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ABSTRACT
In many contexts, the combination of reduced state capacity, pro
ject complexity, and an increase in regulatory requirements means 
that planners employed by the state may not have the skills, time, 
or capacity to scrutinise information, make fully informed decisions, 
and ensure that complex factors are adequately considered. 
Drawing on in-depth interviews and focus groups with private- 
sector planners in Canada and England, we find that this has 
resulted in the ‘checks and balances’ which seek to ensure appro
priate decision-making have – in effect – been privatised, with 
significant implications for planning practice, professional ethics, 
and the public interest.
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Introduction

Most planning systems are based on the assumption that the state will make, and have the 
capacity to enforce, informed decisions. Much research on the impacts of the privatiza
tion of planning examines that assumption, focusing on the relationships (and under
pinning power relations) between state and private-sector actors (Grijzen, 2010; Loh & 
Norton, 2015; Raco, 2018). Yet, with increasing evidence of diminished local authority 
capacity, resulting in uneven capacity and expertise between public and private sectors (c. 
f. Boudreau et al., 2009; Steele, 2009; Clifford & Tewdwr-Jones, 2013; Raco, 2014; 
Linovski, 2019b), this raises questions about whether a system of ‘checks and balances’ 
between these two sets of actors is functioning. Critically, we examine how broader 
changes in the context for professional planning – local austerity, diminished public 
capacity, and increasing project complexity – have eroded a publicly implemented and 
monitored system of checks and balances, in favour of relying on private sector planners 
to ‘do the right thing’.

In this article we consider the implications for planning, in that context of reduced 
local state capacity, to make informed decisions or to enforce the detail of those decisions. 
Local authorities are relying more on private sector actors for a variety of services, 
including preparing policy documents, and processing development applications 
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(Steele, 2009; Loh & Norton, 2015; Wargent et al., 2020). The reliance on those actors in 
other aspects of planning has received less attention. One such aspect is the capacity and 
capability of local authorities and their planning staff to manage relationships with 
consultants, whether in terms of assessing bids for work, managing complex contracts, 
or ensuring that outcomes conform to agreed-upon contracts. A second is local autho
rities’ lack of capacity to scrutinise the detailed technical information which typically 
accompanies larger development proposals (Briscoe, 2016; Ferm & Raco, 2020). A third 
aspect is a lack of capacity to enforce decisions and monitor the completion of develop
ments, seen in the poor quality of new homes in England (Wainwright, 2023), due to 
a lack of specialist enforcement officers whose role it is to ensure that approved develop
ment meets necessary standards (Garcia, 2023) or is in accordance with the original 
permission (Hickman et al., 2021).

In contexts such as these, the assumption of balanced capacity and expertise may no 
longer hold true. We argue that some planning systems now rely on private sector 
planners to ‘do the right thing’, rather than those planners being compelled to do so 
through robust, publicly implemented, regulation. While these planners commonly do 
behave appropriately this reliance poses risks and casts a light on a hitherto under
explored aspect of consultocracy – the privatisation of what we refer to as ‘checks and 
balances’. This is not a widely used term in planning research (see Razin, 2020 as notable 
exception), in contrast to fields such as political science and law. As we examine here, the 
term is multifaceted, including some aspects familiar to planning scholars such as 
regulations and the public interest, and others which are less scrutinised because, as we 
note above, they might be subject to assumptions or tacit understandings, or they 
represent parts of the planning process perceived as more technical and rarely the subject 
of research, such as post-approval enforcement (see McKay et al., 2003; Harris, 2010).

In what follows, we examine the literature on recent trends in planning and the wider 
context of state activity before further exploring the idea of checks and balances in 
planning and the role it might play in understanding outcomes in different contexts. 
We then apply this understanding to our empirical data from Canada and England, 
before drawing conclusions and suggesting avenues for further research.

Literature review

Austerity, reduction of state spending on planning

The 2008 global financial crisis accelerated existing trends of reductions in state spending 
on what might previously have been considered core public sector activities, leading to 
‘austerity urbanism’ (Peck, 2012, p. 1). In England, local authority spending on planning 
fell by 43% nationally between 2009/10 and 2020/21, with regional variations including 
a 62% reduction in the North-East of England (Steele & Bauer, 2022). This is in large part 
due to cuts in national funding for local authorities of 86% over a similar period (Arnold 
& Stirling, 2019). Unsurprisingly, these spending reductions have resulted in a hollowed 
out local authority planning service, with staff shortages and consequent impacts upon 
decision-making making regular appearances in the professional press (Garcia, 2023; 
Kenyon, 2023). The wider outcomes of these cuts over the last 15 years are only now 
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being mapped out (Sykes & Sturzaker, 2023), but poorer places and communities appear 
to be systematically losing out.

Experiences with austerity and the hollowing out of local services have been noted 
more widely, although with less centralized planning regimes analysis has been more 
context specific. In Toronto, Canada, scholars have traced a program of ‘competitive 
austerity’ and reduction of public services (Fanelli, 2016) and the re-orientation of 
planning policies to encourage investment in a neoliberal framework (Boudreau et al.,  
2009). Similarly, Steele (2009) examines the shifting role of public and private sector 
planners in Australia in light of constrained public resources, increasing contracting out 
of public services, and substantial regulatory reform. While the impacts of austerity and 
reduced public spending have been addressed extensively, how this relates to broader 
changes – such as the increased complexity of planning work – has received limited 
attention.

Increased complexity of planning

Addressing complexity in planning has long been of interest to scholars, from planning 
as ‘wicked problems’ (Rittel & Webber, 1973, p. 1), to critiques of contemporary practices 
as not attuned to complexity (Savini et al., 2015) and the need for different strategies to 
address complex planning issues (Innes & Booher, 2010; Salet et al., 2013). Friedmann 
(2019) points to hyper-complexity – both in the scale and form of cities, and in institu
tional and governance systems – as creating uncertainties for planning and decision- 
making. In the context of professional practice, there is a need to understand how the 
complexity of projects impacts both processes and outcomes. While little scholarly work 
examines broad changes in planning complexity over time, there has been an examina
tion of changing regulatory and governance frameworks, with potential outcomes for 
planning practice. In particular, changing financial structures and roles of the private 
sector investment have been tied to increasing complexity in planning and shifting nature 
of public accountability (Tasan-Kok, Atkinson et al., 2019). For state-led privatization, 
the discourse around large-scale projects has been that the legal, regulatory, and financial 
complexity is so great that projects can no longer ‘be managed directly by elected 
government institutions or directed by an outdated planning system’ (Raco, 2014, 
p. 190). Contractual arrangements in planning have also been associated with differing 
measures of accountability, which may be particularly thin problematic for democratic 
accountability (Tasan-Kok, van den Hurk et al., 2019). In the case of financialized 
infrastructure assets, the nature of contracts may have wide-ranging implications, with 
impacts on the autonomy of planning decisions (Farmer, 2014).

Consultocracy: private sector involvement in planning

One consequence of ‘austerity’, increased complexity, and the wider frame of neoliberal 
governance which has becoming globally dominant in the last 40 years, is that planning is 
no longer a solely or primarily public sector activity in many contexts. Whether this is 
a novel state of affairs or a return to the origins of the profession in countries is open to 
debate (Inch et al., 2023). What is more commonly agreed, however, is that aspects of 
planning which until recently have been, in theory at least, subject to public scrutiny and 
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political oversight are now often contracted out, privatised or otherwise part of the 
‘consultocracy’. What is also agreed is that the implications of these changes are yet to 
be fully understood, and that there is a great deal of complexity in how the consultocracy 
operates, for example regarding the interactions between corporate interests and ‘the 
public interest’ (Linovski, 2019a, 2019b, 2021) and the influences on individual planners’ 
behaviours in private firms (Lauria & Long, 2019; Sturzaker & Hickman, 2024b).

Checks and balances in planning

At its broadest level, ‘checks and balances’ are associated with the effective functioning of 
a constitutional democracy, ‘fundamental elements . . . that prevent the unconstrained 
exercise of power, improve the quality of decision making and ensure that mechanisms 
exist for preventing or penalising unethical behaviour’ (James et al., 2023, p. 1). Checks 
are mechanisms that limit the power of political institutions such as formal parliamen
tary processes, the courts or regulators (by, for example, amending, delaying or blocking 
decisions). Balances are about ensuring that a wide variety of views and interests are 
represented in democratic processes. It has been suggested that the notion of checks and 
balances is ‘made effective only by “hard” factors such as the balance of political forces 
and “soft” factors such as the adherence of elites to particular behavioural norms’ (Da Ros 
& Taylor, 2021, p. 1). Against that backdrop, the relatively sparse explicit attention given 
to checks and balances within planning scholarship is notable. We posit that this is either 
because checks and balances are understood as tacit things – the assumed backdrop of 
any functioning democratic planning system, as indicated by statements such as ‘you 
cannot hope to have good urbanization without proper checks and balances’ (Clos, 2017, 
p. 1), often without further comment – or individual elements are subject to analysis, but 
without the nomenclature of checks and balances (see, for example, Prior, 2000; 
Campbell, 2001; Krumholz, 2001; Harris, 2010; or; Hickman & Boddy, 2020).

One clear exception in planning scholarship is Razin (2020), who in drawing on work 
in both Canada and Israel, disaggregates between vertical checks and balances on 
different levels of government to horizontal checks and balances, particularly between 
elected politicians and professionals (including behavioural codes and even unwritten 
norms. In practice, the significance and functioning of each potential element will vary 
across systems (particularly between centralised and decentralised systems) as well as 
between established planning cultures (Valler & Phelps, 2018). Significantly, no mention 
is made to the role of the private sector in checks and balances. In contrast, the role of 
professionals in government is consistently cited as a fundamental horizontal check on 
the balance of concentration of power of elected officials, as well as being an important 
regulatory check on the private sector. Inspired by the diagrams used by Razin (2020) to 
illustrate the operation of checks and balances within various planning systems, Figure 1 
illustrates how, in a fairly typical planning system, the private sector might be involved in 
checks and balances at various points.

While the fundamental traits of systems may not be easily changed, it is necessary to 
have a more explicit focus on checks and balances that acknowledges the ‘complexity and 
the compromises embedded in planning decisions’ (Razin, 2020, p. 268), particularly 
considering neoliberal reform pressures and austerity in many contexts. Taking up this 
challenge, our starting point in this article is that the private sector is absent from any 
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analysis of checks and balances in planning. The a priori assumption has been that the 
private sector is the subject of control and direction by planning action but is not feeding 
in a more direct way to the checks and balances within planning itself. Our interest is in 
the combined effect austerity, complexity and consultocracy in planning on the hor
izontal checks and balances played by local government planners, and what forms of 
oversight exist to account for any de facto privatisation.

Methods

We undertook semi-structured interviews (12 participants) and two round-tables (17 
participants) with professional planners working in several Anglophone countries in 
2018 – 2021 (as shown in Table 1). Whilst there are differences between the planning 
systems in these countries, the similarities in culture allows for productive comparisons. 
Participants were recruited through advertisements through planning associations, 
snowball sampling, or prior interactions from teaching or scholarly activity. The parti
cipants ranged in age, experience, gender and ethnicity. All of them worked in the private 

Figure 1. Potential private sector involvement in the planning process (authors’ own).

Table 1. Participant coding.
Roundtable/interview Employee and Organization Type Country Year Code

Interview Senior (current); large firm Canada 2019 I1
Interview Senior (current); large firm Canada 2018 I2
Interview Senior (current); large firm Canada 2019 I3
Interview Senior (former), large firm USA 2018 I5
Interview Senior (current); large firm Canada 2019 I6
Interview Senior (current); large firm Canada 2018 I7
Interview Junior (former); large firm Canada 2018 I8
Interview Mid-career (current); medium-sized firm UK 2019 I9
Interview Senior (current); large firm UK 2020 I10
Interview Mid-career (current); medium-sized firm UK 2020 I11
Interview Mid-career (former): medium-sized UK 2021 I12
Online roundtable Mixed; medium-sized firm, 10 participants UK 2021 RT1
Online roundtable Mixed; large firm, 7 participants UK, US, Canada and Australia 2021 RT2
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sector, in medium and large firms, although some had additional prior experience in the 
public sector. We have anonymised these exchanges but included general information on 
location and employer type in Table 1. Planners in the UK were mostly in England, rather 
than the devolved nations (with different planning systems) of Wales, Scotland or 
Northern Ireland. In Canada, participants were based across the country (primarily 
Ontario, British Columbia, and Manitoba), and had experience working in multiple 
jurisdictions.1 One limitation is that we did not have any participants from small firms 
or sole-traders, who may have different experiences or considerations.

Participants in both the interviews and roundtables were asked questions four the
matic areas: (1) their experiences working in the private sector; (2) how they have 
interacted with the public sector; (3) how the public interest is represented by private 
and public sector professionals, and (4) ethical issues specific to private sector practice.

It is important to state that this qualitative data collection was not undertaken with the 
purpose of exploring the specific topic of this article – rather, the discussions were part of 
several previous projects the authors have been involved with (cf. Linovski, 2019a, 2019b,  
2021; Sturzaker & Hickman, 2024b) examining the broad topics of ethics, the public 
interest and planning in the private sector. We have returned to our transcripts to 
examine evidence relating to the privatisation of checks and balances.

The interviews were conducted in person, online or by phone, while all roundtables 
were conducted online, and were recorded and transcribed. We analysed the transcripts 
to explore both themes from the literature and emerging themes from the texts, following 
a similar approach to that advocated by Braun and Clarke (2006). Transcripts and coding 
approaches were reviewed and confirmed by all members of the research team. We have 
in general omitted discussion about the contexts within which planning was taking place 
from the analysis – for example relating to the legal or planning policy background – in 
order to concentrate upon the actions and motivations of the planners we spoke to, which 
allows for better comparison across contexts. We did not observe fundamental differ
ences in attitudes between those contexts.

Findings

Context for consultocracy in planning

Complexity in planning projects and processes
Understanding the broader context for how and why the privatization of planning 
processes is happening is key to examining these processes. These contexts can be seen 
as related to several interrelated factors: increasing complexity in planning processes and 
systems, widespread austerity, and resulting limited capacity in the public sector. With 
differing issues related to complexity, the first theme related to the number of issues or 
concerns in projects:

We started to place much more value on the environment and liveability and the connec
tivity and the people. What that’s done is it inherently has just changed that complexity of 
what we do on an urban project . . . making this process inherently more complex. (I1)

However, more frequently mentioned were issues around complexity in the planning 
system, with one participant noting that ‘we’ve got an overly complex plan-led system 
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and the laymen don’t understand the planning system at all’ (RT1). Others noted issues 
related to the complexity of administrative and contractual frameworks. Although firms 
may be competent in technical expertise, the administrative burdens, such as reporting 
requirements, were seen as more onerous for smaller firms:

I think servicing a lot of public sector clients requires a lot of administrative oomph and that 
can be difficult for smaller firms to mobilize. . . . not the technical work itself and not the 
expert advisory work itself, but the background stuff. I think it’s easier for larger firms to 
service public sector clients in that way. (I2)

This complexity is also seen in the administration of contracts, and particularly in the 
capacity of public sector agencies. For example, one interviewee noted that firms have 
their own priorities in setting contracts:

The biggest thing that I’ve seen is we have our own contracts and commercial risk people. 
And they’re very particular about contract language . . . I’ve received feedback in the past 
that certain [public sector] clients actually don’t appreciate the involvement of our people in 
establishing terms and conditions and different expectations for insurance policies, or 
setting standards of practice and setting expectations for deliverables. And that’s one of 
the things that all the big companies do because they’re managing contract risk . . . And as 
a consequence, some of our government clients are not accustomed to seeing that interface 
from the professional services industry. And that’s been a source of some challenge. (I3)

As illustrated above, with complex contracts structuring the interactions between public 
and private sector sectors, capacity is not only related to the technical components of 
planning processes, but also in how those contracts are negotiated. Critically, the role of 
these firms in negotiating contracts for services may not only be limited to strictly 
procurement but also include ‘setting standards of practice’ and ‘expectations for deliver
ables’ (c.f. Farmer, 2014).

Reduced public sector capacity
The increasing complexity of planning projects, processes, and administration is exacer
bated by reduced capacity in public sector agencies. This came up repeatedly, for 
example:

The days of having a really smart planner at the table, intelligent and analytical about things, 
it’s hard to find those people. And here I am, I’m working at [PUBLIC AGENCY] and I see 
why because the workforce here . . . people came in as an intern and quickly got promoted to 
this higher-level position. They generally don’t do any technical work here. It’s very 
administrative in nature. (I5)

Limited public sector capacity has been documented extensively in the literature, and our 
research participants emphasized this in their discussions. In the context of checks and 
balances, participants addressed how the two sectors worked in tandem, with differing 
views on the role of the private sector in supporting planning process. Some private- 
sector planners felt that consultants had an important role in balancing government 
work, with improving outcomes:

If you have a certain type of government who are more interested in hiring the private sector 
here, then more work will be done in the private sector. If you have a government that is 
much more focused on doing things in-house, which again . . . to me, it’s balanced. There is 
a lot of things that I’m not sure should be done solely within the public sector. I think that 
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interjection of the private sector with the public sector is the best thinking that you can do. 
(I1)

Similarly, another consultant noted that it was important to have planners from both 
sectors working together to balance decision-making, particularly in providing advice to 
private-sector clients such as developers:

If there were no [consultant planners], if it was just public sector versus developers, 
development would be a lot trickier. I think we’re here to act as very good professional 
intermediaries which help to guide better development and help to guide our clients in the 
right direction. (RT1)

Critically, some participants addressed the broader political-economic context that 
supported the outsourcing of planning work. For example, one consultant reflected on 
the fact that this emerged from conscious political decisions about the role of government 
and the private sector:

We have long accepted that a capitalist system that competes will ultimately achieve us the 
best outcome and we need to be very honest about this. (RT2)

The economic context for outsourcing was also noted in the direct impact on consulting 
firms themselves. For example, when a participant noted how a lack of capacity at the 
municipal level impacted their work improved business: ‘We get more work, right?’ (I1). 
Overall, the private-sector planners we interviewed felt that consultants were instru
mental in balancing public sector work, albeit in some instances acknowledging that this 
was in the context of a much-reduced government sector.

Lack of checks and balances in practice

Expertise imbalances in outsourced policy
As described above, while the planning system is often inherently premised on the 
relationships between private and public sector actors, it is necessary to examine this in 
the context of shifting resources. Participants identified key issues in the lack of public 
sector capacity throughout the planning process, resulting in a lack of proper checks and 
balances. At the outset of the process, a lack of expertise from the contracting agency is 
problematic in how consultants are hired:

The process and the rules around procurement are meant to be fair and it’s meant to be 
straightforward for the municipality to figure who the best person for the job is. In order to 
do that, we all need to be working from the same information. So, the challenge is if 
municipalities are looking for a technical expert in a particular area, it’s difficult to formulate 
the question if you’re not the technical expert. (I6)

This expertise imbalance can also be seen in the scope of contracts for consultant services. 
For example, one participant noted that public sector capacity impacts how contracts are 
issued, such as ensuring all required elements are included:

It depends who is sitting there on the client side, how much experience they have. I think 
we’ve noticed that when, on the client side or on public sector side, [they are] a little bit more 
junior and they haven’t been around as much as some of the more senior people, they may 
not know the level actually required on some things. (I7)
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With limited public sector capacity, checks and balances may be at risk due to the quality 
or expertise of the staff that end up working on contracts, as well as their role in shaping 
the policy advice. One participant that had moved from a consultancy to the public 
sector, noted these risks for the public sector:

There’s this kind of unknown with the consultant and they’re allowed to shape the message. 
And they can say that they’re innovative, right? There is not really kind of checks and 
balances, or it’s really hard to know what you’re getting. And there’s a lot of uncertainty in 
many ways now, because maybe you know the [firm] director that’s bidding on it, but you 
don’t know those other people who are really working on it. (I8)

As noted above, there are issues in both technical aspects from not knowing the expertise 
of consultants that end up working on projects, as well as from consultants’ role in setting 
policy directions. Overall, planners point to the impact of a poorly-resourced public 
sector – including lack of capacity or expertise in the contracting of services – as leading 
to a lack of ‘checks and balances’ in how outsourced services are delivered (I8).

Influencing local authority planning decisions
Private sector consultants may have a significant influence on decisions made on devel
opment proposals, through the weight of evidence submitted or nuance of argument 
presented in documents submitted as part of development proposals (see Figure 1).2 This 
in turn influences the successful operation of the checks and balances within the system. 
Our interviewees took a range of positions regarding what this meant for consultant 
planners. Some consultants sought to set themselves apart from the business of state 
decision-making:

I don’t really have any power to abuse. I can give my opinion, and I can represent a poor 
stance point, but I don’t make the decision, and I can’t withhold anything from anyone . . . 
(RT1)

You’re not the ultimate adjudicator of decisions as to whether going this route or that route, 
but you can influence it. (RT2)

There is a marked contrast here with Levi-Faur’s (2005, p. 14) assertion that ‘state, 
markets and society are not distinct entities’ when it comes to regulation. Other con
sultants seemed to recognise more clearly the interrelationship between actors and 
agencies, particularly given the context we have discussed:

There was one scheme of my career that comes to mind where it’s just like I’m not happy 
with the outcome . . . we gave advice [to private-sector client] . . . we were actually quite 
strong about it . . . , ‘We don’t think the council is going to approve this’ and it got approved 
and we were just like in complete shock. So that’s when we felt we didn’t get the best 
outcome . . . Yes, you can put the blame on the council, but if they don’t have the expertise or 
they’re getting peer pressure from above, I suppose that’s where . . . just generally this system 
isn’t working. (I9)

It is of course the case that considering one’s role in the system is not wholly a private 
sector concern. Public sector employees struggle with the balance between professional 
advice and the system constraints on their roles (c.f. Schoneboom et al., 2023). However, 
while consultants may position themselves as neutral in the decision-making process – as 
not the final ‘adjudicator’ (RT2) – there are cases where consultants are providing advice 
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that they expect will ultimately be constrained by the public sector – which, as the quote 
above illustrates, does not always happen.

Implementation monitoring and enforcement
Much of the discussion has focused when planning decisions are made as arguably 
the most visible part of the planning process. Recent scholarship has encouraged 
greater engagement with time in planning (Dobson & Parker, 2024), pointing to the 
need for more attention on end-to-end planning processes, given the enduring 
nature of planning post-consent and project implementation (see McClymont 
et al., forthcoming). The concept of checks and balances is particularly apposite 
at this point in the development process: local authority monitoring exists to ensure 
schemes are delivered as expected, with the possibility of enforcement action in 
response to non-compliance. These activities are thus overt checks and balances on 
private actors by the state, rather than within-system checks on democratic decision 
making by the state. However, previous work in this arena has not considered 
action taken by the private sector in relation to development industry compliance 
with conditions on development approvals, and the implementation stage more 
broadly.

