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Shapers or schemers of collaborative governance: network management in England’s 

Local Enterprise Partnerships 

 

Abstract 

The coordination of inter-organisational networks is key to their success and yet partnership 

management in the context of regional economic development remains a complex and 

ambiguous process. To address this lack of understanding this article reviews the extant 

literature on brokerage and network coordination to present a theoretical framework 

comprising three propositions of the benefits of a private sector influence over the 

management and coordination of multi- organisational economic development partnerships. 

The propositions are then explored through a qualitative study of those tasked with the role of 

leading the management of Local Enterprise Partnerships in England. The findings 

conversely reveal a reliance on the public sector to lead the framing and mobilisation of these 

networks and questions whether the policy shift has resulted in truly collaborative 

governance.  

 

Key words: networks, public sector, brokerage, collaboration, LEPs 

 

Introduction 

Set against a backdrop of fiscal retrenchment and criticisms of a bloated and inefficient 

public sector, there has been increased movement towards policies of decentralisation, and 

governance through partnerships (Ebinger et al. 2011). Research, including recent papers in 

this journal, indicate that these public sector reforms are linked to an increasingly pluralist 

state and regarded as a means to tackle a range of complex societal challenges (Bentzen et al 

2019, Pandeya and Oyama, 2019).  
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In a UK context this shift to decentralised governance can be plotted in multiple changes in 

policy administration towards more devolved forms of governance. The focus of this paper is 

on the 38 Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) in England. Conceived and set out in the 

Local Growth White Paper (BIS 2010), the LEPs are rooted in a more natural economic 

geography and bring together business and civic leaders to shape strategies to allow all local 

areas to prosper. Supported by statutory instruments set out in the Localism Act (2011), the 

government placed local business leaders at the helm of these inter-organisational 

partnerships. Half of the Board members need to be from the private sector to secure the 

private sector’s influence on economic development, with the remainder drawn from the 

public sector, local educational institutions and other relevant agencies. The role of the 

private sector was reinforced in 2019 in government guidance (MHCLG, 2019) that restated 

the requirement for the LEP Chairs to come from the private sector and be influential local 

champions for their area’s economic success. The guidance also encouraged the Deputy 

Chair to be a business leader to ensure the LEP remains ‘business-led at all times’ (ibid, 34) 

 

If such forms of governance are to succeed, they need to unlock the synergistic benefits of 

collaboration which requires effective network management (Ansell and Gash 2012). The 

extant literature on devolved governance identifies a key role for professional staff employed 

within the network to serve as important catalysts or intermediaries (Sotarauta et al. 2017, 

Bowden and Liddle 2018, Beer et al. 2019). By mobilising their knowledge and networks 

they create opportunities from the (often centralised) funding available, and promote new 

connections among individuals and organisations which can support local economic 

development (Broadhurst et al. 2020). This echoes the wider literature on collaborative 
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advantage that emphasises the skills required of a partnership manager (Vangen and Huxham 

2013).  

 

The literature offers insight into the role and behaviours of these intermediaries in shaping 

and supporting inter-organisational networks. Many have focused on private sector brokers 

(Stadtler and Probst 2012, Obstfeld et al. 2014, Quintane and Carnabuci 2016) with fewer 

studies considering public sector brokerage (White and Christopoulos 2011, Anttiroiko and 

Valkama 2016) and there remains a lack of understanding regarding the detailed mechanics 

of achieving collaborative advantage (Bryson et al. 2016). This paper seeks to address some 

of these issues by presenting findings of research that explores the role of those tasked with 

coordination and management of LEPs. In the deep-seated culture of public sector dominance 

of economic development policy in the UK, this paper explores the extent to which the LEPs 

are truly led by the private sector and asks to what extent can public sector actors transcend 

their institutional ties so that effective, collaborative cross sector working emerges? 

 

Drawing primarily on the network and brokerage literature, it summarises existing theory and 

characteristics of the coordination of networks and collaborative forms of governance to 

frame a set of propositions suggesting that the private sector leadership on the LEPs will 

influence the way these networks are framed and mobilised. These are then tested through an 

original investigation to explore the role played by those managing the LEPs, examining the 

skills and behaviours they apply to motivate their fellow actors. The research was conducted 

with the 10 LEPs based in the Midlands area of England, and data was collected over an 18-

month period through multiple stages that included 33 semi-structured interviews with LEP 

Chief Executives, Chairs of the Board, and Boards Members from the public, private and 
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education sectors. Interviews were supplemented with documentation reviews of the LEP 

strategic plans and a series of 8 non-participant observations of Board meetings. 

