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Abstract

This paper tests some theoretical models of partnership by examining a specific partnership between a local authority and other private partners in the regeneration of a former naval base and industrial site at Rosyth in Fife.  It suggests developments of models of partnership, based upon Mackintosh (1992) but revised in the context of the early 21st century political environment, which are focused upon a modernisation model as a pre-requisite for a policy synergy model and a resource synergy model.
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1. Introduction

The term partnership has become much used in the context of local economic development, particularly in the past 15-20 years. Indeed, creating a partnership often appears to be an end in itself.  There is, however, a need to develop a better theoretical understanding of the development and operation of such partnerships (McQuaid, 2000).  There has been a wide range of studies and evaluation material concerning specific partnership processes, many having of which resulted in the illumination of best practice to advise practitioners on effective co-operation.  Vangen and Huxham (1998, p 20) refer to these as ‘how to do it guides’ usually set out in the form of stages to be tackled.  There have also been some studies that have explored the theoretical basis of local economic development partnerships and suggested frameworks for analysing such partnerships.  For example, Mackintosh (1992) offers three “models” of partnership, essentially simplifications or partial formalisations of the different processes at work within partnerships. She urged further evaluation and policy analysis into the effects of partnership schemes within partner organisations (specifying in this instance local authorities) and into the scope for policy to influence the form of these effects.

Hastings (1996) sought to further develop this framework in the context of analysing Scottish urban partnerships.  McQuaid (1994, 1999) established a systematic framework for analysing local economic development partnerships.  The growing range of contributors indicates the significance of partnership to economic development and the importance of devising both a theoretical and practical understanding of how partnerships are created and operated. 

This paper tests theoretical models and frameworks, particularly those developed by Mackintosh (1992) and adapted by Hastings (1996), by examining a specific partnership between a local authority and other private partners in the regeneration of a former naval base and industrial site at Rosyth in Fife.  Annex 1 summarises the Rosyth 2000 (R2K) partnership. The next section analyses the key issues of the survey of R2K partners. Section 3 compares the results with the Mackintosh model with suggested developments of the model being suggested in section 4. Finally, conclusions are set out in section 5.

2. Survey Analysis

The ultimate aim of the analysis is to reach a view on the extent to which synergy between partners and transformation of partners has occurred.  There follows a summary of observations comparing the Rosyth 2000 partnership with each of Mackintosh’s original three models of synergy, transformation and budget enlargement. 

Partnership Aims and Objectives

The existence of a common framework or vision to which all the partners signed up to at the outset was a distinct advantage.  Crucially, all the Rosyth 2000 partners felt they had a shared role in this.  This was not an overly rigid agreement and could be adapted as the partnership developed.  The objective was, however, related to a single site and was broad in terms of regeneration and job creation.  Partners did have individual goals, which were not mutually exclusive of the overall objectives. However, while they thought they were aware of each other’s respective ‘organisational’ goals this was not always the case.  Research showed that there was a mismatch in understanding that may have caused tension later in the process.  

Vangen and Huxham (1998) identified the danger of making assumptions about goals.  This was not ‘fatal’ in this case and it could be argued that to have attempted to clarify these ‘meta goals’ at the outset would have splintered the relationship.  The research illustrated that the private sector in particular does not lay a great emphasis on ‘hindsight’.  There is also a degree of individual partner goals shifting as the partnership itself progresses.  Indeed in the instance of R2K it may be that the initial success of the partnership led to shifting of attitudes among partner organisations.  The findings appear to support the view that elements of self-preservation were tempered by a strong central direction setting.

The tightness of the partnership assisted in gaining agreement, being consistent with the literature, for example Axelrod (1984), in that where the number of players who simultaneously interact increases, agreement becomes more difficult.  Finally, the interviews also showed the importance of ‘personal goals’ or objectives to the process.  Some were explicit such as the commitment of the Chairman although the research also detected a more general strong sense of personal ownership and commitment to what is now perceived to be a successful partnership.

Structure, Relationships, Skills and Leadership

The structure of the partnership, as configured in a working party/board structure, was viewed as a success.  The senior levels of representatives were an important factor in this.  The decision making structure was fairly clear-cut.  The overall conclusion was that partners generally felt that they were playing an important and effective role in the partnership.

