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Introduction 

During 2016 we undertook a parallel research 
programme which was focused on the 21st 
Century Councillor. North West Employers 
(the Employers’ Organisation for the 41 local 
authorities in the North West of England) 
supported the work by facilitating access to 
elected councillors and organising regional 
events to share the findings. 

Our research reflects on the roles that 
councillors are playing, or recognise that 
they will need to be playing, within their 
organisations and localities. It explains  
why these roles are emerging as the  
key contributions for councillors. We then  
explore councillor careers and development,  
to consider how councillors can be  
supported to perform these roles effectively. 
This summary document highlights the key 
findings from the 21st Century Councillor  
work. The full report is available from the  
21st Century Public Servant blog at  
https://21stcenturypublicservant.wordpress.
com and on Twitter #21cPS.

The 21st Century Councillor and the 21st 
Century Public Servant research are seen as 
interrelated rather than standalone pieces of 
work. Findings, updates and discussion about 
both parts of the research are available from 
the blog. 

The 21st Century Councillor research builds on the successful 
21st Century Public Servant project (2013) and the University of 
Birmingham Policy Commission (2011) into the Future of Local Public 
Services. These projects saw a significant amount of interest from 
practitioners, identifying the need to pay attention to the changing roles 
undertaken by people working in public services, and the associated 
support and development requirements. 

Research design
The research involved a rapid evidence 
appraisal about the state of knowledge about 
councillors, the competencies and capacities 
that they require, and information about current 
approaches to development. 

This was followed by primary research with 
councillors from across 23 local authorities 
in the North West of England. Fifty interviews 
and five focus groups were conducted, 
accumulating information from 68 councillors 
and 18 officers. We spoke to people with 
varying lengths of service and levels of 
seniority, with half drawn from opposition 
parties and half from ruling parties. The gender 
split broadly reflected the distribution of male 
and female councillors across England (68% 
male; 32% female). Conservative, Labour and 
Liberal Democrat councillors were interviewed, 
along with independents. 

Key Findings 
Contextual challenges re-shaping  
local government
What it means to be a councillor is changing 
in response to the context in which councillors 
are operating. 
a. Perma-austerity – this was the most 

dominant of the contextual themes, with 
the financial situation facing their local 

authorities shaping all of interviewee 
responses.

b. Changing citizen expectations – councillors 
reported a shift in relationships with citizens, 
brought on by technological change, 
austerity and other social changes such  
as the decline in deference within society. 

c. New technologies – councillors recognised 
that new technologies are introducing 
opportunities for real-time engagement  
with a broader range of citizens than 
currently, but there were reservations  
about the potential for inappropriate use  
of social media and about how much of  
their personal lives should be shared. 

d. Different scales of working, including 
combined authorities – whilst there was 
enthusiasm for the idea of powers being 
devolved from central government many 
councillors expressed concern at the 
complexity of the new arrangements and  
the lack of democratic mandate.

e. Changing boundaries and organisation of 
public services at local level – councillors 
were struggling to reconcile accountability 
to citizens for decision-making with the 
increased complexity and diversity of service 
delivery structures.
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n  Steward of place – working across the 
locality in partnership with others

n  Advocate – acting to represent the interests 
of all citizens

n  Buffer – seeking to mitigate the impact of 
austerity on citizens 

Councillor roles

n  Sensemaker – translating a shift in the role 
of public services and the relationship 
between institutions and citizen

n  Catalyst – enabling citizens to do things for 
themselves, having new conversations about 
what is now possible

n  Entrepreneur – working with citizens and 
partners to encourage local vitality and 
develop new solutions 

n  Orchestrator – helping broker relationships, 
work with partners and develop new 
connections

Councillor roles are adapting to respond to the contextual challenges. 
Key roles for the future include:

If these are the roles that councillors  
need to play in the future, they will  
require new relationships with citizens, 
officers and places, as well as a renewed 
commitment to diversity.

Councillors and Citizens – The Councillor-
citizen relationship remains at the heart of 
representative democracy, but that relationship 
is changing as austerity requires communities 
and citizens to take on more responsibilities 
for responding to local issues. Some citizens 
are keen to be self-organising and to make 
use of new technologies to do so, but these 
capacities are unevenly distributed and 
councillors need to continue to provide  
a voice for those who struggle to represent 
themselves. Councillors also need to enable 
citizens to work alongside them in coproductive 
ways to develop new solutions to service 
design and delivery and to give them the  
tools and support to self-organise where 
traditional service delivery is reducing.   

