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Public Practice is a not-for-profit social enterprise with a 
mission to improve the quality and equality of everyday 
places by building the public sector’s capacity for 
proactive planning.

10% of the year-long placements is dedicated to a 
Research & Development programme to share new 
knowledge and practice across authorities. This Practice 
Note is one of the outputs of this programme.
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ENGAGING MEMBERS 
How can Planning Committee Members be 
involved in Design Review? 
 
This Practice Note is based on research carried out as part of 
a year-long placement in the London Borough of Havering from 
April 2019 to March 2020. It explores strategies that local 
authorities can use to engage Members with Design Review 
Panels during the pre-application process to support well-
informed decision-making when determining planning 
applications. It has been informed by the experience of design 
review, both in-placement whilst coordinating an externally 
managed panel at LB Havering1 and of managing panels on 
behalf of a number of Authorities outside London. The 
research builds on findings from the Practice Note, ‘Measuring 
Design Review’.2 Findings and recommendations may be 
useful for planning authorities within and beyond London who 
are invited to help test, develop and improve the findings and 
recommendations put forward in this Practice Note. 
 
 
CONTEXT 
Design Review3 has become an integral part of the planning 
process in response to an increased focus on design quality in 
planning policy at all levels; nationally in the National Planning 
Policy Framework (NPPF);4 regionally in the case of the 
London Plan;5 and locally within an Authority’s Local Plan and / 
or Supplementary Planning Documents (SPD) or Guidance 
(SPG). Design Review is regarded as having a positive impact 
on design quality and placemaking6 and in London there are 
now 31 Authorities providing Design Review services to 
applicants.7 
 
Whilst the recommendations of Design Review Panels (DRP) 
can support officers to help shape the design quality of 
applications, the determination of a planning application is a 
formal administrative process. This process places 
considerable responsibility on Members, who must determine  

 
1  havering.gov.uk/downloads/download/735/havering_quality_review_panel_ 

terms_of_reference 
2  publicpractice.org.uk/resources/measuring-design-review 
3  Across authorities in the UK, Design Review services are known by 
 various names (e.g. Design Review Panel, Quality Review Panel, 
 Conservation and Design Advisory Panel, Place Review). For the 
 purposes of this Practice Note, ‘Design Review’, and ‘Design Review 
 Panel’ will be used to cover these different terms. 
4  2018 National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF), Achieving well design 

places. Paragraph 129. 
5  London Plan, Policy D2 – Delivering Good Design. Section D2, para F 
6  Place Alliance, A Housing Design Audit for England (2020)  
7  urbandesignlondon.com/advice-support/design-review-london/ 
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sometimes controversial applications based on ‘balancing 
competing interests and making an informed judgement 
against a local and national policy framework’.8  
 
Design quality is just one of many considerations, and approval 
or refusal of large-scale developments at Planning Committee 
often involves analysis of complex design considerations in a 
short space of time. In some cases, Members have limited 
experience or understanding of the depth and breadth of 
design decision-making processes. The London Quality 
Review Charter9 sets out best practice guidance for Design 
Review, and this has helped to bring about a more 
standardised approach and improvements to the service, but 
this Charter contains scant reference to engagement with 
Councillors, and there is generally a lack of guidance available 
on how to engage Members with DRPs.10  
 
The proliferation of DRPs provides an opportunity to engage 
Members in design discussions, addressing the requirement 
for Members to make well-informed judgements at the 
determination stage. Whilst the good practice of some councils 
providing urban design training is one method of upskilling 
Members, engaging Members in DRP meetings can be an 
additional way of securing design quality through the pre-
application process. 
 
 
  

 
8  local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/probity-planning-councill-

d92.pdf 
9  london.gov.uk/what-we-do/regeneration/advice-and-guidance/about-good-

growth-design/london-quality-review-charter 
10  GLA Quality Review Charter: p10  
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APPROACH 
The research took a number of approaches: 
— A survey was sent to panel managers across London 

Authorities to understand their perceptions of the ‘success’ of 
their DRP in relation to best practice and to engagement of 
Members with the Panel. Eight panel managers responded to 
the survey. 

— Following the survey, further in-depth conversations took place 
with three additional panel managers. These conversations 
informed a more nuanced understanding of the relationship 
between Officers and Members, and of the nature of 
engagement of Members with DRPs.  

