
 
 
 
Kirklees Democracy Commission  
 
Summary notes from the meeting held on 29 September 2016 
  
 
Present:  
Dr Andrew Mycock 
Cllr Andrew Marchington 
Cllr Cathy Scott 
Cllr Gemma Wilson 
 
In Attendance: 
Carl Whistlecraft, Spencer Wilson, Diane Sims, Yolande Myers 
 
Witness: 
Catherine Needham graduated from the University of Leeds in 1996, and worked for 
political strategist Philip Gould prior to undertaking an MSc (1999) and DPhil (2004) 
at Nuffield College, Oxford. She worked in the School of Politics and International 
Relations at Queen Mary, University of London from 2003 to 2012. She joined the 
University of Birmingham in 2012 where she is a Reader in Public Policy and Public 
Management. 

Catherine’s research focuses on reform of public services, with particular emphasis 
on the introduction of consumerist models of service delivery. She is part based at 
the Health Services Management Centre, developing research around social care 
and policy innovation. She is also part-based in the University’s Public Services 
Academy, researching new approaches to public service workforce development. 

Catherine’s areas of special interest include: 

• Personalisation and coproduction within public services 
• Social care reform 
• Workforce change in public services 
• Interpretive approaches to public policy 
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Summary of Discussion  

Representative and Participatory Democracy  

Catherine explained that her research on the 21st Century Councillor had identified 
that there would always be tensions, but it is about trying to mesh the two together 
rather than clashing.  However, there are new opportunities and the challenge for 
representative democracy is that it is hierarchical whilst many participatory 
approaches are more informal.  This means that councillors cannot hide behind the 
formality of office and must look to engage in a more ‘human’ interactive way.    

The Changing Councillor Role 

Catherine explained that the drivers for change are austerity, structural changes 
within Local Government and other public services and the introduction of city regions 
/ devolution.  A further and important factor is the changing expectations of the public 
and the implications relating to new technology can facilitate civic conversations.  
Catherine identified a number of emerging roles in this context: 
 

- Steward of place 
- Buffer 
- Sense maker 
- Catalyst 
- Entrepreneur 
- Orchestrator  

 
Catherine explained the research findings with regards to minimum competencies for 
councillors, and explained that one issue is a disconnect with member development 
and uptake of training often lacking.  Training should be prioritised and scheduled at 
a time that fits in with councillors secular jobs and be specifically useful to them and 
their role.  Training should be a mix of practical skills such as chairing meetings, 
speed reading, data analysis etc and connective skills e.g. training around working 
with social media and the benefits of a 24/7 dialogue.  
 
Catherine explained that the research had also found that there was an "emotional 
toll" on councillors and a need for resilience.  Councillors should be able to develop 
reflective skills and how to develop coping strategies. The induction provides an 
opportunity to get some of these skills embedded from the outset.  
 
Catherine shared her views in respect of cross party working in the context of 
councillor development and confirmed that political cultures varied in local authorities 
with some delivering development sessions three times for different political groups, 
which had a time and resource impact for officers.  Often the aim of parties is the 
same, but it is the journey to that point that causes some difficulties. However; the 
difficulty is that cross party working can blur accountability at election time if there 
has been a preceding period characterised by cross party working. It is difficult to 
understand how you might incentivise more cross party working and how receptive 
local parties would be to it. 
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Councillors and Communities 
 
Catherine’s research has revealed that Councillor engagement with communities 
needs to be multi-channelled, blending on-line and off-line.  Furthermore, there is an 
issue in terms of recruitment and retention of councillors as it is important for 
councillors to reflect their communities and consequentially be more approachable. 
In this context it is very important to diversify approaches to recruitment. 
 
In terms of entrepreneurial skills, Catherine acknowledged the challenge associated 
with attracting councillors with such skills.  She advocated the importance of making 
it easier for councillors to combine the role with paid work in order to attract a much 
wider skill set.  The research reveals that the role currently fits well with people who 
are retired and it needs to fit better with people at different points in their lives. 
 
Catherine acknowledged that residents do confuse the role of councillor and MP 
despite councillors being much closer to their communities.  There is a knowledge 
deficit in terms of the role of councillors and what councils are responsible for, a 
situation that has not been helped by councils having less scope to communicate 
with residents through publications etc.   
 
 
Councillors, Accountability and Communication 
 
In terms of the accountability of councillors Catherine explained that it is an issue 
around communication along with complexities where councillors growingly find 
themselves defending things that they have less accountability for.  The issues 
arising from the wider devolution agenda are a good example of this, particularly for 
back bench councillors who are increasingly marginalised.  Catherine further 
explained that it is important that councillors become better in terms of their 
communication with residents in order to raise awareness as to exactly what the role 
involves.  Social media can help with this, allowing a more regular “check in” with 
residents.  . 
 
Catherine emphasised the importance of being open, honest, transparent and 
authentic in communication with residents.  Councillors should avoid the “corporate 
feed” and communicate in a way that is “more human”.  One good example of this is  
the Greater Manchester police and their use of Twitter.  This involved a level of risk, 
as mistakes would be made, but the outcome has seen a change in the perception of 
representatives and organisations with them appearing more authentic.  This will 
require an appetite to take risks and an acceptance of the need for a multi-
channelled approach 
 
 
The Next Generation of Councillors 
 
Catherine explained that in terms of the next generation of councillors, many Local 
Authorities struggle with diversity.  Some authorities have used all women shortlists 
to address gender balance but it is often local parties who are best placed to try and 
identify why women do not take on the role.  Role modelling is a really important part 
of attracting the next generation of councillors.  Having exemplars in post contributes 
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positively to this situation.  The atmosphere of “perma austerity” does have an 
impact on the ability to attract the next generation of councillors and increases the 
need to tap into the entrepreneurial spirit. 
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