Councillors and Officers – Whilst local 
democracy necessitates a clear understanding 
of the difference in these roles, and this 
difference is understood by the majority  
of officers and councillors, in practice 
boundaries have been more blurred. 
Councillors need to recognise and adapt  
to roles which are increasingly overlapping  
as executive members become more 
professionalised, the number of officers 
reduces, and as officers in neighbourhood  
roles play a greater role as community enablers. 

Councillors and Place – Councillors are 
strongly rooted in their wards and localities. 
However the pressure to integrate services, 
and to work at a regional level within combined 
authorities, is changing the scale of pace 
and challenging local identities. At the same 
time, the increasing diversity within services – 
delivered by a much wider range of partners 
– is challenging their ability to act as stewards 
of their places.

Councillor profiles – Few interviewees 
managed to combine being a councillor  
with having a paid job, and this was felt to  
be one reason why the base of councillors did 
not always reflect the diversity of communities. 
Diversity, in relation to gender, ethnicity and 
other protected characteristics was described 
by one interviewee as ‘a Forth bridge’ issue, 
reflecting the need for sustained effort on  
this (e.g, all women shortlists) rather than 
sporadic initiatives.



14
00

4 
  ©

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f B
irm

in
gh

am
 2

01
6.

 P
rin

te
d 

on
 a

 re
cy

cl
ed

 g
ra

de
 p

ap
er

 c
on

ta
in

in
g 

10
0%

 p
os

t-
co

ns
um

er
 w

as
te

.

Edgbaston, Birmingham, 
B15 2TT, United Kingdom

www.birmingham.ac.uk

Developing skills for the 21st  
Century Councillor
The roles set out in the report – steward, 
advocate, orchestrator, sensemaker, buffer, 
catalyst and entrepreneur – require a skill 
set which is different from that which is 
delivered by existing training and development 
opportunities. Councillors articulated five 
types of skills that were required, which we 
have grouped into two sets: foundational 
skills (practical and knowledge based skills), 
and relational skills (connective, digital and 
reflective skills).

Skill set 1: Foundational skills 
Practical and knowledge-based skills 
were well recognised in terms of training and 
development opportunities. For knowledge-
based skills there was general acceptance 
of the importance of understanding specific 
policy and portfolio areas and committee roles. 
In terms of practical skills, councillors wanted 
more support to help them carry out their role 
including speed-reading, chairing a meeting, 
public speaking and media training. Others 
wanted to develop new practical skills linked to 
the vast growth in available evidence, via online 
channels, and the complexity of data analysis 
and synthesis of evidence.

Much existing training and development  
supports members to acquire and deepen 
these foundational skills. However, this is 
problematic for two reasons: first, many 
members did not take up training opportunities; 
and, second, many of the roles we have 
identified cannot be done effectively without 
a second category of skills – which we call 
relational skills – encompassing connective, 
digital and reflective capabilities.
 
Skill set 2: Relational skills 
Connective skills: Drawing on the need to  
bring together resources in a more creative  
way across a range of agencies, it was felt  
that councillors need support to develop the 
softer skills such as influencing, negotiating, 
listening, connecting and story-telling. To be 
an effective steward of place, councillors need 
to be able to negotiate with organisations that 
seem more powerful or have more resources 
than local government.
 
Digital skills: Councillors recognised that 
they needed skills to engage with new digital 
technologies as communicative resources. 
Increasingly councillors will undertake their 
representative role through digital media, 
and there are clear opportunities to use 
online capabilities to engage people in new 
types of conversation about the future of 

their neighbourhood or different ways to use 
community resources. Although some had  
fully embraced the potential of social media  
to communicate with residents, others  
were nervous about using it, and its impact  
on privacy.
 
Reflective skills: A final skill set related to the 
reflective capacities councillors required to 
cope with the demands of their position. The 
emotional toll of being a councillor, on self and 
on families, was recognised to be high. Much of 
the role was seen as being engaged in different 
forms of conflict resolution. Most interviewees 
talked of the relentlessness of a job that did not 
offer any ready-made boundaries – although 
they also recognised that the variety and 
interpersonal aspects of the role were part  
of its appeal.

We hope that local authorities and other 
organisations that support elected members 
will use the themes of this research to 
contribute to the development of councillors, 
and to continue with efforts to recruit 
councillors who reflect and represent their 
communities effectively.

Join the discussion and access the full report 
on the blog https://21stcenturypublicservant.
wordpress.com Twitter #21cPS.

Councillor skills
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