 

Findings provide important new insights, revealing an absence of private sector leadership 

and a reliance on the public sector to drive the framing and mobilisation of LEP networks, 

questioning whether the policy shift has resulted in truly collaborative governance. Despite 

aspirations for the private sector to mobilise local networks and foster economic 

development, the reality is that public sector behaviours dominate reducing the 

transformative capacity of these collaborative partnerships. Crucially, this highlights the 

influence of the broker’s host institution on wider collaborations and the influence of the 

organisational environment which can hinder collaborative advantage.   

 

Theoretical perspectives: managing networks and collaborations 

Exploration and theorising of public management philosophy has prompted policy reforms 

designed to promote greater innovation in the public sector. New Public Management 

introduced in the 1980s sought to translate managerial ideas drawn from the private sector to 

public organisations (Hodgkinson et al. 2017). Critics pointed to the outdated assumption that 

private sector techniques can address the increasingly complex problems of a plural state 

(Osborne 2010, Sørensen and Torfing 2011). 

 

Theoretical developments including New Public Governance and Public Service Logic, have 

since taken a more relational, collaborative approach to public administration theory. This 

paradigm continues to encourage participation of the private sector to bring new knowledge, 

ideas, and resources to the network while recognising the contribution of a range of actors 
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from across the private, public and third sectors (Torfing and Triantafillou 2013, Anttiroiko 

and Valkama 2016).  

 

Within this approach, public sector actors need to be flexible, adopting a cooperative and 

consensus seeking nature (Olsen 2006, Osborne 2010). The concept of network management 

is crucial in mediating and co-ordinating inter-organisational policy making (Sørensen and 

Torfing 2011) and although networks are a common feature of organisational life, there is no 

agreed understanding of the concept with the term used interchangeably with partnerships, 

alliances, coalitions, and collaborations. In this paper, a network is defined as a series of 

established socioeconomic relationships, of varying degrees, between interdependent actors. 

The focus of this paper is on economic development partnerships, and Klijn (2012: 6) defines 

such policy networks as ‘more or less stable patterns of social relations between 

interdependent actors, which take shape around policy problems and/or policy programmes’.  

 

There is general consensus among network theorists that policy networks are not easy to 

manage (see the anthology edited by Kickert et al. 2012 for a thorough examination of 

different strategies for managing policy networks). The research identifies a number of 

different strategies for managing networks that draw on a wide variety of theoretical 

perspectives across management to propose strategies including the initiation and facilitation 

of interaction between actors, the development of alternative network arrangements for 

improved coordination and unlocking new ideas and information through joint research. 

 

The evidence available on the nature, characteristics and behaviours of those individuals who 

manage the network is less prolific. The literature on brokerage is particularly helpful in 

understanding these characteristics and forms the primary focus of this review. Evolving out 
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of the social networking literature since the 1950s, the concept of brokerage stems from 

Simmel’s early conceptualisation of the processes of triads (Macrae and Simmel 1955). 

Gathering in pace from the early 1980s, the exploration of brokerage was often linked to the 

role of intermediaries in technology transfer and commonly focused on the private sector 

(Howells 2006). Brokerage occurs when one actor serves as a bridge between two other 

actors who are not directly linked to one another (Spiro et al. 2013). It provides a means to 

foster coordination, transfer knowledge and manage conflict (Grosser et al. 2019).  

 

Brokers play a key role supporting local actors to operate within an increasingly complex 

environment and can compensate for some of the weaknesses in local innovation systems 

(Sapsed et al. 2007). The capacity required to operate successfully in network settings has 

been recognised as different from the capacity needed to succeed at managing a single 

organisation (Nelson and Zadek 2000, Stadtler and Probst 2012). According to Howells 

(2006) brokerage is more than information gathering, exchange and linking functions. 

Brokers can provide a more varied and holistic role that generates social capital – or added 

value - through the connections they hold that can unlock additional information, resources 

and support  (Adler and Kwon 2002). Research has shown that part of this knowledge 

contains a high degree of tacitness and cannot be easily transferred. As such the local 

knowledge these key brokers possess represents valuable social capital that can be exploited 

to lead the development of inter-organisational collaborations  (Quintane and Carnabuci 

2016, Halevy et al. 2019). Others have similarly identified that the ties established by brokers 

with multiple organisations, across different geographies and sectors, enables them to 

participate in groups with distinct and often conflicting cultures and norms. By transcending 

their ties to a parent organisation, the  broker is able to gain access to a breadth and depth of 
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information that is vital to the collective success of the network (Manning and Roessler 

2014).  

