gloucestershire, the programme 
focused on the 2012 Olympics, 
exploring how the tiers of local 
government and their partners could 
use this event as a lever to drive 
change on a broad range of LAA 
outcomes around tourism, public 
health, community involvement and 
leisure and culture. 

In Hertfordshire, partners used the 
programme to explore how they could 
work together across the tiers to 
improve quality of life in one small area, 
looking in particular at families with the 
most complex needs. 

In Surrey, the programme provided 
an opportunity to bring together 
elected members from across the 
tiers of local government to discuss 
how they might work together more 
effectively to meet the needs of the 
communities they represent. 

OPM designed and managed support 
activities in each of the four areas, 
working alongside IDeA consultants. 
Each strand of work involved between 
eight and 12 scoping interviews and/ 
or some preparatory meetings, a 
partnership event, and post-event 
interviews to gather feedback and 
determine how ideas for joint working 
might be taken forward.  

OPM used interviews and scoping 
meetings to explore some of the 
broader two or three-tier dynamics 
in each area that might impact on 
the effectiveness of collaborative 
working and the implementation of 
any changes. However, these were 
short-term pieces of work focused on 
a particular set of issues, and we did 
not necessarily explore the full range 
of developments in two/three-tier 
working in each county area. 

Programme outputs 
and this report 
Each of the four strands of activity 
has been written up as a case study 
for the IDeA’s online partnerships and 
places library3. This report highlights 
some of the overarching messages 
emerging from the programme as 
a whole, and suggests some ways 
in which collaborative working 

3 The IDeA’s partnerships and places library 

in two/three-tier areas might be 
strengthened and supported in future. 
Chapter two provides a brief overview 
of progress in partnership working, 
and highlights some of the particular 
challenges that the four areas have 
experienced in working across the 
tiers of local government. 

Chapter three draws on the findings 
from the programme to set out 
some ideas for how local areas might 
strengthen collaboration across the 
tiers in the future. 

Chapter four identifies some lessons 
for external agencies that want to 
support two or three-tier areas, and 
highlights some particular support 
offers that IDeA would be well placed 
to provide. 
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Introduction case studies
 

Further details about 
the case study areas 

The boxes below set out some 
background information on each of 
the four participating areas, along with
further details of the support provided 
by OPM. 

 

Lancashire: working together 
to reduce the harm caused 

by alcohol misuse 

Lancashire County Council is the 
fourth largest local authority in 
England and Wales. The council 
was Labour controlled during the 
support programme (it passed to 
Conservative control in June 2009). 
Lancashire has 12 district councils: 
eight are Conservative controlled, 
one Liberal Democrat and three 
have no over control. There are 
more than 200 parish and town 
councils. Two unitary authorities, 
Blackpool and Blackburn with 
Darwen (both created in 1998), 
adjoin the county council area and 
form part of the wider sub-region. 

Partners in Lancashire chose to 
use the programme to focus on 
combating the harm caused by 
alcohol misuse, an issue that is one 
of the main public health challenges 
in the county. There has been 
a rising trend in alcohol-related 
hospital admission rates across all 
Lancashire districts and age groups 
over the last few years. Comparative 
data suggests that most districts 

in Lancashire have admissions 
rates above both regional and 
national averages4. Alcohol misuse 
is associated with reduced life 
expectancy, poorer health and a 
reduction in economic activity, and 
with higher rates of suicide, crime 
and anti-social behaviour, accidents 
and teenage pregnancy.  

In Lancashire, a complex set 
of arrangements is in place to 
coordinate partnership activity 
relating to alcohol misuse. These 
include a northwest regional 
alcohol group, a Cumbria and 
Lancashire alcohol network and 
an LAA alcohol project board at 
county level. District-level crime 
and disorder reduction partnerships 
(CDRPs) also play an important 
role, each having their own alcohol 
harm reduction strategies. 

The Lancashire Partnership oversees 
all partnership working in the 
county. It comprises a conference 
(for consultation and feedback), 
a partnership board (providing 
direction, authorisation and 
approval), a partnership executive 
(to manage executive action on 
behalf of the partnership and make 
recommendations to the board) and 
a performance group (to monitor the 
impact of the Lancashire sustainable 
community strategy and the LAA). 

