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ABSTRACT
The growth of employment opportunities for planners working in 
the private sector has resulted in a rapid change in the composition 
of the planning profession in the UK, with over 40% of Royal Town 
Planning Institute members now employed in private practice. 
Existing writing on private planning practice is somewhat circum-
spect, with the private sector being associated largely with a profit- 
driven approach. Drawing on interviews with private sector plan-
ners, this paper argues that this fails to reflect the lived reality of 
private sector planners, and in so doing sets out an alternative and 
more nuanced characterisation of private practice.
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Introduction

The planning systems in the UK are based around an ‘unusual’ amount of discretion, 
allowing a considerable amount of latitude for decision makers at the local level 
(Cullingworth & Nadin, 2006, p. 1). This discretionary system, wherein the development 
plan has primacy in decision-making but can be departed from if ‘material considerations 
indicate otherwise’ (Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004), means that decisions 
on whether to grant consent for specific development proposals are to a greater degree 
a matter of judgement than in other contexts. In turn, this places a great deal of emphasis 
on the professional judgement of planners (Tewdwr-Jones, 1999), both in the public 
sector, advising politicians on whether to grant or refuse planning permission; and in the 
private sector, advising clients as to whether and how they might achieve planning 
permission. The proportion of planners in the UK working in the private sector has 
dramatically increased in recent years (RTPI, 2019), now equating to around half of 
planners registered as members of the professional body.1 There has, however, been 
relatively little work that seeks to explore what motivates planners working in the private 
sector, or to understand how they use their professional judgement and justify their 
actions. This paper seeks to contribute to answering these questions, by drawing on 
interview testimony from such practitioners.

In doing so, it joins an increasing body of work examining the activity and behaviour 
of practicing planners. This work is reviewed in more depth below, and explores issues 
such as the professional identity of planners (Campbell & Marshall, 2002); the 
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experiences of younger planners (Tasan-Kok & Oranje, 2018); ethical perspectives and 
challenges faced by planners (Lauria & Long, 2017, 2019); the professional responsibil-
ities of planners (Murtagh et al., 2019); and what motivates planners (Johnson, 2010, 
2012). To a large extent, this work has tended to focus upon planners working in the 
public sector. With few exceptions (such as Loh & Arroyo, 2017; Linovski, 2019, 2021), 
private sector planners are either ignored or decried as ‘profiteer planners’ (Taşan-Kok & 
Penpecioğlu, 2018, p. 113), assumed to be motivated by personal gain and little else. This 
is perhaps unsurprising given the origins of planning in the UK as a state activity (Cherry, 
1996), and the ongoing normative preferences for many for a strong public sector to 
constrain the activities of private capital. There may be a danger, however, that personal 
preferences in that direction limit the scope of our understanding of planning as a real- 
world practice.

Whilst planning in the UK might be different to other contexts regarding the nature of 
decision-making, it is not unique in featuring substantial numbers of planners working 
outside of the employ of the state. For example, 65% of members of the Planning Institute 
Australia report working in consulting (PIA, 2020), although noting the trend towards 
the hybridisation of practice in Australia (Steele, 2009), consulting may be one part of 
a portfolio career. The activities of planners such as these are rarely the focus of planning 
scholarship. It is undoubtedly the case that some or many such planners are indeed 
concerned to ensure they earn the salary they feel they need to pay their bills, and we do 
not in this paper seek to act as apologists for them. We do, however, suggest that it is 
important to understand and analyse what private sector planners claim their motiva-
tions to be and how they justify the work they do.

In this paper, therefore, we seek to explore four questions: 1) How do planners 
behave? 2) Whose interests do private sectors planners claim they are serving? 3) How 
do private sector planners strike a balance between their professional obligations and 
those to their clients? 4) Are the espoused approaches and motivations of private sector 
planners broadly in line with those working in the public sector? In what follows, we do 
so by exploring existing literature related to questions of planners’ behaviour (addressing 
question 1); outlining our empirical approach; analysing our interview data (addressing 
questions 2–4); and, finally, concluding with reflections upon the future of the planning 
profession.

Why do private sector planners do what they do?

The changing nature of the planning profession

As noted above, it is common for analysis of the activities and behaviours of planning 
professionals to focus upon those working in, or for, the public sector, ignoring or 
neglecting those working in the private sector. This neglect could be justified in different 
ways, including on the grounds that particularly in Europe, planning has a history as an 
overwhelmingly public sector activity. It is also possible to discern, however, an implicit 
or explicit understanding of planners/planning in the private sector as being motivated 
largely by profit, or acting as ‘agents of private capital’ (Harvey, 1989; cited in Linovski, 
2019, p. 1674). This may in turn mean that scholars feel they are somehow less legitimate 
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as a focus of research or even, perhaps, as ‘not perceived as planners at all’ (Hickman & 
Sturzaker, 2022, p. 246).