 

Literature on brokerage has tended to focus on the role of intermediaries who work within 

private sector business networks. Fewer studies have been conducted into public sector 

brokerage or the roles played by public sector brokers. Agranoff and McGuire’s (2001) 

critique of the network management literature is helpful in addressing this gap, providing a 

review of public management networks and highlighting a number of positive behaviours of 

brokers. These include identifying and activating the right players within the network and 

drawing on their expertise. Activation, they argue, is a key component of network 

management and the human and financial resources that are drawn in, function as an 

integrating mechanism of the network. Partnership managers apply selective activation 

through the identification of 'necessary participants' who will contribute resources to the 

network. Another behaviour is framing the rules of interaction among partners whereby the 

network manager influences the values and operating rules of the network.  

 

Multiple studies have highlighted the skill of mobilising actors within the network by 

motivating and inspiring their commitment. Williams (2002), exploring the role and 

behaviours of boundary scanners across a number of policy areas, found that the success of 

inter-organisational networks lay in part with the people involved and their ability to apply 

their collaborative skills effectively. He noted that the skills and competencies of network 

managers was not only professional or knowledge-based but was also reliant on their 

relational attributes and their capacity to span boundaries. Ansell and Gash (2012) referred to 

this collaborative leadership role as a catalyst. Another role they highlight is the mediator 

where the network manager nurtures the collaborative processes. The building of trust 
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between those in the network is widely recognised as significant part of the role (Samford 

2017, Provan and Kenis 2008), and the ability to cope in situations where trust is lacking 

between partners is key (Vangen and Huxham 2008).  

 

By building a culture of trust within the network, Williams (2002) argued that the network 

manager should be able to operate within non-hierarchical environments with dispersed 

configurations of power relationships. The presence of multiple and diverse organisational 

norms means that network managers need to be skilled in managing tensions that result from 

working across conflicting cultures from a range of geographies (Quintane and Carnabuci 

2016). Agranoff and McGuire (2001) referred to this skill as synthesising the network which 

creates a conducive environment for productive interaction. Managers need to blend the 

conflicting goals, perceptions and values of various participants to fulfil the strategic purpose 

of the network. The network manager seeks to achieve cooperation between actors while 

preventing, minimising, or removing blockages to cooperation. As such, their ability to play a 

number of roles - mediator, mobiliser and motivator to a group of partners from a range of 

sectors with different skill sets and knowledge bases is crucial (Ansell and Gash, 2012).  

 

Sørensen and Bentzen’s (2020) study of interactive governance explores these different roles 

played by public administrators as promoters of collaboration and notes differences between 

the advisory, managerial and faciliatory functions they fulfil. In the policy arena of economic 

development, Sotarauta (2010: 312) referred to this role as the ‘development shepherd’ 

evoking the image of tending a flock of ‘strong-willed and ambitious organisations and 

individuals’. His research explored the role of regional development officers in Finland and 

stressed the need for these shepherds to mobilise individuals from different walks of life with 

diverse knowledge and resources and the need to pool their knowledge. The sharing of 
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knowledge and information is important. Working across different organisational cultures 

means those occupying brokerage positions need to learn to adapt, share and translate 

information across often dissimilar contexts (Quintane and Carnabuci 2016).  

 

Agranoff and McGuire (2001) emphasise that the ability to manage networks is related to the 

internal support and cooperation of the manager's parent organisation. They argue that public 

sector network managers should have the backing of their organisation’s leadership to 

confidently engage in networking and achieve the strategic purpose of the policy network. 

Others have queried the influence of parental ties and argue that network managers need to be 

able to transcend their organisational ties in the interests of the wider network. Boundary 

spanners interviewed in William’s (2002) survey were clear on their responsibilities to their 

employing organisation but argued for the need to be empowered to engage constructively 

with other partners. Those who were too tied to their employing organisation were considered 

less effective. The network manager needs to be an ‘advancer of regional visionary 

capability’ (Parjanen et al.  2011: 23) and recognise the benefits of multiplicity over a 

univocal vision  (Gilpin and Miller 2013). By applying a set of skills and behaviours 

favourably, partnership brokers are able to secure the benefits of collaborative advantage. 

However, as Sørensen and Bentzen’s (2020) study demonstrates this is far from easy; 

fulfilling the role is complex and different approaches can result in dire consequences.  

 

The main theoretical themes from the literature review are summarised into three research 

propositions that suggest how we might expect behaviours to play out in the collaborative, 

private sector led, LEPs (Table 1).  