4 Source: North West Public Health 
Observatory, cited in Lancashire’s proposal 
document for inclusion of a target on alcohol-
related harm hospital admission in its LAA. 

Seven thematic partnerships lead 
on the development and delivery of 
indicators and priorities within the 
LAA, each of which are represented 
on the partnership board. 

Scoping interviews with partners 
across Lancashire were used to 
inform the design of a partnership 
event facilitated by OPM in 
October 2008. The event provided 
an opportunity to discuss the 
challenges involved in combating 
the harm caused by alcohol in a 
complex two-tier setting. It was 
also used to test out the potential 
for employing the OpenStrategy 
methodology to help partners 
map activities, understand 
the links between the work of 
different organisations, and 
design and deliver better services 
and programmes. 
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Gloucestershire: working 
together to maximise the 

2012 legacy 

Gloucestershire has a population 
of 582,500. The county’s age 
profile, income and employment 
levels are higher than the national 
average. In a predominantly rural 
county, Gloucester and Cheltenham 
are more urban in character and 
provide the hub for much of the 
county’s commercial activity. The 
county council has a Conservative 
administration, as do three of the 
six districts. Two districts have no 
overall control and one is controlled 
by the Liberal Democrats. Parish and 
town councils exist across most of 
the county. 

Gloucestershire Strategic 
Partnership, the county’s local 
strategic partnership (LSP), brings 
together representatives from 
all thematic, sectoral and local 
strategic partnerships to develop 
a long-term vision for the county. 
The accountable bodies group 
comprises elected and non­
elected leaders of major partner 
organisations from across the 
county. It provides collective 
decision making and allocates 
resources. The community strategy 
executive board (CSEB) is made 
up of chief executives and lead 
officers from the conference’s 
major constituent organisations 
and key partnerships, and its role 
is to commission activities and 
monitor progress. 

Team Gloucestershire is one 
of seven county-level groups 
which form Team South West, a 
network seeking to ensure that 
the London 2012 Olympics deliver 
benefits to the region. It recently 
produced a 2012 legacy action 
plan which has been adopted by 
Gloucestershire CSEB on behalf 
of the Gloucestershire Strategic 
Partnership. 

Following a series of scoping 
interviews, OPM held an event 
in Gloucestershire in December 
2008 to explore how the tiers 
of local government and their 
partners could work together to 
deliver the county’s legacy action 
plan and use 2012 as a lever to 
drive change on a broad range 
of connected LAA outcomes. 
Participants worked together 
to explore what the different 
organisations could contribute 
under each of the action plan 
headings (business development, 
tourism, participation in sport and 
physical activity, cultural celebration 
and community engagement). They 
were also encouraged to reflect 
on the problems and dilemmas 
that were likely to arise in planning 
delivery between the tiers of local 
government and with partners, and 
how these could be resolved. 

Hertfordshire: working 
together to meet the needs 

of small areas and families with 
complex needs 

The county of Hertfordshire has 10 
district councils and 128 civil parishes. 
The county council is Conservative 
controlled, as are six of the districts; 
three are controlled by the Liberal 
Democrats and one by Labour. 

Hertfordshire has one of the 
strongest economies in the UK 
and residents generally enjoy 
high standards of living, with 
unemployment lower than the 
national average. However, 
this overall picture masks some 
significant pockets of deprivation. 
Partners in Hertfordshire chose to 
use consultancy support from the 
programme to focus on how they 
could work together to tackle the 
needs of residents in one of the 
county’s most deprived areas, Cowley 
Hill in Borehamwood, Hertsmere. 
In particular they wanted to focus 
on how they could collaborate to 
break the cycle of inter-generational 
negative repetitive behaviours, which 
they believed were acting as a barrier 
to improving the life chances of 
some families. 

A whole host of local partnership 
arrangements are active in Cowley Hill 
including the Hertsmere children’s trust 
partnership, a multi-agency support 
team, a substance misuse group, a 
targeted intervention group and a joint 
agency group. 
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Overseeing partnership working at 
county level is Hertfordshire Forward, 
which is responsible for driving 
the work programme for the new 
LAA. The LSP network acts as a 
communication link between district 
local strategic partnerships and 
Hertfordshire Forward. 