We would argue that ignoring the activities of private sector planners is not (any 
longer) appropriate. As noted above, in the UK and Australia, and possibly elsewhere, 
though data on Europe is less readily accessible, around half of members of professional 
planning institutes now work in the private sector, a rapid change from even a decade ago 
(Hickman & Sturzaker, 2022). This change has been described as a ‘co-evolution between 
reforms’ (Raco & Savini, 2019, p. 4) as state spending in these countries has diminished, 
shrinking the public sector planning workforce, at the same time as increased emphasis 
has been placed upon the private sector to drive development, expanding that workforce 
(Steele, 2009; Haughton & Hincks, 2013; Lord & Tewdwr-Jones, 2014). It is also the case, 
however, that there is a long history of public-private working in many contexts, 
including the UK (Inch et al., 2022), and that there are ever more complex patterns to 
such working, with private sector planners often working as consultants for public bodies 
(Loh & Norton, 2013; Linovski, 2019; Slade et al., 2019; Inch et al., 2022) and public 
sector planners acting as ‘clients’ and needing to interpret work produced by planning 
consultancies (Parker et al., 2019). In Australia this has been described as 
a ‘hybridisation’ of public and private planning (Steele, 2009).

It is only in recent years that scholars, in the UK at least, have begun to focus on the 
implications for planning theory and practice of the turn to the private sector (cf. Inch 
et al., 2022). It is fair to say that there has been historically more reflection in the USA on 
what planners themselves are or should be doing (cf. Davidoff, 1965), and on the 
differences between the public and private sector of the planning profession (for example 
Read & Leland, 2011; Loh & Norton, 2013).

A similar distinction can be observed in relation to the professional bodies which 
govern planning in the UK and the USA – Tait et al. (2020) criticise the Royal Town 
Planning Institute’s code of conduct and associated advice on ethics and professional 
standards (RTPI, 2016, 2017), arguing that they seem to ‘absolve planning professionals 
of any notion of responsibility higher than the desires of their employer or client’ (p. 19). 
They suggest that the American Planning Association/American Institute of Certified 
Planners’ Code of ethics and professional conduct reflects a ‘much stronger tradition of 
considering’ such issues (ibid.).

How planners interpret such codes in practice is one focus of the literature around 
ethics and planners’ behaviour.

Ethics

Schweitzer (2017) suggests that the ethical tensions facing planners ‘tend not to change’ 
(p. 159) and in general relate to who benefits from decisions that they make – whether 
themselves (in terms of career advancement); the employer (whether public or private 
sector); the ‘public interest’ (a concept we return to below) or particular groups in society.

There may of course be tensions between these different potential beneficiaries, and 
weighing up competing claims can be challenging for planners (Campbell & Marshall, 
1998). Lauria and Long (2017, 2019) draw on questionnaire surveys and interviews with 
planners, mostly in the public sector but with a minority of private sector participants, to 
assess how practicing planners align with different ethical perspectives – mostly drawn 
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from the code of ethics of the AICP. Private sector planners were less likely to espouse 
a utilitarian framework (concerned with doing the most good for the most people), with 
a hedonistic perspective (self-interested) more common.

This self-interest is often perceived by scholars and public-sector planners as influen-
cing private sector planners’ decisions – an emblematic quote perhaps being ‘“Private 
consultants are like lawyers – they’ll defend anything if paid enough”’ (Campbell & 
Marshall, 2002, p. 104). It can be appropriate to compare planning with other profes-
sions – Linovski (2019), reflecting on the tensions inherent in working for (large) private 
sector businesses, identifies that in the profession of accountancy, working for the largest 
firms in that sector correlates with seemingly laxer attitudes to professional norms. 
However, in relation to planning, Loh and Norton (2013) found that, although groups 
of private and public sector planners both felt that there were differences between the 
values of their respective groups, there did not in fact appear to be so in practice.

As noted above, a commonly perceived ethical pillar for planning is the expectation 
that planning and planners should act in the public interest.