 

Table 1: Research propositions  
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Theoretical 

themes 

Explanation Illustrative sources Research proposition 

P1: 

Establish 

and 

influence: 

activation, 

framing and 

mobilisation 

Activate the network 

Steer the framing of values  

Mobilise partners  

Nurture the collaborative 

process 

 

Agranoff and McGuire, 

2001 

Provan and Kenis, 2008 

Ansell and Gash, 2012 

Samford, 2017 

The private sector, 

directed by government, 

will lead the activation, 

framing and mobilising 

of the network.  

P2: Parental 

influence 

and 

transcending 

ties 

Network brokers benefit from 

the resources of their 

employing organisation but 

need to transcend these parental 

ties to build trust, manage 

tensions, and synthesis the 

network. 

Williams, 2002 

Parjanen et al. 2011 

Gilpin and Miller, 2013 

 

LEP managers benefit 

from private sector 

resources but are able to 

transcend that influence 

to work for the benefit 

of all partners. 

P3: 

Generation 

of social 

capital  

By applying their capabilities 

and connections brokers unlock 

and activate resources and 

support to integrate the network 

and create value 

 

 

Howells, 2006 

Ansell and Gash, 2012 

Torfing and 

Triantafillou, 2013 

Manning and Roessler, 

2014 

Quintane and 

Carnabuci, 2016 

Level of social capital 

generated by partnership 

brokers will differ:  

if exploited well, the 

network can secure 

collaborative advantage 

. 

 

Source: Authors’ own 
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Methodology 

Exploration of the research propositions requires in-depth examination of the management of 

LEPs and the role and behaviours of partnership managers that is only possible through a 

qualitative design involving a multi-layered data collection strategy.  Following a contextual 

analysis of the strategic economic plans of all LEPs, 33 semi-structured interviews were 

undertaken with stakeholders from the 10 LEPs within the Midlands. This sample was selected 

to ensure a representative range of partnerships including those from both urban and rural areas, 

those with access to differing levels of human and financial resource, and those that were newly 

formed partnerships. This was important to provide depth and ensure maximum opportunity 

for the transferability of findings to other partnerships (Checkland and Holwell, 1998).  

 

In each of the 10 LEPs, an initial in-depth interview was undertaken with the individual in the 

partnership management and coordination role, normally a Chief Executive Officer although 

other titles including partnership director, chief officer and partnership manager1 were also 

used. The data from these interviews was analysed thematically and combined with the 

review of the economic plans to select four diverse case studies for more detailed study. A 

multiple instrumental case study design was favoured because it enabled exploration of the 

research propositions in greater depth, drawing on a diverse range of cases. Consideration 

was also given to issues of feasibility and pragmatism; cases needed to be accessible, and 

researchable from a functional perspective and so distance, accessibility, and openness of key 

participants were also considered.  

 

                                                      
 
1 Henceforth, partnership manager will be used to cover all alternative titles.  
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Across the four case study LEPs, 16 semi-structured interviews were conducted involving LEP 

Chairs, and senior Board representatives from local business, higher and further education and 

elected members from different local authorities. Given the relatively small number of people 

in positions of responsibility in the LEPs, an interview was conducted with a representative 

from each of the key partners. A final set of interviews was conducted with regional 

representatives from the main government department overseeing the LEPs, the Department of 

Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy (BEIS).  

 

Finally, to provide an additional means of authenticating the interview data, 8 non-

participative observations were undertaken of LEP Board meetings to observe the partnership 

managers in action. Non-participation was favoured for reasons of increased validity and 

reliability. In this manner the meeting could be observed operating as if the researcher was 

not there. Participant observation would have required the researcher to take a greater role 

and risk changing the group’s behaviour (Spradley 2016).  

 

Consistent with the underpinning literature and propositions (Table 1), the interviews and 

observations sought to explore several areas including: 

 leadership of the partnership  

 the role of the partnership manager 

 the skills and behaviours of those in the role 

Interviews were recorded with the respondent’s consent and notes taken during the 

observations. These were transcribed before thematically analysing and coding the data. The 

key theoretical themes and propositions noted in Table 1 acted as a framework for the initial 

coding. Open coding enabled any additional and contradictory themes to be added, ensuring 
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the analysis was not blinded by the initial framework (Marshall and Rossman 2016). Data 

and methodological triangulation were used to strengthen the overall validity of the results.  

 

Results 

 

P1: Establish and influence: activation, framing and mobilisation 

The private sector, directed by government, will lead the activation, framing and mobilising 

of the network.  

The policy underpinning the creation of the LEPs reflected the shift from public 

administration of services towards free-market approaches that gave a larger role to private 

enterprise. Government confidence that the private sector had the ability to lead the economic 

recovery was evident in the White Paper that set out the requirement for business 

representatives to form half of the LEP Board and take the role of Chair (BIS 2010). There 

was also an aspiration that the private sector would invest staff and resources into the LEPs 

thus reducing the contribution from the public purse (Heseltine 2012). As such, and nearly 10 

years on from their creation, the private sector might be expected to resource and lead on the 

framing and mobilisation of the LEPs, but the research findings reveal a different picture.  

 

Although LEPs have a private sector figurehead as the Chair of the Board, and active 

engagement of business leaders on the Board, there was little evidence of organisations 

beyond the public sector funding partnership management posts. Overall, 75% of strategic 

economic plans referred to resourcing of LEP management and administration activities, and 

of those, half emphasised the support from local authorities in the form of finance and staff 

secondments to the LEP. This was in stark contrast to the absence of references to private 

sector support.  The absence of significant long-term financial contributions from other 
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partners leaves the LEPs dependent on finite and competitive central government allocations 

and local authority secondments and contributions. Across the 10 LEPs interviewed, all had 

staff in key partnership management and administration roles that were funded and/ or 

employed directly by the local authority.  

The limited core funding provided by central government for administration has resulted in a 

reliance on diminishing public sector resources (human and financial) to do the ‘heavy 

lifting’ of LEP business. Findings revealed that various management functions including 

coordination, data and performance management, marketing, finance and administration were 

undertaken by public sector employees acting on behalf of the partnership and overseen by a 

partnership manager who was often employed by a local authority. As such, the interviews 

revealed that the activation of the LEP came from the public and not the private sector – as 

underlined in one of the interviews:  

Behind the scenes the network has come about because of the time, effort 

and investment of the four local authorities (LEP 1 partnership manager).  

The results indicate that for several LEPs, taking the lead on the framing and mobilisation of 

the partnership was a conscious decision. In several cases interviewees highlighted that the 

local authority already had economic development managers in post that would make suitable 

secondments into management and coordination roles. Against a backdrop of reduced central 

government funding, activating existing resources was seen a less risky strategy over 

recruiting new posts. Despite reductions in funds, the local authority had stronger, more 

embedded connections and was experienced in working within the LEP’s geographic 

boundaries which enabled partnership managers to select and mobilise suitable partners. As 

one interviewee explained: 
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The LEP is being led by the local authorities.  The reasons are quite 

simple, they have the most interested geography because many businesses 

are only interested in part of the LEP geography and places way beyond 

the LEP. The local authority has people whose full-time job it is to work 

out the LEP agenda, and no business has that. They have the political 

leadership which is well established, and which is interconnected (LEP 8 

Higher Education Board member). 

There was evidence through the interviews and observations of the Board meetings of 

partnership managers framing debate around the vision and values of the LEP. In most cases 

the manager’s competence in this role was clearly apparent and the wider Board members 

were actively engaged and able to scrutinise and support the process. Following Sørensen and 

Bentzen’s (2020) roles played by public administrators, in these cases the partnership 

managers promoted collaboration in a faciliatory role. However, in other cases debate and 

participation by key actors were restricted and partnership managers were observed 

controlling or even manipulating opportunities to collectively forge agreement – as one 

interviewee commented: 

The LEP management team got together and said, ‘right this is our vision 

and here is the strategic economic plan and this is what we are going to 

do’. It has been a bit top-down (LEP 10 business representative). 

The partnership manager, clearly experienced in developing economic plans, defaults to the 

position of knowing best and gets on with the task. In these cases, the inherently bureaucratic 
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culture of the public sector restricts the opportunities for others to engage in a collaborative 

process of vision setting and strategy making.   

 

Returning to the proposition, instead of the private sector leading on the activation and 

framing of the LEPs, the findings reveal path dependencies as a major driver of development 

actions.  The public sector retains and continues to pursue well-versed administrative 

routines, placing the local authority firmly in the driving seat of mobilising the LEPs. 

 

P2: Parental influence and transcending ties  

LEP managers benefit from private sector resources and are able to transcend that influence 

to work for the benefit of all partners. 

Given the lack of evidence of organisations beyond the public sector resourcing posts, the 

LEP managers benefitted from the (often human) resources of their public sector parent and 

several recognised that the network would fail without the resources of the local authority. As 

one partnership manager commented:  

We are able to get leverage because our Chief Executive pulls his staff 

from the local authority. Without the local authorities the LEPs wouldn’t 

work (LEP 10 partnership manager). 