— A workshop was set up with Urban Design London (UDL), 
following attendance of their Design Review Network series of 
events.11 This brought together a group of in-house panel 
managers and external providers and was a forum to discuss 
emergent findings.  

— A first Annual Review of the Havering DRP engaged Members 
of the Planning Committee - none of whom had had any direct 
involvement with the DRP in its first year of operation - in 
discussions about how the Design Review process works and 
about how attendance of DRP meetings and training could be 
of value to Committee Members. 

 
 
  

 
11  Events held with UDL on 27/11/2019 and 29/01/2020. 

urbandesignlondon.com/events/2019-2020/ - design-review-network-
meeting-27-11-19 
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FINDINGS 
Interviews revealed that internal teams can be under-
resourced when it comes to engagement with Design Review, 
with cases where senior officers themselves (and even the 
planning case officer) were unable to attend a review, resulting 
in ad hoc engagement of Members with Design Review. 
 
1. ENGAGEMENT OF MEMBERS WITH DESIGN REVIEW 

PANELS DIFFERS WIDELY BETWEEN AUTHORITIES 
Members were invited to attended DRP meetings at least 
occasionally in six of the eleven Authorities sampled, with 
Members never attending in five Authorities. Aside from 
Member attendance of DRP meetings, other methods of 
engagement included training events for Members run by DRP 
members, annual reviews for Members to update on the 
progress and impact of DRPs, the DRP Chair attending 
Planning Committee meetings and feedback by officers on 
DRP reports at Planning Committee meetings and briefings.  
 
There were many cases where opportunities to engage 
Members were significantly underutilised. Reasons given for 
not engaging Members included:  
— Reticence by officers to involve Members due to fractious 

relationships between officers and Members. 
— Officers’ concerns about confidentiality, since DRPs tend to 

take place at the pre-application stage before schemes are in 
the public domain. Any doubt over this could discourage 
applicants from engaging with Design Review from the outset.  

— The sharing of inappropriate information can be a particular 
issue with Ward Members who may be less familiar with the 
planning process. 

— Officers’ concerns that the attendance of Members at DRPs 
may influence predetermination.  

— Lack of time in under-resourced teams. 
— Engagement not considered a high priority. 
 
2. PANELS THAT ARE PERCEIVED BY OFFICERS TO BE 

THE MOST SUCCESSFUL ALSO TEND TO BE THOSE 
THAT ARE MORE ACTIVELY ENGAGED WITH 
MEMBERS  

DRPs were perceived to be at least partially successful across 
the entire sample of Authorities surveyed, with panel managers 
giving an average perceived success rating of 4/5 (1 = 
‘struggling to meet requirements’ and 5 = ‘leading the way in 
best practice’). Where the officers rated the success of the 
DRP more highly, there tended to be a correlation between the 
level of success and the perceived degree of engagement of 
Members with the DRP.  
 



  

  

  PN011/EngagingMembers 5 

Two explanations for this correlation were put forward by panel 
managers:  
— Contact with DRPs could improve Members’ understanding of 

design issues, build confidence, and empower them to ask 
more pertinent questions at Planning Committee.  

— Where DRPs have a supportive relationship with Members, 
there is more incentive for Applicants to act on advice from 
Design Review.  

 
Respondent A B C D E F G H 

Q. To what extent do 
you believe your 
Authority successfully 
delivers design review? # # $.# & $ $.# & & 

Q. In your opinion, how 
successful is the Panel 
at engaging with 
Members? & $ & $ ' ' & ( 
 
Survey results: success of DRP in relation to Panel engagement with 
Members 

 
3. WORKING RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN PLANNING 

OFFICERS AND MEMBERS INFLUENCES THE 
ENGAGEMENT OF MEMBERS WITH DRPs  

Approaches to engagement of Members with DRPs depended 
on a number of factors, including the strength of existing 
relationships and working practices between Members and 
Planning Officers, which varied across Authorities.  
 
Comments by officers provided further insight into this 
phenomenon: 
— There could not be a one-size-fits-all solution to how DRPs 

engage Members as this relationship would vary on a case by 
case, person by person basis. 

— A lack of understanding of design issues by Members could 
result in negative outcomes, such as an overly cautious 
approach stymying development, or the approval of 
inappropriate applications through lack of understanding of the 
impacts of the development. 