Utilising secondary data from a consultants’ study by Robinson & Waugh (1999) a public-private partnership model of R2K can split the people and roles into:

The Champion – on the Board


The Bricoleur – Working Party Members


The Honest Broker – Independent


The Architect – Development

This is illustrated graphically in Figure 1.

Figure 1 ABOUT HERE.

The model is useful but there was also a developmental role within the working party and the singular form of “the architect” is not entirely appropriate to R2K.  There was little evidence of mischief-makers or ‘pirates’ in the partnership, perhaps as a result of the commitment to R2K from the top of each organisation.  Certainly, there were bureaucratic and technical aspects to overcome, for example in the attraction of EU grant to the process.  This could not be said to hinder the partnership even if it appeared so in the short term.  The shaded area in Figure 1 has been added to best illustrate the sphere of partner contributions to R2K.

The model of effectively contracting major elements of the R2K project management to another company did lead to an element of confusion in terms of lines of responsibility.  However, the research would seem to illustrate the benefits of entrusting others to implement specific and specialist aspects of the project.  This may contrast with models where direct and sole delivery of a service can sometimes be more efficient.  It suggests that partnerships need not be involved in all aspects of implementation.

The partnership appeared to be at its strongest in key tasks such as the purchase of the site to be developed, establishing a vision and master plan for the regeneration of the site, in the attraction of external funding and engaging with other external interests.  A recognition that there was a ‘second phase’ of competitive interest would, in retrospect, have been an advantage in redefining the purpose of the partnership.

There is a danger of compromise and ‘fudge’ in decision-making although this did not seem to be a negative factor in the R2K partnership.  The strength of leadership was important and the existence of two or three relatively neutral parties or ‘honest brokers’ was highly beneficial in reaching tough decisions and avoiding protracted disputes.

The partnership comprised a range of broad and complementary skills.  This was in part due to the fact that initially being a private sector venture the configuration was based on ‘compatibility’ rather than ‘necessity’.  All partners had a specific contribution to make rather than being involved in an observing capacity.  The issue of power was not explicitly discussed in the questionnaire/interview although from the discussions a number of interesting observations can be made.

The partnership benefited from a natural leader who exercised authority where necessary.  Considering the framework of Darwin (1999), although described as a 'dominant power' the leader could also be viewed as 'conciliative' in that the partnership was viewed in terms of an informal network of power.  It would be overly simplistic to suggest this was merely down to the higher level of financial risk taken by this person’s organisation.  There was considerable profile and personal commitment made by the Chairman of R2K giving him status and influence or ‘informal power’ with other partners.  Although there is no definite evidence, there may be a case of partners seeking to gain legitimacy in a tightly-knit partnership, being motivated by the on-going relationships possible as a result of a successful partnership outcome, i.e. “enlarging the shadow of the future” (Axelrod, 1984).  

Other parties placed an equal financial stake into the partnership although the case study did demonstrate that the nature of influence differed.  Much of the support was ‘in kind’ and although the up-front contribution was as described by Darwin (1999) ‘out of the black box of resources’ the other skills and capabilities were released on a gradual basis (and at little or no charge to the partnership) as trust developed.

Power in many ways was vested in the expertise and role of the individual partners.  For example, the Council’s democratic legitimacy and regulating role was instrumental in affording it the ‘honest broker’ role.  There was an element of ‘zero-positive’ power relations in that the partnership enhanced the power of all partners.  The Council, as a partner, was careful to separate its regulatory role in respect of development activities of the R2K partnership from its role as a R2K partner (and there is no suggestion the roles were compromised). However, there was undoubtedly a benefit to the private partners in circumventing any potential delays through the close relationship forged.  Likewise, the Council representatives gained positive contacts and future investment opportunities from the private partners.

In terms of Darwin’s framework, the R2K partnership realistically fell within the ‘political arena’ where there was considerable scope for conflict and the exercise of power plays.  Although there were examples of individual partners seeking maximum advantage for their perspective the recognition of the long-term benefits of partnership unity combined with effective leadership moved the partnership back to Darwin’s ‘pluralist arena’.

There was a distinct culture to the partnership, a relatively informal style and indeed a strong sense of loyalty to Rosyth 2000.  The relative stability of the personnel involved fostered a determination to see the process through.  There was evidence of some ‘backstage activity’ usually involving bilateral contact to and from the Chairman.  This generally took the form of ‘positioning’ prior to Board meetings.  There did not appear to be excessive use of what Darwin described as a ‘set of unwritten rules’.  The majority of issues were raised at working party meetings or board meetings themselves.

Impact and Sustainability

In relation to the original aims of regenerating the former MoD site, and bringing it back into productive use, the R2K partnership has to be regarded as a success.  McQuaid (1999) highlighted the importance of the total output or partnership welfare being seen to be greater than individual action as well as individual gain.  As one interviewee made clear – “individual partners need to be seen getting something out of it”.

The collective action of the partnership has in this instance been viewed as conferring benefits not open to partners acting individually.  The ‘preferred bidder status’ for the site and access to European grants are two examples.  Individual partners have also seen benefits.  The public partner, Fife Council, has seen job creating uses return to the site and the private sector partners, although reticent about precise benefits, have derived commercial gain albeit for some on a longer timescale.  All partners look likely to get back the initial loan investment to the development.

An important point is the relative cost of paying for this gain.  In the case of R2K a relatively clear formula of up front costs or inputs was supplemented by other external funding, primarily European grants.  Most importantly the development has proved to be a commercial success resulting in a net gain.  Although there was a degree of tension around the possibility of further core contributions being made (as cash flow had become an issue) the partnership was not severely tested on this issue.  The key point seems to be that in a public-private partnership, commercial viability is the main test.  The public sector, through contributions and access to grants, may help to lessen the risk of not achieving investment returns by plugging the funding gap.  However this needs to be balanced with the concerns highlighted in the literature (e.g. Brindley and Stoker (1988) and CLES (1992)) of not over subsidising commercial interest.  Although not examined in detail, excessive subsidy was not immediately evident from the study.

The R2K partnership was certainly distinct in that the original owner of the site was a public sector body (Ministry of Defence), the local MP was also Chancellor of the Exchequer and the project had a recognisable project champion.  However, the land deal was commercial in nature and whilst the other factors proved advantageous in giving R2K profile and drive there were no special dispensation given which would render the partnership unique.  The project champion as a catalyst and driving force is a model which can be replicated and political influence was seen to be a factor more readily achievable through partnership working.

Axelrod (1994) spoke of “binding people into long term multi relationships” as a means of increasing the importance of the future relative to the present.  The R2K study has given the respective partners recognition of where their respective strengths lie in relation to the partnership and the proof is in the current actions of the partnership in seeking to build on the success of R2K by continuing the partnership.  There remains a degree of self-interest in this by individual parties but the challenge for economic development is to secure wider benefits through maximising private sector leverage.  There remains the real possibility of further reduction in defence related employment in the area and the challenge to diversify the employment base becomes more important.

The study also revealed the impact the partnership has had on spin-off developments.  The relationships forged and developed through partnership have had a significant bearing on the development of these projects.  The same cocktail of idea generation, leadership and combined public and private sector skills have been used to good effect.  Other partners have been brought on board such as Universities, the local Enterprise Company and DERA, the defence evaluation and research establishment with a presence at Rosyth.  They have added their own specific skills.  This has not been without tension, particularly the extent to which this is being driven by individual partners without the long-term commitment of other agencies.  As one interviewee noted there is a “need to supplement good ideas with a keener awareness of how we run these projects”.

3. Comparison With the Mackintosh Models

The three models of partnership process identified by Mackintosh (1992) were inspired by the politics of the time, described as “the privatisation of public policy”.  A number of observations can be made when comparing Rosyth 2000, a contemporary partnership, with Mackintosh’s three models.

Synergy?

Synergy in this context refers to the additional benefits of agencies acting together rather than severally.  This model was said to have a particular resonance with the United Kingdom because of the strong conception about the cultural and economic differences between the public and private sector.  Although the R2K partnership was perceived by some as ‘a private sector joint venture involving a public sector partner’ rather than a ‘public-private partnership’ the distinctiveness of ‘public’ and ‘private’ were clearly recognised.

To this extent, the R2K partnership resembled the ‘synergy model’ in that resources, skills and power were combined effectively to the benefit of both ‘public’ and ‘private’ without changing the culture of the partners themselves.  It has to be said however that there is no conclusive evidence from the current case study that this added value in terms of increased effectiveness or efficiency over and above single agency delivery.  The case study also illustrated that partners played to their individual strengths.  However based on the refinement of the model by Hastings (1996) the evidence would suggest that there was a degree of ‘resource synergy’, not so much in terms of short-term profit, but in terms of the medium term commercial viability.

The assessment of ‘policy synergy’ is of particular interest.  From the study there was no substantial evidence of new perspectives or innovative solutions being developed within the partner organisations themselves as a result of the partnership activity.  However, the partnership had distinct aims, achieving the regeneration of a particular site, and it may be that the synergy effects in terms of policy have not extended to any significant degree within the organisations themselves.  This may occur over time.  Certainly, there has been a form of ‘policy synergy’ in that a number of other innovative project solutions are being developed, many involving the same partners involved in R2K.  This sustained ‘second phase’ joint working may yet engender further policy synergy between the organisations.

Transformation? 

The transformation model was based in a political climate where central government was seeking to reform the public sector on a more market-led model.  From the study there is no firm evidence of this uni-directional struggle for transformation envisaged by Mackintosh.  There was little evidence of partners trying to move the objectives and culture of the other more towards their own ideas.  In general there was a mutual respect.  Again, this may be partly due to the relatively focused nature of the partnership.

The aims and objectives of R2K were generic in nature and this avoided the need for hard choices to be made in the early stages as the partnership developed.  There were undoubtedly issues where ‘transformation’ pressures were evident such as the means by which the private sector conducted its contracting.  For example, the Council viewed open and competitive tendering as a value for money method of operation.  The private sector preferred to use a system of contracting based more on contacts and mutual advantage.  Mackintosh (1992, p. 217) described the perception of this as “secrecy and top down decision making encouraged by the deal culture”.  The public sector perspective prevailed in this instance largely because of European funding grant conditions. 

A more positive example was the recognition by the Council that taking part in the partnership had helped to break down stereotypical images of how the private sector operated.  The R2K partnership relationship could be more likened to the adaptation by Hastings of a mutual transformation whereby reciprocal challenges are made to the pre-existing culture and where partners seek to learn as well as aspire to teach.  Indeed one interviewee noted that: “the public and the private sector can work effectively together but in some partnerships the public sector has been trying to be something it isn’t”.  Overall, rather than trying to ‘transform’ there was a recognition that each partner should play to their strengths.

The Government and the Scottish Executive in Scotland have set out the challenge to public sector bodies to modernise.  The emphasis is on a more responsive, effective and efficient delivery of services.  There has not however been a drive or dogma to imply that this means imposing private sector models of operation.  Likewise, there is an expectation from Government that the private sector should be more committed to contributing towards regeneration by reviewing their short-term and risk-averse methods of assessing investment.  Whilst some transformation pressures are evident the study has not found the ‘transformation model’ to be altogether relevant.  Unlike the assessment of Scottish Urban partnerships by Hastings (1996), there was no firm evidence of a uni-directional form of transformation.

Budget Enlargement?

The R2K partnership demonstrated many of the properties of the ‘budget enlargement’ model.  From the outset, the joint venture between the partners was pulled together by a common external objective of securing the site at a fair price from the Ministry of Defence.  This was a form of budget enlargement (looking towards longer-term value).  This process may indeed have acted as a form of bonding for the partnership.

More specifically, the public-private partnership was essential for maximising resources from European structural fund grants which because of the rules in force, needed to be channelled through the public sector, in this instance Fife Council as the ‘lead body’.  Consistent with the budget enlargement model these grants acted as a subsidy to the partnership investment and thus reduced the risk.  Mackintosh referred to external resources as a form of ‘glue’.  This was certainly a pivotal factor in the success of the R2K project evidenced by the fact that all interviewees made mention of it.  There is also evidence to suggest that Fife Council with a reducing capital budget capability could not have fronted this type of regeneration investment unaided.

The R2K partnership came together voluntarily rather than being ‘forced’ together as part of a competing challenge fund bid.  This may have been advantageous in that partners were selected on their merits and with complementary skills.  Although there is no hard evidence this may have contributed to the sustainability of the partnership.

In summary, although Mackintosh did not intend that the three models be considered separately, in comparison with the models discussed above.  In the case study it is evident that two elements of the models of partnership were certainly present with the third element of transformation less so.  The complexity of relationships within partnerships is such that definitive judgements are difficult.  

4. Refinement of Theoretical Models

Vangen and Huxham (1998, page 29) called for more help in carrying out  “complex collaborations”.  They pointed out that whilst the ‘best practice guides’ are useful for general lessons it may be that presenting a simplified picture of partnership is unhelpful in that they can be situation-specific.  Advice may indeed be misleading.  On the other hand, theoretical models can be impractical in that they are not readily transferable for use by an end audience, so there is a need to design a process which would facilitate a transfer of useful theoretical insight as opposed to a ‘how to do it guide’.

Mackintosh’s models of partnership, conceived in the early 1990’s under a different political situation remain relevant and useable as a process but could be refined, particularly in that it was claimed that all three models were required for partnership to work at that time:

a) The modernisation of Government agenda is inextricably linked with regeneration and should be a pre-requisite for partnership models.  A central component of the modernising agenda is a sharper focus on customer focus and value for money.  There is an emphasis on performance measurement and levering private resources to assist wherever possible.  The New Labour party has accepted an enabling role for Government and has sought to commit to the forces of the market and the benefits of public-private partnership (Falconer et al, 1999, p. 67) as a means of addressing market failure.  Such collaboration between agencies/organisations requires ‘distinct competencies’ as opposed to a State-imposed direct solution and in some ways could be said to preserve the mystique of the market.  Compared to policies of earlier governments there appears to be a less exclusionary approach and a rejection of strict adherence to an ideology. 

The endorsement of pragmatism combined with a commitment to de-centralisation and local responsibility for local decisions provides an opportunity for local agencies.  Public bodies including local authorities need to be confident and strong.  Carley et al (2000, p. 3) highlighted the importance of organisational culture which can be altered to embrace partnership.  The importance of attitudes and values are important here.  That study noted that the private sector have little patience with ‘talking shops’ – they would expect streamlined decision making structures and the local public organisations to be empowered to take decisions.  Transformation could therefore be replaced by ‘Modernisation’ as being a pre-requisite of successful partnership in today’s political climate. Modernisation of the public sector is not always predicated on having to be like the private sector (or vice versa), but by adopting private sector values and techniques where appropriate.

‘Transformation’ as a distinct model would appear to be of less relevance.  Although there was some evidence in the study of the mutual transformation referred to by Hastings (1996), in that the public body in particular sought to adapt working practices as a result of their involvement in the partnership, this was voluntary and pragmatic.  It is unlikely to have occurred if this was a forced politicised agenda.  There has in the past few years been an absence of ‘top-down’ dogmatic pressures from Government perhaps best evidenced by the removal of compulsory competitive tendering (CCT) in favour of the more ‘voluntary’ best value regime for local authorities.  Certainly, from the case study there is little evidence of the private sector being interested in transforming the public sector as an objective in itself.  Indeed there appears to be a need to separate this transformation agenda and to seek to effectively de-politicise partnerships.  

An example of the politicisation of local economic partnerships is Local Enterprise Companies (LECs) in Scotland, set up in 1991 as companies limited by guarantee and acclaimed as a “more effective market driven system….and a true partnership with the private sector” - Industry Department for Scotland (1988, page 27).  The involvement of a majority of private sector representatives on the Board has brought valuable expertise to decision making but they have not necessarily transformed the way services are delivered or taken up in the local economy.  LECs have never operated as “employer led groups bidding to deliver three year performance based contracts” – envisaged by the Industry Department for Scotland (1988, p. 15).  Although LECs may have been successful in levering private sector investment there is no evidence that the LEC model in itself has been responsible. 

b) Synergy remains the ‘ideal’ partnership model.  The public and the private sector remain as distinct entities.  This model is most likely to ensure the sustainability of benefits from partnership working in that the differences are explicitly recognised and the assets, skills and power bases of the respective partners are mutually reinforcing.  Hastings’ (1996) consequent sub-division was helpful – ‘policy synergy’ is dependent on ‘resource synergy’ in that the study has shown that ‘there has to be something in it for me’.  This is a fundamental requirement in itself, so fundamental that it requires a separate model (see below).

c) Resource Synergy is worthy of being a distinct model in that it explicitly recognises the dangers of excessive public subsidy to commercial interests by viewing partnership financing in a holistic way.  Such a model would also recognise more explicitly other non-financial resources such as land value, skills, time, prestige etc.

