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a b s t r a c t

This paper investigates the significance of networks in regional rail planning and how these networks can
help regional planners meet the needs of local stakeholders. The research question focuses on the iden-
tification of the relative importance of three core factors in regional planning – communicative discourse,
steering and environment. A case study of the Highlands and Islands region of Scotland was studied, with
qualitative data analysed by triangulation through semi-structured interviews and social network anal-
ysis (SNA).

Investigation revealed a loose network of communicative discourse supported by a dense network of
key individuals. Communicative discourse was found to be guided by the direct relationships shared
between regional stakeholders. These direct relationships established the trust, permanence and confi-
dentiality underlying the collaborative planning exhibited in the region.

Direct relationships were found to guide discourse primarily through a process of conflict resolution
emphasising pragmatism and respect for the relationships established by others. This was found more
likely in sparsely populated regions where steering by an individual or group is more common and
accepted. Acceptance of steering within a spirit of inclusion and local legitimacy serves to facilitate social
networks in planning in a way unavailable in more urbanised and smaller, less coordinated community
environments.

Research in this area is likely to prove increasingly relevant in the context of the divergence between
Scottish and English planning policy, and suggestions are made with regard both to policy-makers and
those seeking to establish practical models for policy networks.

� 2013 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Introduction

Research into stakeholder engagement in planning has primar-
ily been on private enterprises. This loses sight of the need for such
long-term engagement in public infrastructure organisations. This
has a particular bearing on the contemporary context of regional
rail planning, this study has used social network analysis to pro-
pose a model for more effective utilisation of mutually beneficial
stakeholder relations.

Until very recently research into the efficacy of regional plan-
ning has focused upon the capacity of regional bodies to imple-
ment national policy dictated by ‘the centre’ (Haughton &
Counsell, 2004; Preuss, 2002). Yet the debate has moved on, from
a controversial basis in interventionist economics (Haughton &
Counsell, 2004) to a contemporary basis in stakeholder empower-
ment. However although there have been limited studies in other
fields examining the networks that must underlie such a model
(Lienert, Schnetzer, & Ingold, 2013; Prell, Hubacek, & Reed, 2009),

there has been little empirical research attempting to ascertain
how this new emphasis might be achieved.

Despite this, current research has been invaluable in establish-
ing the theoretical framework by which these ‘‘bottom-up’’
planning networks might be effective. Suffering a range of termi-
nology, the competing concepts of ‘‘communicative discourse’’
and ‘‘steering’’ can be discerned and are subsequently used here
as an empirical assessment of how stakeholder networks might
be effective in practice.

Cited increasingly in planning literature (Amdam, 2010; Healey,
2007; Miller, 1992; Preuss, 2002; Pugh, 2005), ‘‘communicative
discourse’’ (a term adopted from Habermas, 1996) is a concept that
neatly encapsulates the way in which actors within a network
effectively develop policies and perspectives purely by free associ-
ation and information-exchange. Founded upon the principle that
meaningful communication is achieved through the mediation of
competing ‘‘validity-claims’’ regarding the world, efficacy in a net-
work is assessed by the degree to which communicative discourse
diminishes the gap between the ‘‘rationality’’ of individual stake-
holders and the goals and perspectives of the group, termed the
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‘‘logic of the situation’’ (Habermas, 1996; Kickert, Klijn, & Koppe-
jan, 1997).

‘‘Steering’’ by contrast has roots in the centralised planning pol-
icies of the past, whilst seeking to demonstrate the need for such
leadership and direction from the evidence presented in network
theory. Many studies (Amdam, 2010; Benz & Furst, 2002; Flyvb-
jerg, 1998; Sotarauta, 1997) have demonstrated that in a world
where power is naturally distributed asymmetrically, equal dis-
course often still requires ‘‘steering’’ by a dominant party. With
planning debate now revolving around this balance whilst accept-
ing the mutual positions on network theory that underpin it (Kick-
ert et al., 1997), ‘‘steering’’ naturally forms the second factor for
assessing the efficacy of the network of this empirical
investigation.