In most cases this was viewed positively and  the partnership managers were considered a 

valuable resource who played a vital role in gluing the partnership together not only in terms 

of their overt contribution but also their tacit knowledge and ability to operate behind the 

scenes to grease the wheels of  collaborative activity (Gertler 2003, Howells 2006;). This 

theme will be explored more under proposition three.  
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However, the analysis also revealed that the reliance on local authority human resources 

could hinder the network. The partnership managers and their teams were considered by 

some to be less ambitious, and more risk-averse akin to the culture of the public sector parent 

which was then mimicked by the LEP who adopted these norms and values  (DiMaggio and 

Powell 1983; Skelcher and Sullivan 2008). This mimetic isomorphism whereby the LEP 

adopted the institutional logic of its leadership and with it, the culture of the public sector was 

highlighted by regional government representatives who recognised that there had been a 

lack of cultural shift from a bureaucratic, risk-averse public administration to a more 

innovative, relational form of collaborative governance. As one interviewee explained: 

We have seen that the transport subgroup will probably be run by the local 

authority transport expert and the housing and planning subgroup will be 

run by the local authority housing manager and they have needed to rely 

on that because of a lack of funds.  But as a result, that culture shift hasn’t 

happened as much as we might have liked. I sometimes feel they are not 

brave enough (government representative).  

Similarly, there was evidence to indicate that the reliance on local authority staff had resulted 

in an over-integration with public sector governance arrangements. Several interviewees 

regarded this as an inhibitor to collaboration because the local authority held too great an 

influence over the partnership. As such, interviewees felt that an over reliance on the public 

sector to fulfil the network management role hampered the LEP’s ability to unlock the wider 

synergist resource benefits of collaboration and deliver a more transformative performance 

(Skelcher and Sullivan 2008).  
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Interviewees highlighted that being overly tied to the public sector impacted negatively on 

the private sector’s level of engagement in and contribution to the LEP which resulted in the 

network being less innovative in its approach. This conflicts with the intended ethos of LEPs, 

which were set up to adopt more business led techniques and be more dynamic. Accordingly, 

some interviewees expressed disappointment that the private sector impact had not been as 

great as was hoped:  

We haven’t necessarily changed the landscape as much as I probably 

would have liked but I think that the level of local authority involvement 

does slow things down and I think that we could have had more of an 

impact if we got the private sector to speak more loudly (LEP 8 business 

representative). 

Reflecting on the proposition, the findings suggest that while the resource provided in the 

partnership manager was valued, transcending the parental ties to the local authority was 

difficult with the result that the intended shift from top-down public administration of 

economic development policy towards a more collaborative form of governance was not 

achieved in all areas. 

 

P3: Generation of social capital through the application of their capabilities and 

connections  

Level of social capital generated by partnership brokers will differ: if exploited well, the 

network can secure collaborative advantage.  
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The final proposition considered the skills and behaviours of partnership managers 

suggesting those with higher social capital would be able apply this to the partnership’s 

advantage. Overall interviewees valued the subject knowledge and expertise of their 

partnership manager. In several cases interviewees noted that staff turnover was low and all 

those interviewed had worked in a variety of economic development positions for some time. 

Most had remained within the same geographical area which meant their experience was 

retained and embedded locally. This included both explicit knowledge but also the less 

conscious ‘know-how’ embodied within these key human resources. The social capital of the 

broker was apparent in the interviews with partnership managers and in the observations of 

their contribution to Board meetings. It was clear they played a vital role in using their 

connections to pull partners together not only in terms of their overt actions but also in 

applying their tacit knowledge and operating behind the scenes to facilitate collaborative 

activity. Their knowledge of the subject area and also of the local actors within the network 

meant they were able to activate the right mix of partners and mobilise their participation. 

One partnership manager described how they applied selective activation to identify and 

engage participants in the network:  

I took a decision to keep Board membership tight but we have a big 

geography so it’s hard to keep that and so I need to be clear on the 

competencies and the knowledge that I am looking to get from local 

business leaders. But I also need to consider the behaviours of those 

leaders. If I get those right, you are going to have good interaction between 

the public and private sector which is important (LEP 1 partnership 

manager). 
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Interviews with Board members also demonstrated how the partnership managers used their 

knowledge and connections positively to share and translate information across dissimilar 

organisational contexts to empower local partners to engage and participate in decision-

making. One manager saw this as a means of strengthening the capacity and knowledge of 

partner organisations to empower them to contribute. Another acknowledged that their skills 

should be deployed in building the collective capacity of the network to deliver the strategy 

and not on ‘empire building an all-encompassing LEP team to lead delivery in the interests of 

one single organisation’ (LEP 2 partnership manager).  

 

To address the final proposition there was clear evidence of partnership managers applying 

their social capital to progress the network. Their ability to operate in the wider interest of the 

network was valued by partners who recognised that the partnership manager unlocked 

access to information to aid decision-making and importantly unlocked access to influential 

central government decision-makers. In this manner their social capital was exploited 

positively to broker connections between partners that enabled them to collaborate beyond 

their institutional and geographic boundaries. As one Board member noted: 

The partnership manager is extremely capable, knowledgeable and knows 

their way around the local area so can connect people. They have good 

relationships locally but also know their way around the relevant 

departments in Whitehall which is important (LEP 8 elected member Board 

member). 

The continuity of the partnership managers within local economic development roles meant 

they had often endured numerous iterations of partnership collaboration. As such they were 
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engaged in a continuous process of mediation, and nurturing, of local networks that predated 

the LEPs. This experience and continuity secured greater levels of trust between partners 

which in turn built greater partnership resilience. Interviewees spoke of being better able to 

absorb and respond to shocks in the system like changes in central and local government. 

In a minority of cases, LEPs had formed across new geographical boundaries and/or had 

recruited partnership managers from outside the local area. In these cases, the collaboration 

between partners took time to evolve and several interviewees cited a degree of suspicion 

between actors of the need to work collaboratively across unfamiliar networks. This 

hampered progress particularly through the early stages of partnership development where a 

lack of trust resulted in some partners refusing to support the network. As one interviewee 

explained: 

One local authority put a junior member of staff in the partnership and she 

was the only person to do anything for an awful long time, but the other 

authorities viewed her suspiciously so trying to get anywhere created a lot 

of difficulty (government representative). 

In these cases, the lack of shared identity, values and trust meant that even partnership 

managers who were experienced economic development officers had to build their social 

capital to be able to nurture the network.  The findings support the proposition that 

partnership managers were able to generate social capital through their embedded relational 

attributes and knowledgebase and bring considerable value and wider benefits to the network. 

However, they also point to a tension in the system whereby securing high social capital is 

reliant on being locally embedded; moreover, those partnership managers are likely to be 
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overly tied to the institutional norms and values of their parent institution which can limit the 

transformative nature of the partnership.  

 

Discussion and conclusion 

The coordination of networks is key to their success and yet partnership management in the 

context of regional economic development remains a complex and ambiguous process for 

practitioners and academics alike. The policy underpinning the LEPs reflected a shift from 

public administration towards approaches that gave a larger role to private enterprise in the 

hope this would engender greater innovation in the pursuit of economic success. This study 

sought to explore the extent to which the LEPs are 'led' by business and how the public sector 

actors have transcended their institutional ties to facilitate effective, collaborative cross-sector 

working. Using themes identified in the literature, a series of propositions are explored 

through an original qualitative study of LEP CEOs and other key stakeholders in the 

management network.   

 

The findings raise several issues for policy and practice. Firstly, in a climate of austerity and 

fiscal retrenchment, the LEP model was designed to move away from more traditional forms 

of public administration towards theories that favoured a more transformational inter-

organisational approach (Torfing and Triantafillou 2013). Yet this research reveals the 

endurance of public sector dominance retaining a leading role in shaping the culture and 

institutional norms of LEPs, despite attempts to have the private sector take the lead. The 

results show that the intended alignment to the private sector’s norms and values has not been 

achieved. In the majority of LEPs the public sector hosts the broker and alignment to a local 

authority has provided a route to securing the confidence of central government. This is 

understandable given that as relatively new entities dependent on central government funds, 
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LEPs were under pressure to establish legitimacy and thus looked to the rules and practices of 

their larger organisational environment. This reliance on the public sector indicates tensions 

in policy designed to shift the onus from public administration of economic development 

services towards collaborative governance that gives a larger role to the private sector. The 

findings highlight competing paradigmatic values between the aspiration for a devolved, 

innovative, relational business-led approach to growth and the enduring path of centrally 

dependent, bureaucratic, public sector managerialism. The inherently bureaucratic culture of 

the public sector must be acknowledged in the system as an important norm. 

The brokerage literature recognises that network brokers can benefit from their host 

organisation but need to be able to transcend those parental ties to mobilise the vision for the 

wider network. The research revealed the strong influence of the parent organisation on the 

framing of the network which influences the LEPs’ values and operating rules. This has a 

mimetic influence on the LEPs as they adopt the norms of the public sector, but this has not 

necessarily equated to adopting the most efficient organisational practices, impacting their 

ability to achieve transformative performance. The public sector is not known for risk 

appetite which was partly why central government wanted the private sector to lead the 

framing of LEPs. Transcending those parental influences can be difficult particularly for 

inexperienced brokers, new to the local area. In these areas the brokers had a limited ability 

to generate social capital and lacked independence from their host. The outcome in some 

cases was that progress of the networks became stilted or what Vangen and Huxham (2013) 

refer to as collaborative inertia. 