Following scoping interviews, 
OPM held a partnership event in 
January 2009 for staff and elected 
members from across Hertfordshire 
with an interest in Cowley Hill 
and/or small area working in 
general. The event provided an 
opportunity to build up a picture 
of Cowley Hill and its families, 
drawing on the perspectives and 
experiences of different partners. 
It was also used to map current 
services and initiatives and explore 
new approaches that may be 
needed, looking at how these 
could be taken forward through 
existing partnership structures. 
Representatives from Sandwell 
Metropolitan Borough Council 
were invited to share learning from 
their experience of community 
development work designed to raise 
the aspirations of families on the 
Tibbington Estate5. 

Surrey: bringing elected 
members together across the tiers 

Surrey is the most urbanised shire 
county in England and its economy 
is the most successful outside 
central London. On the whole 
its residents are relatively well 
educated, computer literate, healthy 
and financially well off. Yet some of 
Surrey’s communities face significant 
levels of deprivation and lower life 
expectancy. High house prices and 
a higher-than-average cost of living 
make life even more difficult for 
these communities. 

Surrey County Council is 
Conservative controlled, as are 
10 of the 11 district councils. The 
other is controlled by a residents’ 
association. In three districts the 
Conservatives have only a small 
majority over the Liberal Democrats. 
Eight districts have civil parishes. 

Partnership working at a county 
level is focused around the Surrey 
Strategic Partnership, which 
includes a leadership group 
bringing together the leaders 
of major partner organisations 
(including district council leaders 
and all county council executive 
members). It also includes five 
thematic partnerships and a 
delivery management group of 
senior officers drawn from different 
partner organisations. 

Surrey chose to use the programme 
to explore how members from the 
three tiers of local government 
could work together to help achieve 
important economic and social 
outcomes for the people they 
represent. Scoping interviews and 
meetings were held with members 
and officers from across Surrey to 
identify current opportunities for 
joint working and barriers impeding 
closer collaboration. OPM then 
facilitated an event in January 2009 
which brought together executive 
and non-executive members and 
officers from all three tiers of local 
government. Three local case studies 
were presented, each setting out 
a different model of joint working 
between members across the tiers 
(see chapter three). Participants were 
given an opportunity to consider the 
learning from these case studies and 
how successful initiatives might be 
rolled out more widely across the 
county area. 

5 More details about Sandwell’s work on 
the Tibbington Estate can be found in the 
IDeA’s partnerships and places library. 
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Two and three-tier working: 
progress and challenges 

Overview of progress 

Back in 2005, the evaluation report on 
the pilot local area agreement (LAA) 
negotiations concluded that ‘there is 
no doubt that the process was much 
more difficult in two-tier areas’6. In a 
unitary area, the development of an 
LAA involves ‘horizontal’ integration 
between partners with different remits 
and responsibilities. However, the 
report identified that in a two-tier 
area it also requires coordination and 
re-allocation of resources between 
agencies performing the same or similar 
functions. For some partners in two-tier 
areas, therefore, LAAs were associated 
with ‘centralisation and loss of local 
autonomy’ rather than devolution, and 
in some places the process revealed 
deep underlying tensions between 
district and county councils. 

In this context, the evaluation report 
concluded that good consultation was 
vital for the development of an LAA. 
However, it found that while some 
counties worked hard throughout 
the process to build awareness and 
communicate effectively with partners, 
others did not put sufficient time 
into this at an early enough stage. 
In many cases these difficulties were 
exacerbated by the lack of existing 
county-wide forums for some thematic 
issues. 

The IDeA/OPM support programme did 
not attempt to explore the full range 
of developments in two or three-
tier working since 2005. However, 
discussions with local government 
officers and members, along with 
representatives from partner agencies in 
each of the four areas, suggested that 
there has been some positive change 
over the last few years. 

Many of the district-level officers 
and members who took part in this 
programme acknowledged and 
appreciated the additional effort 
that county councils have put into 
developing more inclusive processes 
for the most recent LAA negotiations. 
Most of those we spoke to reported a 
growing awareness of the importance 
of the partnership agenda and a clearer 
overall vision for joint working. LAAs 
were seen to have played an important 
role in putting partnership working on 
to a more mature footing, as had other 
developments such as comprehensive 
area assessment (CAA). Having an 
agreed list of national indicators was 
also thought to have been helpful 
in providing a framework for local 
discussions about priorities. 

