
The period from the 1950s to 1970s saw an ongoing shift in the role of planning from ‘technical’ 

adviser to ‘political’ planning.  ‘The question has become not whether planning will reflect politics - 

but whose politics it will reflect.  What values and whose values will planners seek to implement?’ 

(Long N, 1959). Outline the transition/journey undergone by town planning during the 1960s, 

critically reflecting on how the shift from the planner as a ‘technical’ adviser to ‘political planning’ is 

relevant to contemporary understanding of public participation in planning practice. 

 

This essay explores the transition undergone by town planning in the post war period and how the 

shift from the planner as a ‘technical’ adviser to ‘political planning’ impacted on the level of public 

participation in planning practice.  Through the examination of planning theories adopted during this 

time the relevance of this shift in the contemporary understanding of public participation in planning 

practice will be explored.   

Modern planning emerged in the first half of the 20th century as a direct response to the industrial 

cities of the 19th Century (Fainstein, Campbell 2012: 6; Hall 2014).  The immediate period after the 

war was arguably ‘The greatest stimulus to town planning’ (G. Ashworth, 1954, p227) given the 

urgent need to reconstruct following the Blitz.  Rather than simply rebuilding, there was pressure to 

ensure issues including population growth, housing and industry were considered and rapidly 

approved. 

Published in 1945 as the war ended The Greater London Plan of 1944 created by Patrick 

Abercrombie, put forward the response to the situation in London.  Given the plan’s scale it was 

produced quickly and although it involved input from those affected, any discord in response was 

largely ignored.  Abercrombie’s description of plan-making illustrates the role of the planner:  

“in the first instance a plan is prepared independently and almost in secret by the technician.  He is 

given complete freedom to prepare a plan on whatever lines he thinks fit, having access to 

whomsoever he thinks it necessary to consult.  He does not submit that plan, at any stage, to any 

local authority or Government department for their scrutiny or approval”.  (Larkham P, J. Adams, 

2011 p9). 

It can be seen that Master planning is inherently a technocratic planning approach with heavy 

reliance on accurate data collection and presentation.  The planner is authoritative, handing down a 

plan to a community that has little say in what will be done.  Master planning at its core assumes the 

technical adviser to be all knowing with the planner infallible.  This top down approach is very 

autocratic, however given the situation faced after the war, limited public participation was arguably 

an ideal solution to rapidly address the issues, indeed such approaches are relevant in China today.   

The process involved what planners considered ‘common sense’ principles underpinning their 

objectives, which Abercrombie’ defined as “expert” and apolitical, with consensus amongst all 

sections of the population assumed.  Planning was not regarded as politically contentious, merely a 

technical exercise undertaken by planners.  This approach was not without merit given the 

circumstances, however with public influence limited by a system prioritising technical experts, the 

values of the wider public could surely not be implemented. 

Against this backdrop of Master planning the 1960s saw two key theories burst onto the scene: the 

systems and rational process views of planning (Taylor, 1998).  The systems approach is based on a 

view about the object that town planning deals with.  The ‘system’ in this instance is the 

interconnected environment and development.  While the rational process view of planning 
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concerned the method or process of planning itself. Planning is a “rational process of decision- 

making” (Taylor, 1998:60) advancing an ‘ideal type’ concept for making instrumentally rational 

decisions. 

(Taylor, 1998) argues that these new views represented a rupture from the tradition of development 

focussing on design and appearance.  In what could be seen as a Kuhnian paradigm shift (T. Kuhn, 

1970.) the systems and rational process theorists suggested that town planning was now a science 

and not an art. 

While the new systems and rational process views of planning were radical, both like the traditional 

approach before, presume the planner is a technical expert who controlled and predicted the 

outside world in the interests of everyone.  Given this, public participation still only had limited input 

during the goal-setting process – stage 1 in the decision-making model (Taylor, 1998, p. 162).  The 

remaining stages were controlled by planners without further public input, and the result was good 

and efficient planning (Fainstein, 2002, p. 161-162).  Arguably as a result of these theories the 

planner is viewed as the “(...) helmsman steering the city” (McLoughlin, 1970, p. 86). 

Planners were still technical advisers acting in the interests of society as a whole, “professionals 

were perceived as acting in everyone’s interest” (Cullingworth and Nadin, 2006: 432) resulting in a 

continued top-down approach to planning.  Limited public participation is further demonstrated by 

rational process theory requiring public servants to be neutral and focused on the objectives of the 

authority (Allmendinger, 2002).  This approach was increasingly at odds with the liberal views of the 

1960s public.  Consequently, the general public following job and population dispersal, slum 

clearance programmes and major redevelopment projects, no longer supported the unilateral 

approach with its lack of public input into planning decisions made on their behalf. (Broady, 1968; 

Davies, 1972; Dennis, 1970). 