Conversely, the results demonstrated the positive impact of retaining partnership managers 

locally who generate high social capital through their knowledge and relational attributes 

(Williams 2002). These brokers were able to draw on their established network where 
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recurrent patterns of behaviour had resulted in a higher degree of trust and co-operation 

between partner agencies. The findings stress the benefit of an established and embedded 

broker to these networks. In some cases, partnership managers had survived numerous rounds 

of institutional reconfiguration and their retained knowledge and experience was highly 

valued by local partners. The findings offer a cautionary note against the ongoing 

institutional churn and emphasise the important role of these public sector actors as economic 

development shepherds. The findings and their contributions to theory and practice are 

summarised in Table 2.  

Table 2: Exploring brokerage for collaborative advantage 

Theme Research 

proposition 

Proposition 

supported? 

Findings Theoretical 

contribution 

Policy 

implications 

Establish 

and 

influence: 

activation, 

framing and 

mobilisation 

The private 

sector, 

directed by 

government, 

will lead the 

activation, 

framing and 

mobilising 

of the 

network.  

No The private 

sector has 

not taken 

the expected 

network 

management 

role; the 

public 

sector are 

the 

activators of 

the network 

drawing on 

The role of 

network 

manager is 

determined by 

geography, 

history, 

experience 

and the system 

must 

acknowledge 

that path 

dependency is 

Unrealistic 

to parachute 

in a new 

broker. 

Value of 

retaining 

key staff and 

associated 

social 

capital.  
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their 

embedded 

connections 

to mobilise 

the 

partnership.  

a clear driver 

of approach.  

 

Parental 

influence 

and 

transcending 

ties 

LEP 

managers 

benefit from 

private 

sector 

resources 

but are able 

to transcend 

that 

influence to 

work for the 

benefit of all 

partners. 

No The 

partnership 

manager is 

parented by 

the public 

sector and 

whilst they 

benefit from 

the 

resources of 

the local 

authorities, 

they are 

ingrained in 

local 

authority 

culture.  

The local 

mimetic forces 

are capable of 

both positive 

(tacit 

knowledge, 

securing 

greater 

accountability) 

and negative 

outcomes 

(limited 

vision, more 

risk averse).  

Path-

breaking 

behaviour 

has been 

difficult to 

achieve.  

Generation 

of social 

Level of 

social 

Yes Experience 

and 

Tension in the 

system 

Implications 

for changing 
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capital 

through the 

application 

of their 

capabilities 

and 

connections 

capital 

generated by 

partnership 

brokers will 

differ:  

if exploited 

well, the 

network can 

secure. 

collaborative 

advantage.  

 

continuity 

secure a 

greater level 

of trust 

between 

partners 

which 

builds 

partnership 

resilience. 

whereby the 

level of social 

capital within 

the manager 

which creates 

value also 

suggests a 

stronger tie to 

institutional 

norms that 

risks limiting 

the 

transformative 

nature of the 

network.  

boundaries 

and 

institutional 

churn.  

 

 

While this research has used the specific cases of Local Enterprise Partnerships in England, 

the findings are transferable for understanding wider public-private sector collaborations. To 

understand the effectiveness of inter-organisational networks in sub-national governance it is 

important to consider not only the skills of the actors involved, but also the dynamics 

between them, and the role of brokers in these networks.  

This article adds to the growing body of research on collaborative networks and provide new 

insight into the role played by key public sector brokers within multi-organisational 

partnerships and the significant effect this has had on the form and shape of LEPs by limiting 
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the role of the private sector. This offers a contribution to institutional and organisational 

theories demonstrating the influence of the broker’s host institution on wider collaborations 

and the strong influence of the organisational environment.  The study explored the topic 

primarily through the lens of brokerage. Future studies might apply other theoretical 

perspectives relating to administrative and (inter) organisation theories and resource 

dependency theories and compare the results. 

 

This research focuses on England’s LEPs which have their own institutional networks and 

histories. The development of similar place-based economic partnerships is common 

worldwide but is not uniformly applied, so attempts to theorise about how the results might 

apply beyond the English context must be sensitive to different geographical, historical and 

institutional contexts. Future studies could expand on the ideas present here to consider 

whether the dominance of public sector actors translates beyond the UK.  
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