There is clear awareness within the development industry that austerity has impacted 
the resources available for monitoring (Hickman et al., 2021). Few local authorities in 
England now routinely monitor delivery and completion even of major sites. This 
encourages developers to over-promise to secure a permission and under deliver in the 
knowledge that they are likely to be able ‘get away with things’ (ibid, p.44). For private 
sector advisors this creates an ethical dilemma. Many are only employed up to the point 
of permission, with little direct engagement in the delivery phase. On the one hand, this 
may encourage actors to advise on everything necessary to secure a permission for 
a client, knowing that if no longer retained, they can distance themselves from any 
actions taken post-consent, including re-negotiation or non-compliance: ‘I think they 
[developers] know that perfectly well . . . so there probably are some things they will take 
a flier on’ (I12).

On the other hand, others bemoan their lack of over-sight of scheme delivery, 
suggesting that in some circumstances a more enduring role for consultants may be 
beneficial for both delivered outcomes and professional reputation: ‘Often our role does 
not extend beyond securing a permission. I’d quite like more involvement in delivery’ 
(I12). This suggests that the reach and limits of consultocracy at this point in the planning 
process will be highly dependent on both context and client. However, the lack of 
capacity in the public sector for monitoring and enforcement, when combined with the 
complexity of development finance and viability, is clearly impacting culture and prac
tice. This exposes the ineffective nature of checks and balances in the implementation of 
development:

I can think of schemes where I have been told by the developer simply to partially deliver 
commitments made, [such as] elements of a landscaping scheme. The developer knows that 
the local authority is not going to send someone to count them. (I12)

. . . as soon as they’ve [international development consortium] got an asset value they can 
then trade the value of that consent, who then tries to make a bit more of a margin out of the 
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transaction by selling on a better proposition, that’s maybe had an extra couple of storeys, 
shave a bit off this, shave a bit off that. . . . if you don’t deal with it within [time frame], it’s 
approved . . . (I10)

Checks and balances beyond systems: professional codes and company values

While the above sections focused on the interactions between public and private sector 
actors, the foundation of professional practice is predicated on both a commitment to the 
public interest and self-regulation (Larson, 1977). For planning, this self-regulation is 
entrusted to professional associations, which decide who is admitted to the profession 
and establish codes of conduct. Despite this, for some interviewees, checks and balances 
lie within the planning system itself:

The planning system should serve the public, and we are one half of it, or we’re actors within 
it . . . and doing a proper job of it and doing it with integrity, I think is part of a functioning 
system, in the same way that a lawyer who is defending a murderer and doing it properly is 
part of the properly functioning legal system. (RT1)

However, given that systems do not always operate in the ways intended (Hogwood & 
Gunn, 2014), and the shifts in the resourcing of the system, it is valuable to think about 
the potential checks and balances on private sector actors that lie beyond the planning 
systems themselves, and, importantly, the will of clients: external checks and balances 
that should govern the behaviour of private sector actors. These external influences have 
traditionally been seen as professional codes of conduct – as professions are defined by 
self-regulation – but with the dominance of private sector planning, can also be seen as 
including company codes of conduct.

Participants primarily referred to company values, whether un-written – referred to 
loosely as ‘ethos’- or written documents and specific training. For example:

[My firms’] ethics policy is ingrained into every one of us. It’s a company ethos that I think is 
pretty palpable. And so for me, it’s been really nice to be able to work for a company that 
holds that value so strongly and be able to kind of express that in the work that we do. (RT2)

This was echoed by other participants that felt the codes of conduct for firms that address 
professional integrity ‘are very closely aligned to those of the planning profession’, 
despite being partially motivated as a good business practice and ‘investor expecta
tion’ (I3).

There was a sense from some participants about the alignment of their personal and 
professional values, the company they worked for, and clients they worked with. 
Participants referred – variously – to only working on projects where values aligned:

The good thing is my professional and my corporate ethics and values blur and blend, and 
they’re pretty much the same . . . from a planning perspective, if there was something that 
was ethically wrong or morally wrong with working on a certain type of project, then we 
wouldn’t work on them. That blurs over . . . would we do anything just because it makes 
money? No, that’s not part of our ethical approach to how we deal with business. (I1)

This was also related to company reputation. Participants referred to being seen to 
behave in a particular way as a business driver, although it is important to acknowledge 
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that what might be deemed ‘reputable’ practice is open to significant interpretation (see 
Taghian et al., 2015):

Being a publicly traded company, our brand and our reputation is really, really important on 
many different levels. We have to be able to hold ourselves accountable. I do think that does 
make a difference. There’s that part of it, which is the corporate side of it. (I1)

Despite this, it was notable that company values or reputational checks and balances – 
however emphatically articulated by some participants – were not perceived as uniform 
or widespread across the private sector, and often dependent on idiosyncratic factors:

I know of consultants who just say . . . ‘If the client doesn’t like what you said, just change it 
to what the client wants you to say’ and for us that’s a bit like ‘Well, you’ve asked us for our 
advice. You’re paying for our advice. This is our advice.’ . . . I suppose that’s underpinned by 
our line managers, people leading the company . . . if we got a new person in and they started 
saying ‘Oh we’ll accept anything’ then I think I know quite a few people would probably 
leave because it’s not what we want to do. (I9)