“I think that the LAA has 
forced a dialogue on what’s 
important to [the county 
area], and in relation to that 
some very good work has 
been done7.“ 

“It [the LAA process] was 
naturally complex and time 
consuming, and we had 
fewer resources than the 
county to engage in this, but 
overall the county did well.“ 

“Before the LAA, we didn’t 
really have great partnership 
working in [the county]. 
However, the LAA has 
helped those partners who 
were always on the fringes 
to become major players.“ 

“Compared to what we 
used to have there are 
much clearer roles and 
responsibilities, which 
has helped us develop 
relationships between 
partners; it feels like there’s 
more give and take.“ 

7 Highlighted quotations in this chapter are 
6 ‘A Process Evaluation of the Negotiation of from interviews with participants in the IDeA / 
Pilot Local Area Agreements’, ODPM, 2005. OPM two and three-tier support programme. 
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Interviewees and participants at the 
four events were also able to point 
to some examples of positive joint 
working between the tiers of local 
government and with other partners, 
some of which had been stimulated 
by the LAA process. However, many 
of these examples were fairly small-
scale collaborations, often between 
frontline staff who knew each other 
well. Most interviewees reported that 
changing mainstream delivery within 
their organisations and agencies to 
better reflect shared priorities and 
targets remained challenging. As one 
person put it: 

“We know it’s time to make 
omelettes, but we don’t 
want to be the first one to 
break the eggs.“ 

Partnership challenges 
in two or three-tier areas 

The experience of delivering this 
programme suggests that there are 
three main clusters of challenges which 
two or three-tier areas face when 
engaging in partnership working. These 
are the sheer size and complexity of 
multi-tier systems; the host of different 
functions and perspectives at play; and 
the politics involved. 

Size and complexity: 

navigating complex systems 

Partnership working is complex in any 
context as it involves bringing together 
a large number of very different 
organisations. However, the degree 
of complexity involved is considerably 
greater in a two/three-tier area. It is 
not just the additional layer of local 
government that creates greater 

complexity, but also the multiple 
partnership structures that spring up 
around this. In Lancashire, for example, 
in addition to county-wide partnership 
arrangements, each of the 12 districts 
has a local strategic partnership (LSP) 
with its own community strategy and 
thematic sub-groups. The structural 
arrangements of other agencies in 
the partnership system add further 
complexity. In Lancashire there are 
three primary care trusts (PCTs), 
each of which has its own set of 
relationships with the councils in the 
county area. 

Given this complexity, it is perhaps 
not surprising that awareness and 
understanding of the partnership 
agenda, partnership structures and 
shared objectives do not seem to be 
permeating all parts of the system, 
despite some reported progress in the 
last few years. 

“From my perspective, it’s all 
a bit distant and confusing, 
all the different layers of 
LSPs…“ 

In this context, a few individuals in 
each area are playing a critical and 
much-needed role in raising awareness 
of partnership working by acting 
as conduits into partner agencies, 
facilitating conversations and putting 
people in touch. 

“If I want to know 
something or find out what’s 
going on, I just call [X].“ 
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“I would commend the 
officers, especially [X], who 
has a good way of engaging 
with the partners.“ 

However, it seems that some of the 
people who are centrally involved in 
thematic and strategic partnerships are 
not yet doing as much as they need to 
do to ensure that frontline staff and 
members are kept sufficiently informed 
about partnership activity. And some 
partners are still finding it hard to 
know who to speak to when they 
have a query about joint working or 
decisions that have been made around 
the partnership table. 

“After those meetings, 
you need to communicate 
what’s been decided to the 
rest of the organisation. 
It’s important to alert 
colleagues – you wonder 
if that happens when 
people go back to their 
organisations.“ 

Mapping activities and spend 

In each of the four localities, partners are 
still experiencing challenges in mapping 
or identifying the full range of existing 
activity underway in partner agencies 
across the county area in relation to 
particular outcomes or themes. The 
mapping of resources and spend on a 
thematic or geographic basis appears to 
be at an even earlier stage, despite the 
fact that this is an important foundation 
for partnership discussions about making 
the most of available resources. 