Public interest

The public interest as a justification for planning activity is subject to challenge because, 
inter alia, it has been used to justify (re)development projects which have proved 
intensely controversial in many contexts (Maidment, 2016) and because it is increasingly 
hard to discern a single universal ‘public’, never mind to explicate the interests of the 
public(s) (Tait, 2016). However, the public interest ‘nevertheless remains the pivot 
around which debates about the nature of planning and its purposes turn’ (Campbell 
& Marshall, 1998, p. 181). This remains the case today, with professional codes of 
conduct for planners in various contexts emphasising the importance of the public 
interest (Hickman & Sturzaker, 2022), and ‘The notion of planning as contributing to 
public benefit emerged spontaneously in most of the interviews’ with professional 
planners undertaken by Murtagh et al. (2019, p. 4). Those interviews, however, were 
almost all with public sector planners – can the public interest be legitimately drawn 
upon by planners working in the private sector?

It has been argued (Grizen, 2010, cited in Loh & Norton, 2013), that a public interest 
claim can really only be made by planners working in the public sector, ‘public’ being 
equated in this case with the state and hence only available to those planners employed by 
the state. However, references abound to challenges faced by public sector planners both 
in identifying the public interest (Campbell & Marshall, 1998) and in attempting to 
uphold or valorise it in the face of political pressure (Oranje et al., 2018; Sykes, 2018). In 
many contexts there is an increasingly pro-development attitude on the part of elected 
politicians, in order to generate income, as per Harvey’s entrepreneurial city thesis 
(Harvey, 1989). Slade et al. (2019), looking specifically at the UK, found that this had 
led to a reduction in conflict between public and private sectors in relation to the public 
interest, with both ‘sides’ being equally keen to see development delivered. This is not 
a universal trend, (Fox-Rogers & Murphy, 2016) finding little evidence in their interviews 
with Irish planners of an entrepreneurial ethos. But where it does exist, how do private 
sector planners use the public interest to justify their actions?
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The literature suggests at least two primary approaches. The first is to draw upon 
issues of reputation and professionalism, emphasising the importance to individuals and 
their firms of being seen to be ‘good’ (Slade et al., 2019). The second is to emphasise the 
role of the private sector planner as an interface between developers and local authorities 
and the importance of such an interface in improving outcomes. This might be in 
relation to improving the quality of the development by ameliorating client expectations 
in relation to income (Slade et al., 2019); or acting as a counterpoint to local (political) 
biases, bringing transparency to the development process (Vigar, 2012). In either case, 
those planners in the private sector who scholars have spoken to emphasise that it is 
possible to serve the public interest from outside traditional public sector roles. Inch et al. 
(2022, p. 3, emphasis added) suggest this can be ‘optimistically understood to entail 
a shift from a public sector to a public service ethos’. In the next sub-section we look at 
the question of public service, and how this concept might motivate planners.

Motivation

Much work looking at public service motivation arises in the US, and is usually focussed 
upon those working in the public sector, i.e. for the state. However, the definition of 
public service motivation presented by Perry (1996), we suggest, can be applied to those 
working in other sectors of professions such as planning: ‘Public service motivation is 
defined as an individual’s predisposition to respond to motives grounded primarily or 
uniquely in public institutions’ (p. 6). Perry then developed a model for exploring the 
public service motivation, comprising four dimensions: ‘Attraction to public policy 
making, commitment to the public interest, compassion, and self-sacrifice’ (p. 20). 
Given the increasing blurring between public and private sector planners in the produc-
tion of public policy (Parker et al., 2019), perhaps all four can be applied across the 
planning profession. Further, if we view planning, and membership of a professional 
organisation such as the Royal Town Planning Institute, as being oriented towards the 
public, we would argue that public service motivation is cross-sectorally appropriate as 
an analytical tool.

Work exploring why planners do what they do (such as Baum, 1997; Peterson, 2006) 
suggests that planners are indeed motivated by ‘making the world a better place’ 
(Johnson, 2012, p. 31), perhaps using the public interest not only as justification for 
actions but also as a motivation for action. This is often identified as a driver for 
becoming a planner as opposed to embarking on some other, perhaps better remuner-
ated, career (Fox-Rogers & Murphy, 2016) and for remaining in the profession despite 
the challenges it brings (Murtagh et al., 2019).