Importantly, embedded within the latter part of this quote is a sense, even with a strong 
existing culture, of the lack of durability of checks that derive from individuals. In the 
quote below, ‘we’ll be responsible professionals’ appears, on the one hand, to lack teeth 
despite the clearly articulated commitment of responsibility to a variety of interests:

And so we’re very clear, we work for government and we work for the private sector and we 
will, you know, we’ll be responsible professionals, we will be responsible to our clients, we’ll 
be responsible to the public interest and we’re going to hold ourselves to a high standard, 
and that’s pretty clearly spelled out. (I3, emphasis added)

On the other hand, reference to being a ‘responsible professional’, and other references to 
the alignment of company and professional values are potentially significant. Critically, it 
is not clear how conflicts that may arise between client, public, and professional goals are 
to be balanced.

Adherence to professional codes with clearly articulated, transparent expectations for 
professional conduct is a potentially critical check on the behaviour of private sector 
actors, with investigations into breaches of codes, and the publication of the findings of 
such investigations (e.g. RTPI, 2025; Ontario Professional Planners Institute, n.d.). It was 
striking, therefore, that professional codes and associations were rarely mentioned in any 
detail by interviewees, particularly considering the frequent discussions of company 
codes of conduct. Perhaps this was because adherence is an assumed part of professional 
practice and a fundamental part of admittance to the profession. Alternatively, they may 
be a less significant driver of behaviour as compared to company codes or values. Both 
interpretations would, however, need further investigation to be substantive. However, as 
has been observed elsewhere, professional codes are at best incomplete, or at worst 
problematic, as a check and balance on the actions of private sector actors, struggling 
as they often do to engage with substantive ethical challenges faced by such planners 
(Sturzaker & Hickman, 2024a). For example, both Canadian and U.S. codes of conduct 
have a narrow definition of conflict of interest, which largely does not address concerns 
arising from privatized planning practices (Linovski, 2021). Codes may be inadequate to 
address the grey areas of what might be considered an ethical challenge or dilemma, 
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particularly for issues that might be dismissed as matters of planning balance (Grant,  
2022).

Discussion and conclusions

This article began by referring to an assumption which we suggest is inherent to both 
planning practice and research, particularly in the Global North – that the state (broadly 
defined) has the capacity and capability to implement the structures, policies and 
processes which underpin planning systems. We argue that those writing about and 
working within planning tend to assume that, for the most part, elected representatives 
and appointed officials will act as the laws, regulations, or other structures governing 
them states that they should – and that ‘checks and balances’ will ensure this. Where 
exceptions to these assumptions are identified, for example, through rare cases of 
corruption or professional malpractice, attention is rightly drawn to these 
(Transparency International UK, 2020).

In this article we have argued that, as a consequence of the interactions between 
austerity, the greater complexity of planning today, and consultocracy, that: firstly, these 
assumptions can no longer be taken for granted; and secondly, the significantly enhanced 
role of the private sector in many planning systems today requires that we develop a more 
sophisticated set of checks and balances to moderate and monitor the actual operation of 
planning processes and outputs. The limited existing writing on checks and balances in 
planning (cf. Razin, 2020) is helpful in identifying the oversight which might be in 
operation between and within different tiers of public sector governance (for example 
national-provincial or district-local). It does not, however, pay particular attention to the 
interactions between the public and the private sectors. Our empirical evidence suggests 
that this is a critical factor in planning today, and that if a neoliberal form of urban 
governance continues to dominate, there must be a reckoning with what this means for 
public trust in planning, for planning outcomes, and more broadly, for how checks and 
balances on state-based decision making are conceived. While our research offers 
a snapshot of experiences, planning systems and their relation to the state continue to 
evolve, requiring attention to how these systems change, and the implications for the 
public good.3

We find that the checks and balances which are assumed to operate across various 
planning systems are in some instances not doing so – planners lack the capacity or 
capability to set the frameworks for consultants work on public sector contracts; they are 
not able to fully assess the information submitted alongside development proposals, 
which might run to thousands of pages of detailed and complex technical information; 
and, the politicians who are expected to scrutinise the recommendations or decisions 
made by planners (Razin, 2020) are in some cases unable or unwilling to do so 
(Campbell, 2001). At the same time, professional codes of conduct which theoretically 
govern planners working in the private sector are either devoid of meaningful engage
ment with the tricky issues of ethical behaviour (Loh & Arroyo, 2017; Linovski, 2021) or 
may be limited in enforcing such behaviour.4 Whether those planners thus choose to 
behave in an ethical way, or act in the public interest, is therefore effectively a matter of 
personal and/or corporate choice. Arguably, this is not good enough – whilst many 
planners and their firms do choose to ‘do the right thing’ (Lauria & Long, 2019; Sturzaker 
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& Hickman, 2024b), it is surely the case that others do not (Amies, 2025) – and it is 
unreasonable to leave these decisions to individual planners, particularly given the 
potential impact on communities and the environment.

Whilst improved public sector resourcing would go some way to addressing the 
effectiveness of within systems checks and balances in planning this, we argue, is 
incomplete in the context of the privatisation of checks and balances we have observed. 
The codes of conduct which govern planners’ behaviour must be robust and enforced, 
largely through self-regulation. As noted by Sturzaker and Hickman (2024a), some such 
codes, notably that of the Planning Institute of Australia, do appear to grapple with issues 
of justice and equality – but whether this translates into meaningful action in that context 
is unclear. It is important then to go beyond what is in professional codes, to ensure that, 
through the monitoring systems operated by most professional bodies, that these are 
enforced and that the codes are fit for purpose in the context of contemporary practice. 
The results of monitoring and enforcement systems of those bodies can be published 
where appropriate, acting as a – perhaps implicit – deterrent. However, there are 
limitations to complaint-driven monitoring and processes may be designed ‘to reduce 
risk and liability’ for the association (Canadian Institute of Planners, n.d.. Further 
comparative research about the role and efficacy of codes and training programs, and 
the ways in which they are enforced by professional bodies in different jurisdictions 
would add significantly to this debate, particularly in evaluating conflicts between 
regulating individual behaviour and ensuring planning is addressing the public interest 
more broadly.5

However, some caution should be applied in seeing professional codes as a panacea for 
improved checks and balances in a privatising context, particularly when codes only 
apply to accredited planners and there are those doing planning work who are not 
members of professional bodies. There may be types of practices that can work to 
strengthen, rather than erode, the checks and balances on the planning profession. 
Public procurement that is oriented towards the fundamental ‘mission’ of agencies 
(Mazzucato, 2020) – such as the protection of the public interest for planning – may 
be one strategy for ensuring those checks, even in the context of outsourced work. This 
type of procurement might prioritize contracting with firms that can demonstrate 
culture, organizational structure and capacity that aligns with public sector values. 
There may also be the opportunity for different types of contractors, such as the 
German example of an ‘in-house’ consulting firm that provides services to multiple 
municipalities and is governed by public sector stakeholders.6 While still providing 
outsourced services, this type of firm which is responsible to a board of public sector 
agencies – rather than shareholders – may be better able to manage the conflicts between 
commercial strategies and the public interest. More broadly, further work is needed to 
understand the take-up, significance and impact of wider industry practices, such as the 
role of B-Corps and ESG reporting frameworks and standards, in the regulation of 
private planning practice (Tan, 2022). This could also extend to consider the influence 
of professional indemnity insurance in regulating private planning practice.

Further engagement with these issues across the profession is also necessary. Our 
interviews and roundtables with planning practitioners revealed an enthusiasm to discuss 
and debate the challenges connected with working as a private sector planner, but these 
challenges are rarely the subject of debate in public forums – whether the practice- 
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focused press or in the governance systems of the professional bodies. We would suggest 
that those bodies should, with some urgency, re-engage with the knotty problems 
exposed in this article. At the very least, professional associations should ensure that 
codes of conduct are meaningful for contemporary practice, recognizing the increasing 
influence of the private sector planners on the state activity of planning. Fundamentally, 
shifts in the profession – driven by austerity and outsourcing (Slade et al., 2019) – can 
erode the fundamental purpose of planning. Careful attention to the checks and balances 
that are needed to ensure the public interest is prioritized should be a priority for 
scholars, practitioners, and the professional associations.

Notes

1. We had additional participants from the U.S. and Australia, with global experience.
2. This is evident particularly in the UK where the ‘discretionary’ system means that local 

plans, whilst carrying strong legal weight in decision-making, are not the only factor in those 
decisions.

3. For example, in the renewed emphasis on growth seen in recent reforms in UK practice 
(Ministry for Housing, Communities and Local Government, 2025).

4. For example, the American Institute of Certified Planners has Code of Ethics and 
Professional Conduct which is divided into two sections, with only the rule-based elements 
as enforceable: ‘the aspirational principles, while not enforceable, present the foundation for 
the profession’s shared values, and the basis for the rules.’ (AICP, https://www.planning.org/ 
ethics/ethicscode/).

5. While professional associations can apply disciplinary penalties, the extent of this and effect 
on behaviour is unknown. For example, in one province, the discipline committee has only 
issued three decisions since 2017, and these are confidential, in that the association does not 
disclose the name of the member against whom a complaint has been made (Ontario 
Professional Planners Institute, n.d.).

6. This firm is PD – Berater der öffentlichen Hand, (see: https://www.pd-g.de/en/about-us)
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