Conversations with participants have 
revealed differences of opinion about 
the value of mapping and appropriate 
ways of carrying this out. Some people 
feel strongly that comprehensive 
mapping of existing activities is 
necessary before partners begin to 
think about the new initiatives that 
may be required. Without this they 
fear duplication of work, wasted 
resources, and that partners will miss 
out on opportunities to build on best 
practice. For others, comprehensive 
mapping in a two/three-tier system is 
just not possible or will be too costly or 
time-consuming. They favour a more 
selective and pragmatic approach. 

Different functions 
and perspectives 

While some local government 
functions (such as children’s and 
adults’ services) are the clear 
preserve of one particular tier of 
local government, others (such as 
leisure) are the responsibility of two 
tiers. This means that activity needs 
to be coordinated and negotiated to 
cut out duplication, make the most 
of resources and avoid confusing 
the public. Councils in a county 
area also need to join up to achieve 
improvements in outcomes and tackle 
cross-cutting issues – raising the 
aspirations of particular families, for 
example (as in Hertfordshire).  

Different theories of change 

Partnership working to deliver 
outcomes or improve performance on 
cross-cutting issues always involves 
bringing people together who have 
different ideas about an issue or 

problem. These opinions are often 
linked to organisational remits and to 
objectives and targets set by central 
government. For example, reducing 
the harm caused by alcohol requires 
efforts on the part of a wide range of 
partners who have an interest from a 
prevention, treatment or enforcement 
perspective. What seems to make 
joint working more difficult in a two 
or three-tier setting is that while 
different agencies may have the same 
or a similar remit, each has its own 
perspective on an issue or problem and 
its own ‘theory of change’ or approach 
to tackling it. If these ‘theories’ or 
perspectives are not shared and 
discussed, they have the potential to 
disrupt joint working. 

Different notions of place 

Authorities in two/three-tier areas may 
also have different understandings 
of ‘place’. As a result they may have 
different or conflicting agendas for the 
same locality. This might be because 
of political priorities and choices, but 
it can also stem from the different 
geographical scale at which authorities 
are operating. 

“[Our district] is relatively 
affluent but we have 
significant pockets of 
deprivation. As a district we 
are concerned about these 
pockets of deprivation, 
but obviously the county is 
worried about the county-
wide pockets of deprivation. 
Due to our overall levels of 
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intervene. This involves self-awareness 
about the impact they are making on 
others. It also involves an understanding 
of the consequences of different ways 
of intervening in situations, and how 
to respond appropriately to the needs 
of others. These skills may be closer 
to those employed in coaching or 
facilitation than in a more traditional 
leadership role. 

If two or three-tier working is to be 
as effective as possible, local areas 
need to invest in the leadership skills 
of senior managers and members. 
Individual mentoring and coaching 
for those in leadership positions can 
be helpful. So can external support to 
facilitate meetings in which political 
and organisational leaders have an 
opportunity to reflect on and practice 
partnership skills, as well as doing 
routine business. 

Brokering informal meetings 
between members from 
different tiers 

This programme has demonstrated 
how helpful it can be to bring 
members together from across the 
three tiers of local government to 
discuss their mutual roles, identify 
common interests and agree 
productive ways of working together. 
There seem to be benefits in doing this 
on a geographic basis – providing all 
the councillors for a particular patch 
with an opportunity to come together 
to explore and agree what each can 
do to help improve outcomes for local 
people. It may also be helpful to bring 
members together on a thematic 
basis, giving them an opportunity to 
look across a county area and identify 

common issues and specific challenges 
in particular localities where additional 
support may be needed. 

Spaces need to be found which 
provide opportunities for members to 
develop the ‘softer’ skills required to 
manage some of the tensions outlined 
in the previous section. It is important 
that these spaces allow members from 
different parties and different tiers 
to get to know one other, identify 
areas of agreement and clarify where 
there are real differences. Key to 
success is the need for councillors 
to be open and realistic with each 
other about what is achievable, and 
not to promise things that cannot 
subsequently be delivered. It may 
be difficult and/or inappropriate for 
officers to broker these conversations; 
instead, external facilitation may help 
things move forward. Peer support 
from a councillor from a different local 
authority can be particularly successful. 

More effective leadership from 
senior members 

It is clear that there is more that 
senior members can do to ensure that 
backbenchers are up to speed with 
the partnership agenda, and that 
members have opportunities to meet 
and network with their counterparts 
from neighbouring councils. There are 
several ways in which this might be 
achieved. 

Portfolio holders or their deputies 
from the county council could make 
occasional visits to local meetings (at 
a more local level than the district 
council) to use performance data as 
the basis for a discussion about what 

works and what doesn’t. They can 
use this opportunity to explore what 
people’s concerns are and have honest 
conversations about what is achievable 
and what is not. Such meetings 
might provide a good opportunity to 
promote mutual understanding about 
the constraints within which everyone 
is working, and could help to dissipate 
some of the bubbling tensions 
between members at different levels. 

It might also be possible for political 
groups to play a greater role in 
bringing members together. As has 
been acknowledged in the previous 
chapter, there are real obstacles that 
need to be managed for this to work. 
Nonetheless, well-run political party 
group meetings, involving members 
from across the tiers, could provide 
a forum for sharing information, 
building understanding of partnership 
working and reflecting on the different 
roles of members across the tiers. 
These meetings might also provide 
spaces for dialogue which exposes 
where the real political choices are 
and how groups can use partnership 
structures to further their goals. There 
seems to be a particular role for 
executive members in helping frontline 
councillors to make the links between 
local and strategic priorities and 
understand the potential leverage that 
this could give their patch. 

Creating appropriate area-based 
arrangements for working with 
local people 

Collaboration between members from 
different tiers of local government 
often works best when members are 
encouraged to focus on a tangible 
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issue of interest and benefit to local 
people. Area-based structures can 
provide a forum for councillors across 
the tiers to jointly engage in problem-
solving activities – working, in some 
cases, directly alongside local people. 

Some counties have chosen to set 
up their own area arrangements for 
community engagement, problem 
solving and delivery on district 
boundaries or on an area basis below 
this level. These arrangements are 
sometimes viewed with suspicion 
by districts, which may regard 
them as part of an attempt by 
counties to bypass district, town 
and parish councils. County councils 
reviewing new county structures for 
engagement and local working need 
to consider how they can dispel fears 
and concerns on the part of their 
districts and create arrangements 
which maximise opportunities for 
joint working across the tiers. For 
example, the county might routinely 
or periodically involve district and/or 
parish and town councillors in area 
meetings, running these meetings 
in different neighbourhoods or local 
venues on a rotating basis. 

More often than not in local 
government, the approach to area-
based (and other) partnership working 
has been to create a patchwork 
of partnerships and structures and 
then decide what they should be 
responsible for and how they should 
operate. A more productive approach 
may be to decide what the issues are 
and then create appropriate structures 
to deal with them. The box below 

sets out three different ways in which 
members from the three tiers of local 
government in Surrey are working with 
each other, and with members of the 
local community, on an area basis.  

It may be entirely appropriate for 
different engagement and problem-
solving arrangements to be put in 
place in various parts of a county area. 
These might reflect differences in 
local people’s needs and preferences 
or different ways in which councillors 
want to work together. However, it 
would seem reasonable to suggest 
that members should be aware of 
the range of options for area-based 
working available to them, and the 
lessons from different parts of the 
county (and other counties) about 
what works where and why. It might 
be that members from across the 
tiers could work together to design 
structures that would work best in 
their locality and develop a vision 
for joint working, linked to broader 
council plans and strategies. 

Surrey: three different 
approaches to joint working 

between members across the tiers 

Councillors adding value to 
community-led initiatives: the 
Northbourne Action Group in 
Binscombe ward, Godalming, 
was formed in 2006 following 
disturbances on the estate and 
negative coverage of the area in the 
local press. Rather than waiting for 
statutory agencies to respond, local 
parents formed the action group 
as a vehicle for improving quality 
of life on the estate. The group has 
organised clean-up days, school 
holiday activities for children and 
community fetes, and has led on 
the redevelopment of the children’s 
playground. The group is credited 
with having reduced anti-social 
behaviour by 30 per cent and crime 
to almost zero3. In September 
2008, the group received the chief 
constable’s commendation for 
outstanding contributions and a 
community group award for its role 
in reducing crime and fear of crime 
on the Northbourne estate.  

The Northbourne Action Group was 
initiated by the community working 
with the police, but councillors from 
all three tiers of local government 
have since offered support. 
Members have helped the group to 
secure funds from both Godalming 
Town Council and Waverley 
District Council. The county has 

3 For more details 
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also helped directly with funding 
through its local committees. The 
district and county councils jointly 
fund a community development 
worker. Councillors from across the 
tiers attend community meetings 
organised by the group to meet 
local people, listen to their concerns 
and offer support. 

Councillors leading community 
engagement and action planning 
around local priorities: local 
community action planning 
(LCAP) is a systematic process of 
community engagement and action 
planning that can be rolled out 
across a local authority area. In 
Surrey it has been used in Horley 
and in other parts of the Reigate 
and Banstead borough4. 

The idea behind the approach 
is that prioritisation and action 
planning should focus on those 
issues that the local community 
views as most important, rather 
than those that the professionals 
are concerned about. Supported 
by officers, the process brings 
together councillors from across the 
tiers to contribute to engagement 
activities, build consensus, 
negotiate agreed outcomes and 
drive implementation. In Reigate 
and Banstead, local budgets are 

allocated to each member (£1,000 
for borough councillors and 
£11,000 for county councillors each 
year). This has proved to be very 
helpful in giving added impetus 
to the LCAP, enabling some ‘quick 
wins’ to be made and thereby 
building confidence in the process 
as a whole. Ongoing performance 
against the LCAP is monitored by a 
lead officer, who reports to Reigate 
and Banstead ward councillors and 
to a range of district-level forums. In 
turn, the process assists the council 
and its LSP to shape the wider 
framework of policies and strategies 
across the borough. 

Councillors leading and shaping 
the collection of local intelligence: 
a key element of the Countryside 
Agency’s market towns initiative 
is the ‘health check’ process. 
Communities can use the health 
check to identify their town’s 
strengths and weaknesses and 
then develop a local quality of life 
action plan to respond to these 
issues, endorsed and supported by a 
regional partnership. 

The health check process was 
first implemented in Cranleigh, 
Waverley, in 1998. The committee 
responsible for overseeing the 
health check brought together 
members from across the tiers of 
local government in Surrey, chaired 
by the county councillor for the 
area. Support from councillors 
across the tiers has been critical in 
driving the health check process 

forward in Cranleigh. The process 
has helped to create a robust 
evidence base about local needs 
and lever in additional funding, 
for example from the South East 
England Development Agency, 
Surrey County Council and the 
local business community. This 
evidence continues to support 
funding applications for the 
delivery of local projects, and 
partnership working between the 
different tiers of local government 
in this area remains strong. 

28 

4 A step-by-step guide to local community 
action planning can be found in ‘Win-
Win Solutions: a Guide to Multi-Agency 
Community Engagement’ produced by 
SOLACE Enterprises on behalf of the Surrey 
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What helps how IDeA can support 
enhanced two and three-tier working 

It seems likely that two and three­
three-tier areas will continue 
to request support on a wide 
range of issues, from governance 
arrangements for joint working 
to performance management and 
developing shared approaches to 
engagement. However, in the section 
below we identify a number of 
particular ways in which IDeA might 
support two/three-tier areas that have 
been identified during the course 
of this programme. While some of 
these support offers are ‘managerial’ 
in nature, many are focused on the 
politics of two/three-tier working. It 
is in this latter area that we think the 
IDeA could add particular value. 

In many cases the IDeA is already 
delivering support in these areas, and 
our suggestion is that this support is 
continued, scaled up or strengthened 
for the future. 

Suggestions for IDeA 
support offers 

Size and complexity 

Support in-depth research in 
localities to map activities that 

contribute to a particular outcome 
or to improving a particular small 
area, capture evaluation and 
performance data on their impact 
and identify resource costs. Use 
this as a basis for discussions about 
what programmes and activities are 
needed in the future. 