Those challenges, however, can act as powerful demotivators, generating resentment 
amongst planners and, potentially, changing planners’ behaviour. One such challenge is 
the perception that planning is ‘under attack’ (Lord & Tewdwr-Jones, 2014) from 
politicians and others. Professions which originated in, or are associated with, the public 
sector, can be subject to ‘Government bashing’ (Johnson, 2010, p. 573), with complaints 
about bureaucracy seen to negatively impact upon the motivation to try and make the 
world a better place. It can be argued that, particularly in England, planning has been 
‘bashed’ in this way for several decades, with pressure from the press, public and 
politicians constraining the actions of planners to such an extent that they may be 
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impeded from taking the best course of action (Sturzaker & Lord, 2018). Others have 
found perceptions amongst planners that planning is seen as an obstacle to change in 
countries including Brazil (Rocco, 2018). This can mean that planners feel powerless and 
default to unimaginative, bureaucratic approaches (Gunn & Hillier, 2012; Fox-Rogers & 
Murphy, 2016).

As we will go on to discuss, this can result in planners leaving the public sector in 
search of opportunities to make more meaningful change in the private sector, one of the 
themes which emerged from our empirical work. In the next section we explain how we 
undertook this work.

The study

The empirical material presented here is drawn from 10 in-depth interviews with private 
sector planning consultants and two online roundtables. The former were selected to 
reflect a range of types of planning consultancy, including sole practitioners, specialist 
planning consultancies and planning consultants in large multi-disciplinary firms. All 
were at a senior or director level. The latter comprised two separate online discussions 
with planning staff in two firms: one specialist planning consultancy, and one multi-
disciplinary firm. One of our interviewees was in each roundtable. A total of twenty 
consultants, at a variety of career stage, participated in these (noting that in the second of 
these all participants were at director level). The participants ranged in age/experience, 
gender and ethnicity. Ethical approval was obtained from our employing institutions 
before we began the interviews and roundtables, and procedures required by that 
approval, e.g. obtaining consent for participation, guaranteeing anonymity, were fol-
lowed throughout. All interviews were transcribed and analysed by the authors using 
a set of agreed common themes to enable key themes and differences to be drawn out. For 
reasons of anonymity, material here is not directly attributable, but we use codes in the 
table below to distinguish between different participants. Collectively, these consultants 
had experience of working for a wide variety of both private sector and public sector 
clients. The latter area of work is a substantial one for many consultancies, and the focus 
of other work (Schoneboom et al., 2022). Our specific interest here is with consultancies’ 
work for private sector clients. We have also focussed upon consultancies in this paper, 
excluding other aspects of the private sector (for example planners who work for house-
builders). We have interviewed examples of the latter and will return to these in future 
work. Our sample is representative of a large proportion of private sector planners – 
RTPI (2019) data estimated 76% of private sector planners worked in consultancy of 
some sort, whether their employers were single or multi-disciplinary, large or small, 
planning-focussed or otherwise. Most of our respondents work primarily in England, 
though one of our roundtables (see Table 1) was with an international company and 
included directors from North America.

It is important to note three issues around data here. Firstly, we did not sample the 
research participants in a systematic way – they were practicing planners known to the 
authors or identified through snowball sampling. They are therefore not a representative 
sample of their profession. In what follows we do not seek to make statements about the 
planning profession as a whole – we treat the interview and roundtable testimony as 
insights into how a selection of planners working in the private sector (claim to) act. 
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Secondly, as many of the participants were known to the authors this meant that trust was 
easy to establish, but of course may have impacted upon what the interviewees felt able to 
discuss with us. Thirdly, and we return to this issue in our conclusion, we, as with all 
authors working with respondents’ self-reported positions, must come to a decision 
about how we treat that self-reporting. Our interviewees may have been dishonest, or 
exaggerating, about their positions, in order that we did not think less of them; they may 
have been lying to themselves; or we can assume they are telling the truth. In reality, of 
course, there are likely to be some elements of all three in any interview testimony. We 
have taken the position that the views expressed to us are accurate, but of course we need 
to remember that we were speaking to (often senior) professionals who it would be 
foolish to assume are not aware of the need to protect their or their employers’ reputa-
tions, despite the reassurances of anonymity in the research.

Whose interests do private sector planners believe they serve?

Consultants were unanimous that their motivations for becoming planners stemmed 
from what they variously described as core planning values, either seen in terms of 
broadly expressed notions of the public interest or public service, or in terms of 
substantive topic-based interests:

I have been very idealist driven . . . I do think planning has a public service duty (IMD).

I think what is clear . . . is that the most people get into planning with an interest in the 
environment and improving it. Everyone has that base setting (R1D).

The idea of a ‘base-setting’ is very striking: suggesting coalescence amongst planners 
around ‘a sense of making a difference to people and places’ (Grange, 2013, p. 225). 
Several participants spoke with some conviction about their motivations being no 
different from those of planners working in the public sector (as found by Loh & 
Norton, 2013), stating unequivocally, ‘We are all planners aren’t we?’ (R1D), and ‘we all 
have the same code of ethics we have to adhere to’ (R2D) including in relation to serving 
the public interest. Here, it is clear that for these private sector planners, the idea of public 
service motivation as described by Perry (1996) has relevance to their work in a private 
sector setting, with notions of public benefit having emerged spontaneously as in 
Murtagh’s et al. (2019) interviews with public sector planners. This counteracts the 
idea that core motivations are around profit.

What was more interesting, perhaps, was how they saw these motivations in relation 
to their work with private clients: how did they balance the public service motivation with 

Table 1. Participant coding.
Roundtable/interview, organisation and employee type Code Date

Roundtable, specialist planning consultancy, director level R1D 28 June 2021
Roundtable, specialist planning consultancy, associate level/senior-planner level R1MT 28 June 2021
Roundtable, specialist planning consultancy, early career R1J 28 June 2021
Roundtable, multi-disciplinary, director level (international) R2D 29 September 2021
Individual interviewee, sole practitioners ISP May- June 2021
Individual interviewee, multi-disciplinary firms IMD April 2021
Individual interviewee, specialist planning consultancies ISPC March – April 2021

PLANNING PRACTICE & RESEARCH 345



the demands of their client, something that Inch et al. (2022) suggest they would find 
particularly problematic? A minority of participants stated without hesitation ‘my view is 
always we’re serving the public’ (R1MT), but the majority of consultants’ responses were 
categorized into either those that were clear that their clients’ interests were their 
principal focus – ‘if you are working in the private sector then of course your clients’ 
interests do come first’ (R1J), or those that saw themselves as balancing multiple interests. 
Of those consultants that saw themselves as balancing multiple interests, most shared the 
view that ‘the balance has to go to the developer’ (R1MT), but in so doing clearly wrangled 
with how to express this:

. . . clients, but then I thought no actually, that’s not the case, as a planner we also serve 
ourselves as a company, we do serve the public interest . . . (R1MT).

So whilst these planners might describe their motivations as planners as being around the 
public interest, there was clear appreciation that for most participants these interests were 
not the sole or even predominant interest in their work with private clients. This 
exemplifies the tensions for all planners of different potential beneficiaries noted by 
Campbell and Marshall (1998), but here there was a strong sense of weighting in favour 
of their clients’ interests, not simply balancing different interests – though, as we return 
to below, it is also important to acknowledge that not all clients are the same, and some 
espouse their own version of serving the public interest.

Of those that gave precedent to their client’s interests, it was notable how they saw the 
public interest as being safeguarded, ‘a byproduct’, of the planning system, a de facto 
outcome of working within the system: ‘the planning system should serve the public . . . 
we’re one half of it, we’re actors within it, so I’m thinking about whose interests do I serve 
within that system . . . in the same way as a lawyer defending a murderer, it’s all part of the 
same system as long as it’s not done through skullduggery’ (R1D). So whilst perhaps 
unsurprisingly, ‘self-interest’ in the terms described by Campbell and Marshall (2002) 
was rarely declared, it is in the last observation that we get closer to their characterization 
of consultants as being prepared to ‘defend anything if paid enough’ (p. 104).

How is a balance struck between professional obligations to the public 
interest and the demands of clients?

All consultants acknowledged the potential for conflict between the demands of clients 
and the [public service] ethos of planning, speaking openly about the circumstances in 
which they perceived this conflict to arise: ‘Ethical issues bite with me if a project’s 
objectives don’t align with progressing sustainable development’ (IMD); ‘of course at the 
heart of capitalism is to serve the interest of a client. But as a consultant you have to balance 
the need to create value with your own judgement’ (R2D). Particularly in this latter quote, 
references to capitalism and value are tacit acknowledgement of a client’s need to 
generate profit. However, what is interesting here is whether a client’s need for profit is 
synonymous with a profit-driven approach by the planning consultants themselves in 
advising their clients, the presumption in some of existing commentary on the rise of the 
private sector planner (Kunzmann 2016; Tomaney & Ferm, 2018; Taşan-Kok & 
Penpecioğlu, 2018) and one assumed to inherently challenge planning’s core values; or 
whether consultants can be (partly at least) driven by other factors.
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Those we spoke to reported positions in line with the latter approach, firstly in the 
nature of the advice they provide and secondly, through the choice of clients they work 
with and the types of projects they advise on.

In terms of the former, they largely saw this in terms of steering a client towards 
positive planning outcomes – not just doing the will of the client regardless of outcome. 
Consultants talked of ‘pushing’ their clients in certain directions, but in so doing 
acknowledged that success was very client dependent and – perhaps unsurprisingly – 
ultimately influenced by ‘the degree to which it makes a difference to their bottom line’ 
(R1D). Thus, participants often observed the most persuasive route to achieving certain 
planning outcomes with clients was financial:

our ability to be impressive is not the ethics we hold, it’s our ability to make the case for 
those ethics in ways that are convincing to others . . . I find I’m constantly saying, well, if you 
make this walkable, the rent will be 25% higher. (R2D).

This could be seen as a cynical, profit driven approach, or as an attempt to ‘sell’ better 
planning outcomes as a way of making more profit. The latter view suggests that these 
consultants are implicitly acting as an interface between capital and the state in the way 
that Slade et al. (2019) suggest.

Use of the word ‘professional’ is interesting. Instead of trading off the idea of being 
seen to be good as Slade et al. (ibid) suggest, here consultants are instead using the idea of 
professionalism – highlighting their potential input as being more professional than 
counterpart consultants elsewhere in the industry – to justify taking on certain projects to 
themselves (and others?):

We had the opportunity to bid for discharge for planning conditions for a [controversial 
minerals project] in the north. Another part of the business asked if we would collaborate. 
Within 30 mins I had someone come to me and say we shouldn’t be doing this, shouldn’t be 
supporting a coal mine full stop. I said let’s examine that job. It already had planning 
consent, this was discharging of conditions, would we be able to do better job than someone 
else – could we do a better ethical job?

(R2D). This demonstrates the potential for a range of perspectives on what might 
constitute ethical practice in any given circumstance: where one planner may justify 
taking on work to achieve a better outcome than an alternative advisor, another may 
remain opposed in principle to supporting particular types of work.

Secondly, consultants spoke about client selection and choice, suggesting that they 
have significant agency in these regards. One firm mentioned an aide-memoire of 
organisations they would not work for: ‘We have taken a stance on organisations that 
we will never work with. I have said I would never do any work for the volume house 
builders. They have dubious ethics, driven only by profit not place’ (IMD). Another spoke 
about being pre-emptive: ‘We are compromised if we think about economic value. We 
need to define value in the round . . . We seek out clients with those ideas, rather than short 
term equity gain’ (R2D). This directly conflicts with the ‘consultants are like lawyers’ 
argument (Campbell & Marshall, 2002).

Many spoke about the nature of specific schemes, with one consultant stating, ‘the 
ethics of a project . . . is central to the types of projects which we are taking on’ (R1MT). 
Some were specific: ‘ . . . We have decided that we are no longer going to do a project unless 
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we can demonstrate net gain in climate change’ (R2D). Interestingly, the same interviewee 
later said ‘. . . there is no real grip on future mobility and hydrogen, electrical vehicles, but 
there is quite significant road building . . . ethically, should private practice be supporting 
Highways England doing that? – yes we are. But we are going to be pushing them really 
hard to take radical issues on’.

Through client choice, and project selection, these consultants are clearly not simply 
motivated by a profit driven approach, either on behalf of their client or, importantly, in 
terms of their own revenue/business growth. Whether their motivation is genuinely the 
public interest, or the desire to enhance their (firms’) reputation (as per Slade et al., 
2019), is not entirely clear. Neither is how these might be balanced in the case of a conflict 
between their professional obligations and their employer’s codes of conduct, which may 
emphasise ‘loyalty to the firm’ (Linovski, 2019, p. 307) and include a wide range of 
requirements (Erwin, 2011). Either way, the ability to choose clients was acknowledged as 
a derivative of level of experience and seniority. More senior interviewees spoke of being 
able to ‘protect themselves’ from clients less aligned with their planning values:

If I was asked to work on Heathrow I’d struggle with that . . . I have protected myself by 
always ensuring I have other work. Junior colleagues aren’t going to get the same protec-
tion – but I would try my best to support them if they had those concerns. I was asked to 
submit for a big job in Saudi Arabia. I rang up another director and said I’m not comfortable 
for ethical reasons. I don’t have a problem doing that probably because of my age and 
position . . . If I was told ‘I had to do it’ then I’d have to find another job. (IMD)

Importantly, several of those we spoke to conceded that whilst they might have turned 
down ‘more ethically dubious work’ (R2D), this would ‘more than likely’ (ISPC) be picked 
up by other ‘more commercially minded companies’ (ISPC).

This evidences the diversity within private planning practice: whilst some depict 
a high level of agency to choose clients that align with their professional values, this is 
not uniform and there was a strong sense from our interviews that there are other 
consultants out there carrying out work that some consultants would feel less comfor-
table with. Nevertheless, more common was the observation: 

. . . I’ve never had to turn down work from something I felt to be immoral or unethical, but 
I have lost out on work where I insist on giving accurate advice and then clients are not 
interested in me representing them because I’ve no interest in representing their view (R1D).

Here, it is important to acknowledge the potential for inconsistency – double standards 
even – in planners' perspectives on balancing professional obligations and the demands 
of clients. Whilst the planners we spoke to positioned themselves as ethical, wanting to 
distance themselves from some other practices where they perceived profit might over-
ride ethical considerations, as we saw above, they also acknowledged the persuasive 
power of profit in seeking good planning and their need to have ultimate regard to 
their client’s balance sheets.

Are the differences between public and private so pronounced?

One of the most striking aspects of these conversations with private sector consultants 
was the frustration expressed by the oft used depiction of these professionals as being on 
the ‘dark side’:

348 J. STURZAKER AND H. HICKMAN



I find that attitude, really, really frustrating really disappointing. You know just you know 
implies that they’re the only ones with ethics, which is just wholly wrong (R1D).

In fact, these consultants went one step further, to suggest that their counterparts in the 
public sector might be equally, if not more, compromised in their ability to effect positive 
planning outcomes that aligned with their professional motivations and convictions, 
albeit in different ways. Here, participants highlighted the ethical challenges for public 
sector planners, of working with and advising elected members, that might result in 
having to ‘defend something they professionally find difficult because of political expe-
diency’ (ISP) resulting in ‘their professional integrity being knocked’ (ibid) or experiencing 
‘recommending a scheme for approval that is over-turned’ (R1D). As one consultant 
emphatically stated:

The public sector is completely compromised by its political environment. There is com-
pletely irrational decision making by those in the public sector - no one has the balls to give 
professional advice to the political class. Because they are ultimately worried about their 
jobs. I’m not being derogatory its simply the facts. I get really cross, because as far as my 
experience goes . . . neither one [the private sector] nor the other [public sector] is simple 
(R1MT).

The complexities and political pressures facing public sector planners may be different, 
but they are nevertheless acknowledged to be present (Kitchen, 1997; Grange, 2017; 
Oranje et al., 2018; Sykes, 2018). As one consultant succinctly put it:

I think that’s why looking at the public sector as well, I think perhaps why I find it quite so 
easy . . . I don’t really have any power to abuse, I can give my opinion and I can represent 
a poor style standpoint but I don’t make the decision and I can’t I can’t withhold anything 
from anyone. I have don’t have the power to potentially abuse . . . (R1D)

Here, it is useful to also reflect on Schweitzer’s work (Schweitzer, 2017), suggesting that 
the ethical tensions for planners relate to who benefits from the decisions they make. 
Whilst it would be dishonest to suggest that the private sector planner makes no 
decisions with ethical consequences in the advice they provide to clients, it is highly 
relevant that the private sector planner is not making planning decisions.

Taking this one step further, several consultants offered the view that the private sector 
planner might in fact have more agency ‘to actually plan positively’ (ISPC) in the way in 
which they advised their clients. Some proffered the view that they moved to consultancy 
‘to be part of something where something actually happens’ (ISPC), and felt they had more 
opportunity in the private sector to affect positive planning outcomes:

. . . most of the time we are involved as planners in the design process, we’re talking to our 
colleagues, we are the one’ on the front line going to the communities, you know the 
designers, you’re formulating development principles . . . in local government your main job 
is to critique you don’t generally get to share the positive aspects of designing . . . being part 
of how you’re going to create a community (R1D).

Finally, one consultant wanted to emphasise the role of the private sector in providing 
public goods through planning obligations. For this planner, securing public benefit from 
a scheme was an explicit outcome of their advice:

. . . the fact that there is general reliance upon developer contributions to pay for so much . . . 
we are you know we’re building the roads are building your skills we’re building you 
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affordable housing, which would just simply not exist, were it not for private sector 
development (R1D).

Whilst this feels somewhat self-justificatory, it reflects the complexity in the provision of 
public services and goods impacting planning practice, and for this planner at least, 
a sense that their work with clients on planning obligations was an opportunity for them 
to enhance public benefit.