Budget enlargement as conceived in the original model is more external in that it implies attaining funds from a third party.  While this has undoubtedly been significant for the study partnership, and will continue to be for this and other regeneration partnerships, it does not recognise the sustainability of the partnership activity.  Partnerships will generally view a combination of resources that can help to minimise risk to the venture both internal and external to that partnership.  The reality for many public agencies is that in a period of neutral or declining budgets the maximisation of private funding is essential.   A partnership predicated on external budget enlargement in itself would often not be sustainable.  For example, European structural funds seek to contribute ‘minimum grant necessary’ and to reduce or taper grant support as the internal capability of the partnership increases. 

A revision of Mackintosh’s models of partnership aligning with the 21st century political environment would therefore be:

· Modernisation Model as a pre-requisite for;

· Policy Synergy Model and ;

· Resource Synergy Model

As Mackintosh pointed out, there will always be ambiguity in the combination of models due to the complexity of partnership processes.  They are not viewed as strict models for evaluation.  They are seen to better reflect the broader political agenda of modernisation, de-centralisation, empowerment and value for money.  Local authorities should be better able to rise to this challenge in participating in effective public-private partnerships.

5. Conclusions

Whilst regeneration partnerships are clearly making progress in developing effective processes, there is a recognition that significant work remains if these models are to be commonplace and sustainable.  Partnerships do not yet routinely deliver productive, effective collaboration and as yet there is an absence of a wider vision of what Government expects of them.

Government has to be realistic in where the private sector can be most effectively engaged.  An allotted number of seats on a local economic development agency or local economic forum may not in themselves be the answer.  Building on the lessons of process and setting a positive framework to encourage joint venture companies that embrace both public sector ethos and private sector commercial expertise on the basis of specific initiatives may be a more productive step.

The political climate for local authorities is relatively more stable in that their democratic legitimacy and local autonomy is recognised to a greater degree by government.  Removing restrictions for local authorities to enter into public-private partnerships and giving them the space and freedom to innovate at the local level is important.  Similarly, local development agencies should continue to engage although local agreement will be required to avoid wasteful duplication.  The study has illustrated that ‘top-down’ pressures for transformation are less evident although the control on local public expenditure remains tight.  Most crucially, the pressure to modernise, to be more effective and efficient and to be customer-orientated is evident.

Regeneration can be aided by effective strategic management and good management techniques within a clearly defined framework.  If regeneration can be assisted by fostering private enterprise and its associated resources then the opportunity should be grasped.  This is a major challenge.  It need not imply loss of strategic authority for the public sector.  Rosyth 2000 for example has shown that there can be benefits to both public and private sectors, best evidenced by the plans for its continuation as a strategic partnership seeking to generate further employment opportunities in and around the site. Finally, while existing theories of partnership are useful, they must be developed in light of more recent evidence and experience.
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Annex A

Rosyth 2000

In view of the impending closure of the naval base and the associated loss of jobs, the initial idea of an integrated response to re-generating the Rosyth site came from the Bank of Scotland Chairman Gavin Masterton in the latter part of 1994.  The initial Rosyth 2000 suggestion was to put together a private sector consortium to purchase and re-develop both the naval base and adjoining dockyard site.  A number of partners were involved in negotiation and a joint venture company was established in 1995 comprising four partners (see following paragraph).  The public sector through Fife Regional Council, Dunfermline District Council, Fife Enterprise and other partners (South Fife Partnership – Agenda for Action) were also developing a number of strategic responses.  The partnership initially made the case to retain the naval base and its associated employment while simultaneously seeking to develop plans for the regeneration of the naval base and dockyard if required. The partners in the Rosyth 2000 (R2K) joint venture are:

· The Bank of Scotland 

· Forth Ports plc 

· Scottish Power plc                                                                       

· Babcock Facilities Management Ltd

· Fife Council

Senior members of the partner organisations were interviewed in depth, as part of this study. One author had also had involvement while working for one of the partners.

Figure 1 – Rosyth 2000 : Partner Roles and Dynamics
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Source: adapted from Robinson and Waugh (1999)
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