Different functions 
and perspectives 

Continue to design and facilitate 
‘whole system’ events, bringing 

together local partners involved 
in delivering particular local area 
agreement (LAA) objectives or 
other shared priorities, to: develop 
a common understanding of the 
problem/issue; review existing activity; 
design new programmes or initiatives; 
agree roles in delivering, funding 
and supporting these activities; 
and encourage networking and 
relationship building. 

Drawing on the recent 
publication Achieving Better 

Outcomes – a Practitioner’s Guide , 
promote understanding of the range 
of mapping and planning tools and 
techniques available to support 
partnership working – and of how 
these can be successfully deployed in 
a two/three-tier setting. 

Help local areas to review 
existing mechanisms for 

consultation and engagement with 
the public across the tiers and map 
the costs involved. Develop and agree 
options for the future which minimise 
overlap and duplication, are more cost 
effective and are less confusing to 
the public. In doing so, find ways to 
harness the particular contribution of 
parish councils, which are sometimes 
an overlooked resource. 

Develop a select number of 
longer-term practice exchange or 

action learning networks focused on 
different aspects of two or three-tier 
collaboration. These networks could 
provide a vehicle for some targeted 
benchmarking of the costs involved in 
different models and approaches. 

Commission targeted case 
studies and guidance for other 

areas from participants in these 
networks, to be published in the 
IDeA’s partnerships and places library. 

Encourage those members 
involved in practice exchange or 

action learning to take part in whole-
systems events to share learning with 
other areas. 

Politics 

Continue to deliver high quality 
awareness-raising sessions aimed at 
backbench members and designed to 
help them understand the drivers and 
potential benefits of joint working 
between the tiers and with other 
partners; partnership structures, 
remits and activities; and ways of 
influencing and shaping partnership 
activity to meet local people’s needs. 
These sessions could be situated in 
the context of comprehensive area 
assessment (CAA) and the changes 
required to overview and scrutiny. 
Materials for these sessions have 
already been developed as part of 
previous OPM/IDeA collaborations. 
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Continue to promote the role of 
the IDeA’s peer support service 

in brokering conversations between 
leaders of different authorities in 
a county area, to help them to: 
acknowledge historic differences 
in a safe environment; clarify ‘no­
go’ areas; identify the potential for 
joint working; address blockages; 
agree a common line on critical 
communications issues; discuss how 
work in political groups can be used 
to support effective joint working; 
and discuss appropriate leadership 
styles and approaches. Continue to 
offer similar sessions targeted at chief 
executives and senior officer teams 
using the IDeA’s officer peers. 

Provide opportunities for 
members to come together 

across the tiers on both a geographic 
and thematic basis to discuss their 
agendas and priorities; identify 
common objectives; consider the roles 
of members across the different tiers; 
and agree ways of working together 
productively. Ensure that parish council 
members are involved in this work. 

Work with two and three-
tier areas to develop joint 

scrutiny arrangements based on good 
practice and including consideration 
of different ways of working, as well 
as the structures required to effectively 
scrutinise partnership activity. 

Continue to build on the 
IDeA’s national mentoring 

scheme (which has now been 
devolved to the regions) to provide 
coaching and mentoring support for 
leaders and other members. Extend 
this support to chief executives and 
senior officers. 

Involve members from 
different county areas in 

practice exchange or action learning 
networks on different aspects of two/ 
three-tier collaboration. 

Encourage members who are 
already doing excellent work 

across local authority boundaries 
to communicate their experiences 
to other members through case 
studies on the IDeA website and 
participation in regional and national 
learning events. 

The IDeA will ensure that the peer 
clearing house includes a sufficient 
pool of experienced members from 
two/three-tier areas and that these 
members are profiled separately, 
making it easier for those trying to 
access their assistance. It would also 
help to ensure that political group 
mentoring, facilitation and other 
training for peer advisers adequately 
covers two and three-tier issues. 
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The IDeA Partnerships and Places Library 

It contains a growing number of case studies of good 
practice on what can be achieved through partnership 
working at the local level. 

Further Information 

For further information on this publication please 
contact the IDeA’s Partnerships team: 
partnerships@idea.gov.uk or 

Rachel Litherland 
National Adviser, Partnerships 
rachel.litherland@idea.gov.uk 

http://www.idea.gov.uk/idk/laa/home.do
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