Conclusion

In this paper we have sought to explore the tensions between public service and profit 
that potentially exist in private practice, casting a light on an under-researched aspect of 
the planning profession. Following a literature review exploring extant research on how 
planners behave, we have, through analysis of interviews and roundtables with planners 
working as private consultants, explored this issue through asking three questions, which 
we also use to structure this conclusion.

Firstly, we asked whose interests do private sector planners claim that they are serving? 
This, we found, was something that our interviewees appeared to struggle to elucidate, 
suggesting that it was not a day-to-day consideration for them. The public interest was 
something which came through quite strongly, in contrast to the established position in 
the literature. What was also clear, however, was that these planners were unapologetic 
about promoting their clients’ interests, as well as their own and their companies’. 
A number of those we spoke to emphasised that these were not mutually exclusive, 
and that high quality development could address all these interests, though perhaps not 
equally.

Following on from this, we asked how do private sector planners strike a balance 
between their professional obligations and those to their clients? This balance was some-
thing our participants did seem to have considered. Some suggested that their role was to 
enhance the schemes proposed by the development sector, and in doing so meet their 
professional obligations. Throughout, we heard about some schemes consultants were 
uncomfortable with, though whether they were happy to work on such schemes or not 
varied, perhaps based on factors including the level of seniority and therefore the 
responsibility felt towards junior colleagues – ensuring the business brought in enough 
income. One aspect to consider here is what clients themselves are seeking from the 
planning process. Some consultants wanted to strongly counter the idea that private 
clients were primarily focused on maximizing the economic value of projects, suggesting 
that a shift in the private sector was resulting in consultants being evaluated differently: 
‘Now our clients are telling us it’s important, asking us “what is your social value?” – asking 
you that before they put their money in. It’s really started. In some submissions, social value 
question is worth 20%’ (R2D).

Thirdly, we asked are the espoused approaches and motivations of private sector 
planners broadly in line with those working in the public sector? Our evidence suggests 
that the answer here is yes. We have noted above a concern for the public interest, similar 
to that found in recent studies of public sector planners (such as Murtagh etal., 2019). In 
terms of ethics, consultants were acutely aware of the potential for critique of their work 
as un-ethical in planning terms. Whilst the expectation that planning should serve the 
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public interest was clearly present in this study, this was not central when participants 
referred to the ethics of projects or their advice. Instead, it was something broader, 
around achieving good planning outcomes, and included references to place, tackling 
climate change and sustainable development. Whilst some consultants referred to the 
planning system as the safeguard (a deontological view of ethical practice), our sense is 
that most of the consultants we spoke to saw the ethics of their practice in a utilitarian 
framework, doing the most good for the most people – meeting their client’s needs and 
securing public benefit. This in turn aligns with a substantial proportion of US public 
sector planners interviewed by Lauria and Long (2019), with similar proportions using 
deontological and utilitarian ethical frameworks. We further heard a considerable 
amount of resentment at attitudes within the public sector, and indeed beyond, that to 
work in the private sector is to ‘go over to the dark side’. Almost without exception, the 
participants in our interviews and roundtables found this insulting, suggesting it reflected 
a lack of understanding of the role they (felt they) play in the development process.

Whether it was expressed in terms of ethics, the public interest or something else, our 
analysis of the discussions we have had with planners working in the private sector 
suggests they do indeed have a commitment to a ‘public service ethos’ (Inch et al., 2022, 
p. 3). It is important, in concluding this paper, to return to a caveat we noted above 
regarding the ‘trustworthiness’ of these testimonies. It may be the case that those we 
spoke to were deceiving either us or themselves about the nature of their activity, keen to 
conceal a naked embrace of the profit-seeking motive. We could be accused of naivety in 
taking them at their word, or obeisance to the capitalist project in accepting that it is 
possible to combine that pursuit of the bottom line with wider, perhaps societal and 
environmental outcomes. These criticisms can of course be made about any walk of life, 
including academia, and we do not suggest that they have no merit. Conversely, in most 
contexts the contemporary scene of planning practice is one within which there is some 
degree of partnership between the public and private sector – much development is 
financed, planned, coordinated or constructed by private businesses. Simply ignoring the 
activity which goes on within those businesses is not tenable. At the least we hope that 
this paper has demonstrated the utility of engaging with the large proportion of profes-
sional planners who work in this sector; and we further believe that we have shown the 
complexity of the activity and the motivations of those planners.

Note

1. That professional body estimates that ‘About three quarters of planners [in the UK] are 
RTPI members’ (RTPI, 2019, p. 6).
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