Town planning was at its core “(..) based on desired objectives” (Davidoff, 1965, p. 331).and 

therefore could not be purely scientific in the kinds of environments considered desirable.  This lack 

of public participation played a role in the slow pace of delivering new development plans, coupled 

with the systems inability to cope with unforeseen levels of development (Hall et al., 1973). As a 

result Development plans, ergo the system as a whole was failing to deliver the aims of the 1947 

Town and Country Planning Act. 

The government started reshaping development planning in the mid-1960s, with the report of the 

Planning Advisory Group (MHLG, 1965), followed by the 1968 Town and Country Planning Act 

providing powers for the new style plans, and the increased involvement of the public in the system 

(Skeffington Committee, 1969).  Following the publication of the Skeffington Report (1969) the 

concept of planners being a ‘technician’ was questioned in the UK, with the importance of social 

inclusion highlighted through focus on the role of public participation in planning (Gilg, 2005).  

Advocacy planning was developed by the US lawyer Davidoff in his 1965 article, arguing the role 

planners was to act as advocates for underrepresented groups.  The need for state decision making 

to be opened up to public contribution was reasoned by Davidoff (1965) the previously unheard 

actors needed to have their interests voiced and actioned in the subsequent decisions - there was a 

need for plural plans.  Davidoff (1965) did however concede that the idea of responding to public 

interest within such a diverse society was extremely contentious.  Was this call for greater public 

participation in fact an optimistic Ideology argued Damer and Hague (1971).   

The Skeffington Report findings are echoed by Davidoff’s (1965) belief that a planner will no longer 

be just a technician if both political and social values are part of the planning process.  The planner 
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“(..) should be an advocate for what he deems proper” (Davidoff, 1965, p. 332).  While planning 

authorities are now required under the 1968 Act to take note of public views, there is no need for a 

response to the issues raised argued Child (2015).  There was no recourse for the public if their 

voices were simply ignored, the authorities in charge still made the decisions argues Arnstein (1969).  

Despite the identified shortcomings, Davidoff (1965) and the Skeffington Report (1969) are clearly an 

important first step in promoting public participation given the assumption of social and political 

pluralism within the advocacy model (Mazziotti 1982).   

The notion of “optimistic Ideology” would however underestimate the importance these underlying 

principles, first expressed in the Skeffington Report had in the long term. Public participation had 

become a primary concern, rather than a peripheral thought.  As a result, there is now general 

consensus that public participation should play a major role when shaping communities, as shown 

through the agenda developed academically by communicative and collaborative planning theories.  

However as previously identified simply agreeing that increased public participation is a good thing is 

easy, actually incorporating this principle into political and planning practice is the difficult bit. 

In more recent times planning in England changed as a result of the Localism Act 2011. 

Neighbourhood planning enabled individual parishes to formulate local development ideas in 

accordance with the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF).  Through increased public 

understanding and engagement with the planning system the public can have a relevant say in their 

neighbourhood’s future (Baker et al., 2007).  To help educate and engage with larger sections of the 

public, the use of technology (Brabham 2009) may help given the current limited resources of Local 

Authorities.  Devolving power from central government to local level as argued by Cullingworth 

(2015) does not necessarily mean local level participation, due to the political influence on the 

process.  With Damer and Hague (1971) arguing the most important policy decisions are 

fundamentally political, it can be argued that the perception of public involvement through the 

devolution of power, potentially masks the requirement of local plans to be in accordance with the 

NPPF.   

In conclusion, the shift in planning between the 1950s and 1970s saw the role of the planner as a 

technical adviser in the discipline challenged with the dismissal of the idea of unitary public interest. 

The Skeffington Report (1969) promoted the importance of public participation and social inclusion 

enshrined in 1968 Town and Country Planning Act.  Conceptions of planning that emphasised the 

leading role of the planner were fundamentally changed with the understanding that forming plans 

and the decision-making process is a political exercise (Cullingworth, 2015, Damer and Hague, 1971).   

The contemporary understanding of public participation in planning practice has been shaped by this 

change, with recognition that increased levels of public participation can influence the direction of 

development.  Developing new methods of engagement (Brabham, 2009) could achieve 

participation sooner and not just at a stage when there are only options for minor changes to single 

proposals.  Ultimately the view that a planner should act as an advocate Davidoff (1965) 

demonstrates the need for planners to come from the same ethical background even if political 

views alter over time.   
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