 
4. EARLY ENGAGEMENT OF MEMBERS WITH THE DRP 

IS AN IMPORTANT STEP TO ACHIEVING MEMBER 
BUY-IN. 

The importance of Members viewing Design Review as a 
positive process that could work with rather than against the 
planning service was noted, and early engagement was 
considered significant to gaining Member buy-in. Involvement 
of Members in the selection and interview of panel members, 
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and in the introductory briefing and training sessions was 
considered to play an important role in gaining Member 
support.  
 
Where there was reticence from Members, key concerns, 
particularly in outer London or non-London Authorities, were 
that: 
— Panel members with predominantly central London experience 

might not appreciate the context, demographic and planning 
issues specific to that Authority 

— Members did not want ‘outsiders’ telling the Authority how and 
what to develop its own towns and neighbourhoods. 

 
5. THE BRIEFING OF MEMBERS BEFORE OR DURING 

PLANNING COMMITTEE MEETINGS CAN HAVE A 
SIGNIFICANT IMPACT ON THE OUTCOME OF A 
DECISION 

Ensuring that Members understood the complexity of issues 
involved when appraising a scheme was identified as key to 
their making a well-informed judgement at the determination 
stage. Provision of DRP reports was considered the most 
effective way of disseminating valuable information about the 
scheme. Issues of confidentiality, however, meant that full 
design review reports could not be issued to Members until 
planning applications had been submitted. This meant that 
when schemes were presented at Planning Committee at 
interim stages, there was often limited design guidance for 
Councillors. Providing an interpretation of key findings was 
considered necessary in such circumstances. 
 
Examples of different approaches to briefing Members 
included:  
— The Chair of the Planning Committee questioning Case Officers 

about how proposed schemes have responded to design review 
in Planning Committee Meetings. 

— The chair of the DRP attending Planning Committee meetings 
to give feedback on Design Review meetings. 

— Inclusion of officer summaries of recommendations of the DRP 
in officer reports for Planning Committee. 

— Briefing sessions held prior to Planning Committee meetings for 
Officers to update the Chair of the Planning Committee on the 
pre-app process.  

 
6. IN AUTHORITIES WHERE DESIGN TRAINING DOES 

TAKE PLACE, THE OVERALL EFFECTIVENESS OF 
THE DRP IS VIEWED MORE POSITIVELY  

As well as providing advice to improve the quality of individual 
schemes, some DRPs offered training and support to Officers 
and Members. Involvement of DRP members in training took 
place in seven out of the eleven Authorities surveyed, and as a 
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minimum included Members in Annual Reviews of the DRP. 
The most effective panels were often in Authorities where a 
more holistic approach was taken to engagement with 
Members in a variety of ways. The provision of additional 
support or training for Members was one of the areas where a 
DRP was considered to have the most significant impact, with 
design quality having more weight in the balance of planning 
considerations at determination.  
 
A variety of approaches to training and support were reported, 
including: 
— Informal / ad hoc events 
— Bi-annual training events  
— Updates on Design Review held with Planning Committee 

Members  
— Annual design charrettes including Officers and Councillors  
— Study tours and workshops scheduled at regular intervals 

throughout the year 
 
As most DRPs are funded by fees paid by Applicants, the 
capacity for additional support outside DRP meetings 
depended on the availability of additional funding or on panel 
members delivering training as part of a contract with an 
external provider, as part of a package of services or on a 
voluntary basis. 
 
7. COUNCILLORS HAVE EXPRESSED INTEREST IN 

ENGAGING WITH THE DRP 
Interest by Members in engaging with DRP meetings and with 
study tours and training was expressed at an Annual Review 
meeting where Members had not previously engaged. This 
suggested that the benefits of engaging with design 
discussions were recognised, both in terms of informing 
decisions when determining individual schemes, and for 
upskilling Members more generally in design knowledge and 
understanding.  
 
Responses included: 
— How can we give clearer and more professional advice to 

applicants? 
— How can we ask the right questions at the right time? 
— How can we see what has changed as a result of the Quality 

Review Panel? 
 

The positive expression of interest by Members in engaging 
with the DRP at LB Havering coincided with the current public 
health crisis and a proposed study tour has been postponed 
until further notice. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
There is a need for more guidance on how to encourage 
engagement of Members with DRPs and for structured 
mechanisms for doing so. Through the recommendations and 
resources set out below, this Practice Note proposes steps that 
can bring benefits to both Members and Officers to support the 
planning and delivery of well-designed places. The 
recommendations are not prescriptive and local circumstances 
may provide reasons for variations in practice, with the most 
appropriate way to include Members being dependent on the 
specific structure of each Local Authority and the Terms of 
Reference of each DRP.  
 