This study therefore seeks empirical evidence for the relative
importance of these two factors in the efficacy of networks in re-
gional planning. It does so through two means, the first being sim-
ply by providing a foundation of empirical data through a phased-
model methodology. The second is to examine whether the relative
importance of ‘‘communicative discourse’’ and ‘‘steering’’ can be
better understood through a counter-point factor; the environ-
ment. It is a basic truth that discourse does not occur in physical
isolation any more than it does so in a social one. Miller (1992)
showed that physical characteristics such as sparse population
can have an external effect both on the efficacy of steering and
the frequency of network interaction. Intriguingly, although the
study focused upon the control held bridging actors, this might
have been a key factor in the core-periphery network observed
by Prell et al. (2009) in the Peak District.

In more sparsely populated regions such as the Scottish High-
lands, regional planning has often demonstrated a greater efficacy.
This is because of the necessity of such geographically distant net-
works to sustain themselves through relationships characterised
first by permanence (and therefore often the relatively older age
of the actors) and second by the positive presence of steering ac-
tors or leaders. These relations coalesce naturally around regional
bodies such as the Regional Transport Partnership (RTP) responsi-
ble for regional planning.

Due to the paucity of empirical investigation into the
prominence of networks and discourse in regional planning, this
study has followed the precedent established in other fields
(Lienert et al., 2013; Prell et al., 2009) in utilising social network
analysis (SNA) to map the behaviours inherent in regional
planning, and subsequently validate through semi-structured
interviews the various hypothesises for efficacy in networks.
Identifying the two principal themes in current research together
with the novel introduction of a third, has allowed the exploration
of the role of networks in effective regional rail planning for
meeting local stakeholder needs. This involves an analysis of the
relative importance of communicative discourse, steering and
environment.

This paper is structured as follows. Research background, which
follows, provides a theoretical framework for the paper. The case
and methodology deals with research methodology. Results of
the investigation presents the data collected and discusses the re-
sults. Finally, conclusions are presented in the last section.

Research background

The context of regional planning

Regional planning in the UK has a history of dynamic develop-
ment. Adopted in the post-1945 years for civil defence (Haughton
& Counsell, 2004), it has often become a battleground for contem-
porary debate on Keynesian interventionism. Thus the 1960s

Regional Economic Planning Councils were abolished in 1980, the
1998 Regional Development Agencies in 2011.

Characterising this dynamism was scepticism that regional
strategies can fashion regional goals that reflect national strengths
and priorities. Often lost in this debate was the capacity of these
bodies, as spatial frameworks, to become ‘‘the prime regional for-
um in which aspects of the regional strategic processes can be
examined.’’ (Ibid. p. 138). As Stefan Preuss (2002, p. 23) has sug-
gested, the continuing value and legitimacy of regional planning
may lie not in its capacity to fulfil ‘‘performance-criteria’’, but in
its capacity to act as a point of interaction between regional
stakeholders.

‘Top-down’ planning

This shift in emphasis, and the abandonment of linear models of
planning (Rydin, 2013, p. 23), potentially yields substantial
changes in implementation. Models focused upon performance-
criteria often adopt ‘top-down’ approaches (illustrated in Fig. 1).
A recent study in Norway showed that such an approach limited
the horizontal links between agencies, creating technical silos,
and increased the cost of coordination by leaving its impetus with
the central government (Amdam, 2010, p. 1807).

‘‘Bottom-up’’ planning

If ‘‘bottom-up’’ planning is characterised by its capacity to act as
a point of interaction, network theory has been accepted to be a
particularly suitable tool by providing a means to quantitatively
assess the basis by which the approach derives legitimacy and effi-
cacy (Kickert et al., 1997, p. 181). As ‘‘a series of established social
relationships. . . between interdependent actors’’ (Sotarauta, 2010,
p. 389), networks are simply the ‘‘organisation’’ within which
interaction between stakeholders takes place. Indeed, where actors
within a network share similar competitive constraints effective
performance is often determined by the strength of network ties
(Palloti & Lomi, 2011). It is therefore appropriate that debate
now centres on the extent to which network management here re-
quires steering from an individual or group, rather than on its
importance.

Fig. 1. ‘Sectoral emphases within the planning systems’ (Preuss, 2002, p. 25).
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