1. ENCOURAGE ENGAGEMENT OF MEMBERS WITH 

DESIGN REVIEW PANELS 
The engagement of elected Members with DRPs can be highly 
beneficial for the planning and delivery of well-designed 
places, since planning decisions depend on balancing 
competing interests and making informed judgements against 
local, regional or national policy frameworks, including design 
policy. Explaining the value of Design Review to Members in 
terms of informing design understanding can overcome 
barriers to engagement, particularly when this takes place at 
an early stage in the panel inception / set-up, building 
confidence in Design Review as an integral part of the pre-app 
process. 
 
2. ENCOURAGE A VARIETY OF METHODS OF ONGOING 

ENGAGEMENT 
Engagement might be through involvement of Members in 
DRP set up and induction, attendance of DRP meetings, 
attendance of design training and / or attendance of Annual 
Reviews. It can also be through briefing Members on the 
recommendations of the DRP before or during Planning 
Committee meetings. Each of these can be effective ways of 
ensuring not only that planning is a democratic process, but 
also that those making planning decisions understand the full 
complexity of design considerations and decision-making as 
well as the impact of developments on the people who will be 
most affected by them.  
 
3. RESOURCES 
A series of resources accompany these recommendations and 
include a ‘Checklist for Officers’ and a ‘Guidance for Members’ 
document. These can be adapted to suit the users’ Authority 
and suggest a set of actions that represent good practice when 
seeking to engage Members with DRPs through any of the 
above mechanisms. The resources can be downloaded from 
publicpractice.org.uk/resources. Public Practice welcome 
feedback on the findings and recommendations set out in this 
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Practice Note to help update current resources and inform 
future research. Please contact us at 
info@publicpractice.org.uk. 
 
NEXT STEPS 
This Practice Note has investigated the processes of engaging 
Members with DRPs. To take these findings further, there are a 
number of areas of research that would benefit from further 
development:  
 
— Testing of the ‘Checklist’ and ‘Guidance’ resources by 

Authorities starting to engage Members in DRP meetings 
through implementation of recommendations. 

— Tracking the impact of engagement of Members with DRPs on 
design knowledge and understanding at Planning Committee 
meetings. 

— Continuing to work with the Design Review Network and UDL to 
share best practice on engaging Members and to establish a 
community of practitioners to implement advice and improve the 
quality of Design Review service provision. 

— Developing best practice approaches to Planning Committee 
meetings and briefings, for example when interim presentations 
on applications are held, how planning applicants are 
presented, how community consultation is integrated, and how 
briefing sessions take place between Officers and Members.  

— Develop best practice approaches to setting up and running 
Community Design Review Panels. 

— Measuring the impact of design review by continuing to conduct 
surveys from the Practice Note PN003.12 

 
 
RELATED EVENT 
This Practice Note was discussed at a roundtable event hosted by 
Public Practice on 2 June, 2020. A record of this event can be found 
here. 
  

 
12 publicpractice.org.uk/resources/measuring-design-review 
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The planning system works best when planning decisions 
are made based on well-informed judgements and well-
balanced considerations. Design quality is one of many 
considerations, but one which has moved higher up the 
national policy agenda in recent times. Design Review has 
also become an integral part of the planning process, with 
many Authorities now having Design Review Panels to 
support the planning and delivery of well-designed places.

A planning committee is the principal decision-making 
forum on planning matters and good practice requires that 
Members are kept informed of current planning policy. 
Well-informed judgements about design as a planning 
consideration require an up-to-date understanding of the 
principles of good urban design.

This Practice Note explores how engagement of Members 
with Design Review Panels can help to improve the quality 
of development and sets out a series of measures that 
Authorities can take to engage the decision-makers at 
Planning Committee with design discussions and training. 
The Practice Note is accompanied by a Checklist and 
Guidance document which can be used by Authorities.

#CapacityBuilding #Design #DesignReview #Impact 
#DesignGovernance #PlanningProcess #PreApplication 

Practice Notes and other resources are available 
to download at www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources

http://www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources

