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Abstract
The twinning model has been used to develop a wide array of political, economic 
and cultural relationships that connect communities and institutions in the United 
Kingdom with counterparts overseas. However, where local governments were 
once among the most ardent promoters of twinning, years of austerity coupled with 
changing processes of financial rationalisation, have led many councils to question 
the value of these relationships. Today, fewer British local authorities are taking up 
new twinnings and some have even been involved in a process of quiet ‘untwinning’. 
This paper takes pause to examine what might be lost with this set of changes—it 
asks: just what is of value of twinning? Taking a cue from ongoing debates in the 
field of cultural policy studies, it advocates for a broadening and deepening of the 
operational concept of ‘public value’ to better account for the manifold ways that 
twinning can deliver pro-social benefits to British communities and their partners.

Keywords  Twinning · Sister cities · Community linking · Public value · United 
Kingdom

Introduction

‘Twinning’ refers to the construction of formal or informal ties between towns, cit-
ies, institutions or localities usually located in different countries. Inspired in part by 
the earlier pacifist, anarchist and social reformist movements of the late nineteenth 
century, the practice of twinning only really blossomed and spread after World War 
II, as national governments in Europe sought to promote peace and cooperation 
among communities torn apart by recent conflict (Clarke 2009; Gaspari 2002). The 
twinnings of the post-war period centred on family and schools-based exchanges 
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with a substantial cultural content (Handley 2006). In this sense, they may be under-
stood as an experiment in applied cultural diplomacy, targeted at building a ‘positive 
peace’ (Galtung 1964) in the context of beleaguered, fragile, and divided national 
communities. The intra-European twinning project experienced a number of addi-
tional boosts in the twentieth century. These largely followed the progress of expan-
sion of the European Economic Community and later the European Union, together 
with other political events such as the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1991 and the corre-
sponding ‘opening up’ of Eastern Germany and the former Soviet bloc.

As of 2006, there were over 2000 formal twinnings where one partner was a UK 
town or locality. Whilst the vast majority of these were intra-European partnerships, 
some 25% saw a British locality partnering with a constituency outside of Europe 
(Handley 2006). This reflected a general trend through which, from the late 1970s 
to the mid 2000s, twinning became a model with a more global uptake and a much-
broadened agenda. Formal—that is, ‘council-endorsed’—links were complemented 
by numerous informal or de-facto twinnings, friendship ties and project-based activ-
ities, involving not just towns or cities but also trade unions, cooperatives, schools, 
hospitals, as well as other public services and technical bodies (Ryan 2020a, b). 
In this respect, twinning can no longer be understood solely in terms of munici-
pal diplomacy aimed at bolstering the "high politics" of peace and international 
cooperation. In recent decades, it has evolved into a more inclusive and amorphous 
practice through which local and intermediary levels of government, as well as a 
wide array of civil society groups have been able to pursue their own agendas and 
passions. Today’s twinning and friendship associations include diasporic communi-
ties connecting with ‘home’, educators seeking to foster intercultural learning, artists 
pursuing collaborations with counterparts abroad, activists extending solidarity or 
material assistance to besieged communities overseas as well as development practi-
tioners seeking alternative strategies for technical cooperation with the Global South 
(ibid.). For this reason, contemporary British twinning practice can be difficult to 
categorise. On the one hand it sits, sometimes uneasily, at the intersections of state 
and civic/voluntary action. On the other, it bridges cultural policy with other agen-
das such as economic development and trade, peace-building and global education.

Despite the incredibly rich variety of activity that has been initiated under the 
banner of twinning within and beyond British borders, the practice has recently 
come under increasing scrutiny from politicians, media commentators and parts of 
the public. Where local governments were formerly the main promoters of twin-
ning, ever scarcer resources in a climate of austerity, coupled with changing pro-
cesses of financial rationalisation at the municipal level, have led many city, district 
and county councils to question the value of these relationships. Today, fewer local 
councils in the UK are taking up new twinnings with overseas partners and some 
have even been involved in a process of silent ‘untwinning’, whereby the resources, 
officers and institutional knowledge required to maintain international relationships 
are repurposed and/or lost amid wider processes of restructuring and slimlining. 
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Based on three years of in-depth research, comprising of over 60 semi-structured 
interviews1 with a variety of twinning associations and friendship links2, umbrella 
organisations3 and local authorities, this paper takes pause to examine what has—or 
might be—lost with this set of changes. It seeks to answer the questions: just what 
is of value of twinning? and, how should this value be conceptualised? Taking a cue 
from ongoing debates in the field of cultural policy studies, it advocates for a broad-
ening and deepening of the operational concept of ‘public value’ to better account 
for the manifold ways that twinning can deliver prosocial benefits to British com-
munities and their overseas counterparts. In particular, we develop a four-pronged 
typology of value against which most twinning activities can be mapped.

Evidencing worth? A cautionary tale from cultural policy studies

The public value of twinning in the British context is something that has scarcely 
been examined by researchers. However, the concept and question of public value 
has been extensively discussed and dissected in the broader field of cultural pol-
icy analysis. Superficially, public value can be perceived to be about the politics 
of ‘value for money’ and the idea of economic returns on government investment 
(Walmsley and Oliver 2011). However, cultural policy scholars have pushed back 
against this narrow economistic framing, challenging it on both methodological and 
normative grounds. The debates that have played out in the arena of cultural pol-
icy studies are of the utmost relevance to those engaged in twinning practice today, 
providing a cautionary tale for groups facing accelerated pressures to ‘prove their 
worth’.

Cultural policy can be understood as the sum of a government’s activities with 
respect to the arts (Mulcahy 2006). This includes the for-profit cultural industries, 
museums and galleries, popular and folkloric activities as well as a range of projects 
in education, heritage and conservation (Ibid). For much of the twentieth century, 
British cultural policy was guided by somewhat abstract notions such as national 
prestige and excellence (Holden 2006). However, in recent decades, cultural policy 
discourse has shifted, with the arts and cultural events coming to be regarded as eco-
nomic activities capable of generating national income (Belfiore 2004). Alongside 
this, there has been a significant increase in the amount of private investment in the 
arts; as well as a much broader embrace of targets, data management and impact 
measurement (O’Brien 2013; Crossick and Kaszynska 2016).

Authors trace these shifts back to reforms initiated by Margaret Thatcher’s gov-
ernment during the 1980s and particularly the New Public Management (NPM) 
framework pursued at this juncture (Stevenson et al. 2010; Hood 1991). Proponents 
of NPM posited that a reduced role for government, increased marketization and 

1  Participants were selected on the basis of their immersion into the ‘field’ (qua Bourdieu) of twinning 
practice. We have changed all participants’ names in order to protect their identities.
2  We use the term ‘twinning association’ to designate a formal (that is, council-endorsed) twinning and 
‘friendship link’ to designate an informal twinning.
3  We use the term “umbrella organisation” to describe any governmental or non-governmental entity 
that plays the role of a knowledge bank, coordinating body or ‘switchboard’ for twinning relationships.
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greater reliance on competition, incentives and private contractual arrangements 
would result in improved outcomes for most policy sectors. Belfiore (2004) explains 
how, in the wider context of the Thatcherite reforms of the 1980s, acquiescence to 
NPM was more a matter of survival for the British cultural sector than a choice. 
In a climate of great uncertainty about future public funding, it became a priority 
for arts organisations to develop cases for continued state support. Hence, a series 
of increasingly transactional arguments for arts subsidies began to circulate. These 
were premised on the idea that the cultural and creative sector could make a strong 
‘return’ on the government’s ‘investment’, due to its potential for “job creation, tour-
ism promotion, invisible earnings, and its contribution to urban—as well as social—
regeneration” (Belfiore 2004, p. 184).

Whilst some scholars celebrated NPM as a model of efficiency (Hood 1991; 
Osborne and Gaebler 1992), others were considerably less effusive in their analysis, 
pointing to the framework’s inability to meet certain public sector principles relating 
to scrutiny, accountability and inclusivity (Feldman and Khademian 2001; Beck Jør-
gensen 1999). Within the arts and cultural sector specifically, there were severe criti-
cisms levelled at the kinds of methodologies adopted to track and trace art value. 
For example, the exchange-value of art objects was increasingly favoured over their 
use and non-use values (Gray 2000; Holden 2006). Moreover, earlier justifications 
for supporting the arts, which had been premised on aesthetic judgement, intrinsic 
worth or cultural excellence were swiftly way-sided in favour of things that could be 
more easily quantified and audited. Audience sizes, ticket revenues and percentage 
contribution to GDP displaced more amorphous and totalising objectives like bol-
stering the national prestige. In sum, a narrower and more instrumental understand-
ing of art value prevailed, one that downplayed the idea of aesthetics and culture 
having value in their own right, and instead making state investment in the cultural 
sector conditional upon its ability to achieve other ends and goals.

This instrumental logic continued shaping the cultural policy landscape and dis-
course in the decades that followed. It was retained, for example, as part of the New 
Labour government’s modernisation agenda after 1997. Rather than challenge the 
legacies of NPM, Tony Blair’s government doubled down on existing economic 
rationalisations for arts subsidies and added to them with further instrumental argu-
ments about the positive role that the arts could have in tackling social exclusion and 
immobility (Bonham-Carter 2017).

The rise of an ‘audit culture’ has not been limited to the national level. The long 
arm of NPM has also reached local government and its modes of service provision. 
In the wake of the financial crisis and post-2008 funding cuts, instrumental logics 
have combined with a sort of mission creep, whereby local authorities have been 
forced to devise creative strategies to try and maintain existing operations in the face 
of declining resources. In this context, local government investments in culture are 
now expected to contribute to a much wider range of social and economic objectives 
than was traditionally required. Moreover, the burden of programme and project 
delivery has gradually shifted onto civil society organisations and volunteers.

Cultural policy scholars have highlighted a wide range of problems with deci-
phering ‘value’ based on the instrumental and ancillary benefits of culture. To 
quote Holden (2004, p. 17) “ways of demonstrating benefit have become tortuous, 
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employing ‘complicated and contested assessments of causation’. Worse still, ‘those 
things that [are] easy to measure tend to become objectives, and those that [are not, 
are] downplayed or ignored’. This presents a particular difficulty for the cultural sec-
tor, where much of what is done is not ‘easy to measure’.” The result is that culture 
becomes stuck in ‘service agent’ mode, expected to achieve a range of extraneous 
and ancillary purposes and in doing so, generating ever-growing expectations that 
are ultimately impossible to meet. Moreover, establishing a causal link between cul-
ture and possible economic or social benefits is often challenging since such rela-
tions are complex, may emerge over variegated timeframes and be compounded or 
confounded by a multiplicity of intervening factors.

What emerges from the cultural policy landscape then is a reasonably unified 
view of the need to reframe discussions about cultural value in order to push beyond 
methods and perspectives that normalise instrumental and transactional reasoning. 
Ladkin, McKay and Bojesen (2016) view the rise of instrumentalism and its atten-
dant ‘audit culture’ as symptomatic of a wider hollowing out of the state and weak-
ening of social bonds under neoliberalism. Following this view, the problem isn’t 
just that culture is seen in instrumental terms but that this instrumentality must be 
at the service of the market. In effect then, there has been a dual narrowing. Firstly, 
of cultural value to putatively instrumental needs; and secondly, of instrumental-
ity itself to the pursuit of the economic goals of rationalization and efficiency (as 
opposed to more amorphous social, civic or political goals). Advocating for resist-
ance to these processes, Ladkin, McKay and Bojesen argue that we should be doing 
away with the language of ‘value’ altogether. Whilst many agree with their diag-
nosis, some scholars remain wary of abandoning the language of ‘value’ without 
developing an alternative lexicon for articulating the worth of cultural practice (Bel-
fiore 2004; Holden 2004, 2006; Sandel 2012a, b).

With this aim in mind, Sandel revisits the language of intrinsic value. Lamenting 
“the expansion of markets, and of market values, into spheres of life where they do 
not belong” (Sandel 2012a, b, p. 7), he emphasises how certain goods and sectors 
yield other ‘inner worths’ that extend beyond their commercial or exchange value. 
Sandel is not wrong in this observation: cultural practice is of course irreducible 
to markets and metrics. However, part of the trouble with identifying and articulat-
ing what lies beyond these markets and metrics is that advocates of intrinsic cul-
tural value rely on a weakened ‘value vocabulary’. Whereas in the past philosophers 
related the so-called ‘inner values’ of the arts to beauty, truth, delight and transcend-
ence, the ostensible universality of such experiences has now been largely debunked. 
Post-structural and decolonial interventions have demonstrated that cultural experi-
ences are temporally and geographically specific (Bennett 1997; Holden 2004).

Of course, these changes do not imply a complete loss or destruction of the 
vocabulary on value. Rather, the issue here relates to which voices and perspectives 
get heard. Over the last decade or so, feminist and marxist scholars have made sev-
eral productive interventions in this space, highlighting alternative paradigms and 
extended criteria for articulating value. Among these are Gibson-Graham’s work on 
“diverse economies” (see Gibson-Graham 2008, 2014), emerging scholarship on the 
practice(s) of “commoning” (see Bresnihan and Byrne 2015), as well as Campos, 
Zapata and Ordonez’s (2020) and Shaw’s (2019) scholarship on the slow urbicide 
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of austerity and the urgency of articulating a “right to the world” which places value 
in everyday social infrastructures. As we can see, articulations of value that push 
beyond the instrumental/economic do exist. However, they rarely make it into the 
policy sector, instead remaining confined to the status of ‘alternative discourses/
practices’.

So, just what is the takeaway from all of this? It seems that, whilst there is a good 
case for revisiting the lexicon of ‘inner value’, such arguments need to be divorced 
from the universal and rather re-envisioned in the light of experience and situated 
practice. Moreover, in the wake of austerity and attendant pressures to rationalise 
cultural interventions in strict, temporally bound, economic terms, it is important to 
carve out space for the discussion and recognition of more amorphous instrumen-
tal values, keeping in mind that some cultural practices will by nature entail fuzzy, 
imprecise, temporally confounding and even transversal lines of causality. In the 
sections that follow, we seek to demonstrate how such a broadening and deepening 
of the operational concept of value can help us to better understand what members 
of the public gain from involvement in ‘twinning’.

The case of twinning

Over the last fifty years, the practice of twinning has broadened, deepened and trans-
formed such that it now encompasses a wide variety of economic, social and cul-
tural practices underpinned by a logic of exchange (Ryan 2020a, b). Cosmopolitan 
thinkers including Zelinsky (1991) applaud these developments, arguing that the 
popularity of twinning signals the shift towards a truly global society. However, not 
everybody has been as convinced of the value of these translocal connections. Papa-
garoufali (2005, p. 336), for example, describes twinning projects within Europe as 
exercises in cultural and historical “indoctrination”, a statement that belies a strong 
euro-scepticism and concern about the assimilation or erosion of local and national 
identities. Media commentators have also been less than effusive in their analysis. 
Tom Brown of the BBC writes of town twins: “Most places have got one. Some 
even have several. But many people know nothing about them” (Brown 2013). 
Meanwhile, in an article for The Guardian, Rob Self-Pierson (2012) asked: “is there 
a point to twin towns?”, a question that prompted him to embark on a year-long 
road trip across Europe, meeting with representatives of 45 of England’s partner 
localities. The journey provided an opportunity for him to reflect on the complexi-
ties of his own identity as an Englishman and a European, together with a chance to 
appreciate the distinctive character and history of each relationship. Nonetheless, his 
somewhat regretful diagnosis was that twinning may now be on the ebb in the UK. 
This aligns with observations made by Lord Anderson of Swansea during a debate 
in the House of Lords. “There are a number of reasons for [the decreasing uptake of 
twinning]”, Anderson contends. ‘There is the austerity—[twinning] was perhaps the 
first cutback made by local authorities; people are travelling more; some have sought 
to politicise it—Cuba, the West Bank; and there is the amount of councillors going 
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to exotic locations at council tax payers’ expense” (Hansard 2014, Volume 753, Col-
umn 194).

Anderson speaks with conviction. Yet, it is worth examining each of his claims 
a little more closely. A healthy cynicism towards so-called ‘junkets’ and ‘jollies’—
unnecessary travel and indulgence at the taxpayers’ expense—is well justified. All 
officials should exercise prudence with respect to their uses of public funds. Whilst 
some individual councils or councillors have attracted criticism for their travel 
expenses, research by Clarke (2009) suggests that, when it comes to town twinning, 
there in fact appears to be “little evidence of jollies, junkets, and jamborees” under-
taken by local councillors. Rather, the evidence from over sixty interviews that we 
have conducted with twinning actors between 2017–2020 suggests that council led 
trips are usually undertaken for one or two reasons: (i) technical exchange; or, (ii) 
municipal diplomacy. Examples of the former have included delegations of housing 
officers, waste planners and electoral observers travelling to meet with counterparts 
and trade on ideas, expertise and best practice. The latter includes more ceremo-
nial affairs such as mayoral visits, receptions and gifting. Whilst such activities may 
appear to be lavish or excessive to some observers, our research suggests that they 
can play a very important role in terms of soft power and persuasion. An enthusi-
astic welcome and expression of generosity can bring partner communities closer 
together, signalling an openness and willingness to cooperate on matters of mutual 
concern. Meanwhile, lack of interest or lack of reciprocity can be taken as a slight or 
insult, with knock-on implications for the partner’s willingness to engage in future 
joint ventures or collaborations. “Pete” works for an organisation that facilitates 
twinning with towns and cities in East Asia. He underlines how, over time, British 
local authorities have come to see these relationships in an increasingly transactional 
light. This has posed challenges for new and existing relationships, with British part-
ners sometimes coming across as disinterested, rude and even “mercenary” in their 
approach.

We also find Anderson’s argument about the ‘politicisation’ of twinning to be a 
bit of a misnomer. In an age characterised by growing disengagement with many 
aspects of formal politics and heightened distrust of politicians and parties (Parlia-
mentary Office of Science and Technology 2015; Flinders 2015), it is unclear why 
the pursuit of twinning links for more overtly political purposes should be seen as 
an inherently negative development. Examples of twinnings that have emerged as 
part of movements for international solidarity with Nicaragua in the 1980s, or as 
part of the anti-apartheid movement in the early 1990s suggest the presence of an 
active civil society concerned with the conduct of government at home and abroad. 
As political thinkers since de Tocqueville have reminded us, an engaged civil soci-
ety is the bedrock of a strong democracy, allowing for enhanced transparency and 
accountability with respect to the actions (and inactions) of government. More to 
the point, the post-war twinning project, premised on engineering everyday forms of 
peacebuilding, was itself undoubtedly political in intent. As such, we have to wonder 
if this scepticism towards ‘politicised’ twinnings is more a product of the type of 
politics—arguably a more radical project of anti-imperialism and anti-racism—that 
they represent than the problem of ‘politicisation’ per se?
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Similarly, the claim that more opportunities for international travel leads to less 
interest in twinning requires some unpacking. The United Nations World Tourism 
Organization (UNWTO) estimates that, between 1950 and 2017, international tour-
ist arrivals increased from some 25million to 1.4billion, with the latter generating 
US$1.6 trillion in global export earnings and 10% of global GDP (UNWTO 2019). 
For several decades, twinning happily co-existed with a growing travel industry, 
so we have to ask, what exactly has changed, if anything? Hall (2011) offers some 
clues, writing that recent decades have been marked by a “radical change in the rate, 
nature, and the promotion of consumption” in the area of international travel. What 
he points to is not a quantitative but rather a qualitative shift in which an accelerated 
commodification of landscapes, cultures and localities has been taking place. Key 
to this process is the presence of a well-oiled commercial machinery—guidebooks, 
websites, documentaries, social media accounts and influencers—that promote nov-
elty, difference and discovery to subjects that are figured foremost as consumers 
(Lisle 2016). The consequence of this is comparably less enthusiasm for alternative 
modes of travel that focus on building sustained relations with one place over time 
and investing in the ecological and social fabric of that place. Moreover, whilst the 
observation that ‘people are travelling more’ may well be true, it fails to interrogate 
who is travelling more and how positionality vis-à-vis global border regimes deter-
mines such mobilities, making the opportunities for travel available to some and off-
limits to others.

All in all, we find Anderson’s first suggestion—austerity—to provide the most 
compelling entry point for a discussion about the waning influence of twinning in 
the UK context. In the last decade, cuts to local government funding have had a 
significant effect in terms of support available to twinning associations. After the 
2008 financial crisis, recession and subsequent collapse in government revenues, the 
UK’s public deficit rose significantly. Public spending increased from around 41% of 
GDP to 48% of national income between 2006–2007 and 2009–2010, and revenue 
fell to 37% (Ferry and Eckersley 2011). Between 2010 and 2017, the government 
reduced funding to local authorities in England by 36% as part of its ongoing plans 
to tackle the deficit (National Audit Office 2014, 2018). The effect of these cuts has 
been an ever more challenging funding environment, in which local authorities must 
continue to deliver a range of frontline education and care services which they have 
a statutory obligation to provide.

Within this context, support for cultural and leisure-based activities has seen a 
dramatic rollback. Where, in the past, a good proportion of councils employed an 
in-house twinning officer, these individuals “were often the first ones [to go] when 
the budget cuts came—or—they had their job roles changed and they became Euro-
pean officers, international officers or similar”, stated “David” who works in one 
of these council roles. Among those that have retained their jobs, many have been 
required to go part-time and others have had their portfolios widened extensively 
such that twinning has become only a very small proportion of their job. Moreover, 
reporting demands on volunteer-led twinning associations have increased and there 
is a heightened pressure to justify any spend on twinning activity in terms of future 
economic returns to councils. The administrative burden linked to fundraising, 
organising international exchanges (and more) with partner communities can weigh 
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heavily on volunteers who, when interviewed, reported high rates of overstretch and 
‘burnout’. As such, groups that have had continued access to a dedicated twinning 
officer have tended to benefit from this extra capacity in a variety of ways. They 
may receive support with funding applications to regional (EU) or charitable bodies, 
as well as assistance with organising and promoting events. Moreover, as twinning 
officers normally work with several twinning associations at once, there are greater 
opportunities for these groups to dialogue and share best practice.

In the sections that follow, we continue to examine just what might be—or has 
been—lost with the recent set of manoeuvres aimed at streamlining, rationalising 
and reducing costs. We ask: just what is the value of twinning? And, more crucially, 
how should we conceptualise it?

Just how should we think about the value of twinning?

Whilst we identify with Ladkin, McKay and Bojesen’s argument for resisting the 
language of ‘value’, the prevailing challenges faced by twinning, linking and 
friendship associations do not warrant us the privilege of stepping outside of the 
debate altogether. On the one hand, without establishing an appropriate framework 
for acknowledging and discussing the value of their activities, these civil society 
actors face a further peeling-back of resource. On the other hand, when pressed to 
rationalise their own existence, as has often been the case where local government 
is involved, they may find themselves tempted to turn to the forms of ‘bullshitting’ 
which Belfiore (2009) associates with attempts to evidence ‘impact’ for the sake of 
advocacy. In what follows, we draw upon three years of research in order to pro-
pose a qualitative four-pronged typology of against which many different modes and 
manners of translocal partnership can be mapped. Just how should we think about 
the value of twinning? We argue that twinning activity is best understood as having 
instrumental, intrinsic, cumulative and generative-productive dimensions of value. 
The four dimensions of twinning value are not mutually exclusive. Rather, they fre-
quently overlap and feed into one another, revealing the messy reality of material 
and affective mores that motivate and fuel twinning practice. Below, we trace the 
contours of these different dimensions of value, aiming to signpost—albeit in a lim-
ited way—how and where they begin to intersect, correspond and converge.

The instrumental value of twinning

The topic of instrumental value was introduced in Part 2 with respect to wider 
debates taking place within cultural policy studies. Instrumental value is thought to 
accrue when activities are undertaken for a purpose and thus achieve some tangible 
or intangible goal. Much in line with patterns seen in the broader arena of cultural 
policy, the qualitative data that we have gathered between 2017 and 2020 suggest 
that twinning too has become the casualty of an ‘audit culture’ designed to reign 
in local government spending and pivot existing resources towards the search for 
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new revenue streams. As a result, much greater onus has been placed on ‘the eco-
nomic offer’ of twinning, whose instrumental value is generally conceived in terms 
of revenues derived from business and trade links. This ‘economic offer’ has been 
the main motivation behind recent twinnings with towns and cities in fast growing 
and emerging economies like China and India.

Sino-British twinning has accelerated considerably in recent decades. Wu, Zhang 
and Wang (2016) draw on data held by the China International Friendship Cities 
Association (CIFRA) to identify some 52 formal partnerships that were signed 
into force between 1980 and 2015, making Chinese cities one of—if not the—most 
popular choice(s) for Council-endorsed links. The authors make several interesting 
observations about Sino-British town twinning. The first is that there has been con-
siderably more interest in and uptake of Chinese partnerships by Northern English 
towns and cities than those in the South. This is attributable, they argue, to the con-
tinuing challenges of de-industrialisation, whereby former centres of British manu-
facturing have found themselves looking beyond national government for significant 
capital injections and creative new pathways to growth. In this respect, the UK appe-
tite for Sino-British twinning can be said to magnify a series of fissures: between 
national and local government; North and South; tertiary and secondary economies. 
Secondly, in spite of the appetite for these trade-inspired twinnings, the authors 
observe that there is, in fact, rather limited evidence of serious financial return, par-
ticularly for the younger links. Rather, economic benefits tend to accrue incremen-
tally and in the context of those partnerships with a pre-existing social, civil and 
cultural base (Ibid.).

The Sheffield-Chengdu relationship is an instructive example of what can go 
wrong when economic rationalisation, public–private partnerships and business 
logics crowd out other motivations for twinning. In 2016, the two cities signed a 
60-year MoU premised on wider plans to regenerate and ‘make-over’ key sites in 
Sheffield City Centre. Included in these plans were the transformation of Shef-
field’s Central Library into a luxury hotel and conferencing centre. The twinning 
was lauded as having secured the “biggest Chinese investment deal outside Lon-
don” with the Sichuan Guodong Construction Group (SGCG), a private real estate 
developer headquartered in Chengdu, pledging funds in excess of £1bn. However, 
by 2019, an initial tranch of £220 million was yet to materialise. After a great deal 
of fanfare, and some £40,000 of Sheffield council funds sunk during the planning 
stages (Burn 2019), the partnership was curtailed. The Chinese Government’s intro-
duction of new capital controls and regulatory measures to prevent Chinese overseas 
investments placing downward pressure on the value of the yuan had altered market 
conditions. In the new climate, the capital projects no longer offered a viable return 
for SGCG. To use the words of one of our interviewees, such transactional or “mer-
cenary” approaches to twinning can carry high risks.

The emphasis on the economic returns of these translocal partnerships not 
only detracts from intrinsic benefits (discussed further below), it also risks down-
playing the importance of other instrumental benefits that have been associated 
with twinning practice. Returning to the example of Sino-British twinning, it is 
notable that both the Chinese and British national governments have used city 
twinning as a stepping-stone or device to enhance bi-lateral relations, public 
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diplomacy and ‘soft power’. In 2015, for example, then Chancellor of the Excheq-
uer George Osborne delivered a speech in Chengdu encouraging Chinese invest-
ment in the Northern Powerhouse. In this speech, he explicitly referenced exist-
ing twin links as a foundation for future successful collaboration (HM Treasury 
2015). More recently, at the height of the first wave of the Coronavirus pandemic, 
Chinese twin cities made headlines for shipping much needed Personal Protec-
tive Equipment (PPE) to their UK partners. Coming at a time when NHS Trusts 
were reporting shortages, Chinese “mask diplomacy” sped up the acquisition and 
direction of vital equipment to hospitals and care homes where it was desperately 
required  (Ryan and Mazzilli 2020). These gestures helped to boost the China’s 
international prestige and image at a time when Chinese bi-lateral relations with 
the UK had begun to sour.

Besides providing an adjunct to diplomatic and statist goals, twinning and link-
ing have served a surprisingly wide variety of instrumental objectives for public 
sector bodies and civil society groups. In terms of the former, twinning has been 
used as a vehicle for technical exchanges in the area of ports and waste manage-
ment by local councils (One World Link n.d.). Hospital links between the UK and 
developing countries have been utilised to mutual benefit in the strengthening of 
organisational capacity and clinical expertise (Gedde 2009; Gedde et  al. 2011). 
Meanwhile school twinnings have enabled the trade in ideas vis-a-vis curriculum 
development, supported language-based exchanges and provided opportunities 
to experiment with a more global education paradigm that encourages reflection 
on global supply-chains, sustainable development, climate change and imperial 
entanglements (Leicester Masaya Link Group 2018; Licht et al. 2019).

In terms of the latter, twin links have mobilised communities of sentiment in 
response to natural disasters and crises such as earthquakes, hurricanes and pan-
demics. They have also galvanised communities of solidarity to counter the threat 
of—inter alia—foreign intervention, dictatorship and militarism in their partner 
communities. The first and perhaps most significant examples of ‘solidarity twin-
ning’ were those that emerged in support of Nicaragua after the 1979 Sandinista 
Revolution. Within this framework, delegations of British volunteers travelled to 
the Central American state to assist with projects in education, healthcare, agri-
culture and construction. Against the backdrop of the US-backed Contra War, 
twin towns helped to keep the British media spotlight on the political events in 
Nicaragua, amplifying concerns about the conduct of US Foreign Policy in Latin 
America. The practice of linking with communities under siege was later taken 
up by anti-apartheid activists linking with populations in African National Con-
gress (ANC) supporting areas of South Africa as well as those exiled in Mozam-
bique; and more recently the practice has been taken up in the context of Palestin-
ian struggles against annexation and everyday militarism in the Occupied West 
Bank. Normally driven by the concerns of political activists and social move-
ments, ‘solidarity twinnings’ can be understood as expressions of resistance to 
local and/or global configurations of power. The public act of connecting with 
a community under duress has rhetorical power. It sends a message of recogni-
tion to those under threat; it also signals to the wider world that an injustice is 
unfolding and places a spotlight on human rights abuses. Additionally, solidarity 
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twinning can become a conduit or channel for practical assistance: fundraisers, 
skills-based delegations, and international mobilities can all make a meaning-
ful contribution to the material conditions of a partner community (Ryan 2020a, 
b). In the longer term, as community connections enable shared testimonies to 
amass, these partnerships may even come to provide an instructive source of pop-
ular social history.

The intrinsic value of twinning

Whilst many—perhaps the vast majority of—twinning activities emerge due to 
some kind of instrumental need or purpose, it is important to acknowledge that some 
of the benefits wrought from twinning may also be intrinsic in character. The intrin-
sic value of something is said to be the value that that thing has ‘for its own sake,’ or 
‘in its own right.’ Historically, aesthetic philosophers related the concept of intrinsic 
value to supposedly universal experiences embodied in the perception of beauty and 
the progress of truth. However, contemporary writers such as Walmsley and Oliver 
(2011) and Holden (2004) point out the flaws of such foundationalist stances and 
instead encourage us to re-envision intrinsic value in the light of situated experi-
ence. With respect to twinning practice, the intrinsic benefits derived by participants 
are most readily associated with affective, sensory and emotive experiences. These 
experiences can emerge in response to some kind of concrete gesture or moment of 
happening, such as an act of gifting, commemoration or co-creation (of art, music, 
artefact). But equally they may include the feelings of warmth and worth that are 
associated with having and holding another person or groups of persons dear to us. 
In other words, the feelings of mutual care and enjoyment that are embodied in the 
expression of friendship.

In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle described three main forms of friendship, 
inspired respectively by impulses of utility, passion and virtue. Friendships of util-
ity are those instrumental relationships that we cultivate to help us achieve other 
goals. Friendships of passion are those that embody the intimacy and physicality 
that is shared between lovers. Meanwhile, friendships of virtue imply a kind of 
mutual affection which sees us loving our friends completely and in spite of their 
flaws. This third image of friendship sets a kind of normative standard to which all 
interpersonal relationships should and might aspire: here friendship is valued for its 
own sake rather than in expectation of future benefits of some kind. Whilst many of 
the twinning arrangements described in the previous section might be understood 
plainly as friendships of utility, it would be remiss to neglect the strong prevalence 
of friendships of passion and virtue among the wider landscape of twinnings that we 
have surveyed. Twinning delegations and exchanges have spawned a variety of trans-
national romances and camaraderies; deep and lasting interpersonal connections that 
have persisted for many years, in some cases outliving the twinning arrangements 
themselves. As one participant put it, “[Being friends] means that we’re equal part-
ners and look upon each other equally rather than as a kind of ‘us’ and ‘them’ … for 
twinning to work, you have to have a mutual respect for each other, irrespective of 
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wealth or nationality or position in society. Simply, we respect each other’s way of 
life and we embrace it together”.

Love and mutual affection between friends are indeed valuable in their own 
right. However, attempts to enforce a rigid analytical separation between Aris-
totle’s three modes of friendship and by extension, between the intrinsic and 
instrumental, are in practice somewhat misleading. Experience tells us that the 
most fulfilling passionate relationships can be built upon existing friendships of 
virtue; and, that passion and utility sometimes go hand in hand. Nonetheless, 
as Roshchin (2014) argues, in the Western philosophic canon these analytical 
categories and distinctions have largely held up, with friendships of virtue and 
passion relegated to the private sphere and friendships of utility more read-
ily understood as a basis for the public practice of politics and diplomacy. A 
detailed look at the practice of twinning exposes these categories of public/pri-
vate, instrinsic/instrumental as fuzzy and unstable. For example, communities of 
friends are unlikely to sit passively by in the wake of an external threat or natu-
ral disaster befalling those that they love completely and as equals. Rather, the 
strong affective and social bonds embodied in friendships of virtue and passion 
often serve as the fuel, scaffold and/or stimulus for taking up more instrumental 
actions. Friends will, where possible, seek to defend, support, or protect one 
another. Thus, when the 2014 Ebola virus outbreak hit communities in Sierra 
Leone, threatening lives and livelihoods, long-time friends in the United King-
dom rallied to their aid. The One World Link which connects the districts of 
Warwick and Bo set up an emergency fund to assist families in need and helped 
to establish washing and waste collection points at local schools. Meanwhile, 
the Hastings Sierra Leone Friendship Link connecting Hastings UK to Hastings 
SL sent several shipments of medical equipment to the local community health 
centre in Hastings SL. As documented in The Lancet, Sierra Leone’s response 
to the Ebola emergency was compromised by a fragile health system with scant 
resources, limited infrastructure, and one of the world’s severest shortages of 
health-care workers. Despite support from donors and partner organisations, 
specialist Ebola treatment units were only able to provide around 60% of the 
beds needed as the outbreak neared its peak (Michaels-Strasser et al. 2015). In 
this context community health centres became vital for removing infected indi-
viduals from the community and providing access for other acute medical needs. 
As soon as travel restrictions were lifted in 2016, a delegation from Hastings 
UK headed to Hastings SL to assess the virus’ socio-economic impacts and offer 
support to community leaders in putting together a comprehensive recovery 
strategy.

What we can take from all of this is the lesson that the intrinsic value of 
friendship may coalesce with and actually enhance other aspects of twinning 
value. The trust, care and affection that is implied by friendships of virtue can 
form a solid basis for future moral, political or potentially even commercial 
action. Returning to the findings of Wu et  al. (2016), this may help to explain 
why economic benefits tended to accrue in the context of the older Sino-Brit-
ish partnerships and in those with a pre-existing social, civil and cultural base. 
This of course also directs our attention to the fact that twinnings—and the 
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relationships that ultimately sustain them—develop and evolve over variegated 
timeframes and in response to external events, opportunities and constraints. As 
such, any assessment of the public value of twinning must also be attentive to its 
temporal dimension, which we turn to next.

The cumulative value of twinning

Attention to the cumulative value of twinning draws the question of temporality into 
sharper focus. Temporality refers to the ways that individuals and groups inhabit, 
experience and operate within a specific historical period or location. The notion of 
divergent temporalities recognises the fact that human beings do not all organise and 
experience time in quite the same way. Indeed many different calendars have been 
developed over the millennia to help societies to situate their existence and there 
remain some forty calendars in use around the world today. Whilst those of us fol-
lowing the Gregorian calendar may all agree that we live in the twenty-first century, 
we do not all experience this historic era the same way either. Perceptions of time 
interact with emotions and events. Periods of boredom and drudgery often feel as 
though they last much longer than periods of excitement and activity. For all of us, 
there will be landmark events—deaths, births, traumas, victories—which stand out 
as formative experiences to which we return again and again in ways that shape our 
future lives. When we speak of the cumulative value of twinning then, we do not just 
refer to the added utility gained from twinning over a predictable and undeviating 
progression of time. We also call attention to the asynchronous temporalities that 
are encapsulated and reproduced within twinning practice and the ways that value 
or utility often emerges in a punctuated and non-linear fashion ushered on by key 
events and experiences.

The asynchronous temporalities of twinning are perhaps best illustrated in the 
comparison between the experiences and approaches of local council bureaucracies 
and community-led twinning associations. For local councils, twinnings come to 
exist only when an agreement or MoU has been signed into force by officials. ‘Twin-
ning work’ takes place according to timeframes and budgets established within the 
council structures and it ceases when councils remove or redirect resources. Engage-
ment with twinning is shaped by bureaucratic time. For the community activists and 
volunteers that form the twinning associations on the other hand, these community 
partnerships usually begin months or even years before they are submitted to the 
local councils for endorsement. The commitment that members of twinning associa-
tions make in order to support and sustain their partnerships may cut across their 
work and leisure time, pervading everyday life and routines in a more organic way. 
As a set of voluntary activities, twinning is not delimited by contractual obligations 
or imperatives relating to ‘the working week’. Moreover, the activities of twinning 
associations rarely stop when local councils decide to take a step back. Instead, the 
relationships may continue to display a dynamism or afterlife, fuelled in large part 
by the mutual affection of their members. Much of this care-based labour goes on 
unseen and unaccounted.
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The divergent temporalities of twinning are also evidenced in the way that the 
utility of these relationships amass. More often than not, the value of twinning does 
not emerge in the continuous and easily quantifiable manner anticipated by the nar-
row accounting schedules and growing audit culture of contemporary British local 
authorities. Rather it tends to amass in more disjoint, uneven, and indeterminate 
ways that reflect the complex real-world interplay of events, discourses, emotions 
and perceptions. Through our interviews for example, we came into contact with 
dozens of individuals who had visited their partner community as part of a twin-
ning delegation. Sometimes these were school based exchanges that they had par-
ticipated in as children. For others it was a journey they had undertaken as part of a 
gap year, for leisure, or as part of a workplace exchange. For many of these partici-
pants, the full value of the visits only came into clear focus some time afterwards as 
they reflected on the ways that their past experiences had come to shape their later 
lives. Several articulated how the experience of connecting intimately with another 
culture, people and locality had initiated a gradual shift in their worldview, priori-
ties and/or aspirations. This shift was sometimes compounded by other life events: 
sometimes it was hastened or honed in line with concepts, meanings or values 
embodied in popular discourse. In some cases early twinning experiences had rami-
fications for the career trajectories and political leaning of the participants and in 
others it affected their tendencies towards charitable giving and future international 
travel.

Implicit in the discussion above is the observation that, whilst the value of par-
ticipating in a twinning activity might reveal itself in gradual or unanticipated ways, 
it can also spur on processes of social and cultural change. This provides a glimpse 
into our fourth and final dimension of twinning value. That is, the generative-pro-
ductive work of twinning practice.

The generative‑productive value of twinning

The generative-productive value of twinning relates to the ways that it can open up 
new possibilities and pathways for social, economic and political action. We count 
at least three different levels at which this can—and has—occurred: the global, the 
subnational and the individual or micro-level.

Firstly, twinning can be regarded as a ‘generative’ practice in the sense that it 
has directly or indirectly influenced the emergence of other models and examples 
of subnational cross-border cooperation. Growing literature on globalisation and 
multi-level governance emphasises the ‘unravelling’ or ‘untangling’ of nation states 
in the twenty-first century and the rise of towns and cities as “critical engines driv-
ing the global economy, global information flows, and the worldwide mobility of 
goods and people” (Acuto et al. 2016). In this context, cities are increasingly rec-
ognized for their distinct role in international relations and, in recent years, there 
has been a significant growth in the number of so-called ‘city networks’ that have 
emerged to tackle contemporary governance challenges in ways that bypass or cir-
cumvent national governments. Key examples include the C40 cities initiative to 
tackle climate change, the United Cities and Local Governments (UCLG) group and 
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the Rockerfeller Foundation 100 Resilient Cities network. These and other experi-
ments in city networking have been conceptualised as examples of ‘paradiplomacy’ 
(Kincaid 2002; Tavares 2016), a process by which the constituent units of a sover-
eign state are able to conduct their own diplomatic engagement with another state or 
its constituent units for the pursuit of their own interests (Chatterji and Saha 2017). 
The concept of ‘paradiplomacy’ aims to capture the zeitgeist and a great deal of the 
literature emerging from this perspective frames subnational diplomatic activity as 
something qualitatively new for the twenty-first century. However, subnational dip-
lomatic cooperation is by no means ‘new’ to the world of global politics and inter-
national society. Indeed, paradiplomacy is perhaps better understood as an outcrop, 
product or extension of earlier experiments in town twinning and sister-city partner-
ships (Cities Today 2014; Hansard 2014; Chatterji and Saha 2017). It merely marks 
the latest phase in the continual evolution of cross-border forms of cooperation.

Secondly, evidence of the generative value of twinning can be found at subna-
tional level where twinning often spurs the development of related projects and 
spin-off initiatives such as new charities, NGOs, and schools or hospital links. This 
point recalls what geographers define as ‘hub’ or ‘network’ effects: where links 
initially formed by a core group (in this case, the twinning association) accelerate 
the formation of other connections between the two communities. We came across 
numerable examples of this in our research, including Twin Cafè, an initiative that 
emerged from the formal twinning between Sheffield and Estelì (Nicaragua). Twin 
Cafè came about after students from The University of Sheffield travelled to Estelì 
on a twinning delegation. There they met with local coffee cooperatives and sev-
eral of the students had the idea of creating a fair-trade coffee company that would 
benefit both communities. The Sheffield group started importing green coffee from 
a small farmer’s cooperative in Miraflor, an elevated region just outside of Estelì. 
They arranged for it to be roasted, packaged and sold in Sheffield. The Twin Café 
initiative successfully expanded and now supplies over twelve Sheffield stockists, 
with proceeds repatriated to Nicaragua to support various social projects in Estelì 
(Twin Café 2020).

A third and final aspect of twinning’s generative value relates to the ways that 
these international partnerships function as sites of ‘productive power’ that entail 
possibilities for resisting the prevailing order of things. The work of Foucault (1980) 
and especially his depiction of power as a relation between forces can help to make 
sense of this dynamic. Railing against conventional understandings of power as 
episodic, negative and oppressive, Foucault sought to demonstrate that power also 
works in an everyday, productive or creative sense. In other words, power is diffuse 
and present in all settings and situations. It is embodied in and reproduced by met-
anarratives or ‘regimes of truth’ (Rabinow 1991); it is also present in the production 
of alternative discourses or ‘micro-narratives’ that challenge, destabilise or unsettle 
the status quo. The latter—micro-narratives that challenge the status quo—are foun-
dational to twinning practice. The post war twinning project was premised on the 
creation of translocal connections that unsettled then-dominant discourses of enmity 
and antagonism between neighbouring European states. The production of alter-
native narratives and worldviews has continued to play a central role with respect 
to later experiments in twinning for political solidarity for example, wherein the 
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decision to connect with a population overseas often embodies an organised and col-
lective form of opposition to a particular local and/or global configuration of power 
relations. Indeed a great number of today’s twinnings and sister city relationships 
are underpinned by ideological connections and/or humanitarian concerns that are 
essentially at odds with official supranational, national or city political agendas and 
policies (Zelinsky 1991 cited by Jayne, Hubbard and Bell 2013). These contrarian 
examples offer subtle hints at a world that might be otherwise. In sum, when we are 
encouraged to pay closer heed to the generative-productive value of twinning, we 
are forced to confront not just what is, but also what is immanent or yet to become.

Conclusion

Belfiore’s 2015 article “Impact, Value and Bad Economics” begins and ends with a 
plea for a collaborative effort to resist the economic doxa that has come to govern 
how British policymakers and publics conceive of ‘value’ in the arena of the arts 
and cultural policy. This article takes up her call through a re-examination of the 
related practice of twinning. Twinning, it is argued, is a dynamic and amorphous 
cultural and social practice that has broadened, deepened, and transformed consider-
ably from its post-war foundations. In recent years it has—like many other activities 
within the UK cultural policy sector—fallen under the ambit of NPM, cuts and cost-
saving measures at the local government level. These processes have centred trans-
actional reasoning and a neoliberal audit culture in the allocation of public resources 
with the effect that many twinning activities have been defunded, abandoned and/
or reconfigured as opportunities for business and trade creation. Our paper retraces 
these shifts and seeks to highlight what has—or might be—lost in light of them. It 
argues that, under the current modus operandi, local governments in the UK ulti-
mately fail to account for some of the most important aspects of twinning value, as 
evidenced in our research.

In this paper we identify four key dimensions to twinning value: the instrumental, 
intrinsic, cumulative, and generative-productive. The ‘instrumental’ refers to value 
that emerges when activities are undertaken for a purpose, thus achieving some tan-
gible or intangible goal. Twinning has been pursued for the widest range of pur-
poses, from pedagogic experiments in global education to peacebuilding and politi-
cal solidarity. However, in recent years, many British local authorities have placed 
a heightened onus on the ‘the economic offer’ of twinning at the expense of other 
social, cultural and political gains. The risk of following this “mercenary” strategy 
is not only that a wide array of ‘pro-social’ community-based pursuits become way-
sided in favour of courting business leaders but also that the manifold synergies 
between trade creation and civic, social or cultural activities are themselves missed. 
The ‘intrinsic’ dimension of twinning value encapsulates the notion, expressed by 
many of our participants, that connecting with a community overseas has worth 
in and of itself. That is to say, twinning can—and is—sometimes undertaken on 
account of love, care and amity, rather than on the promise of some future gain. 
However, the strong affective and social bonds implied by such relationships can 
sometimes fuel more instrumental activities, such as rallying material or rhetorical 



	 H. E. Ryan, C. Mazzilli 

support when friends and loved ones are perceived to be in need. Our discussion 
of the ‘cumulative’ value of twinning sought to draw attention to the asynchronous 
temporalities that are encapsulated and reproduced within British twinning practice; 
and, the ways that perceptions of worth are often spurred by events and discourse. In 
other words, the value of twinning does not emerge in a steady, consistent and pre-
dictable manner. Rather it amasses in uneven and irregular patterns that reflect the 
enormous diversity of twinning relationships and the incredibly complex real-world 
interplay of events, discourses, emotions and perceptions. The final dimension of 
twinning value that we sought to illuminate in this paper is what we have termed, the 
‘generative-productive’. This refers to the ways that twinning can unlock new path-
ways for social, economic or political action. We outlined three levels of analysis 
where it is possible to observe the generative-productive worth of twinning activity. 
Firstly, in the ways that twinning has directly or indirectly influenced the emergence 
of other models of subnational cross-border cooperation. This may be seen in the 
rise of city networks and ‘paradiplomacy’ in particular. Secondly, at the subnational 
or local level where twinning partnerships have often generated an array of further 
connections including new charities, NGOs, commercial activities, schools and hos-
pital links. Thirdly, we pointed to the ways that twinnings may function as sites of 
‘productive power’ (qua Foucault 1980) capable of generating micro-narratives that 
challenge the status quo.

Our research suggests that it is methodologically confounding and potentially 
even reductive to privilege any one of these four dimensions of value because—in 
the manner of a four-circled Venn diagram—they continuously overlap and reinforce 
one another. For instance, the cumulative effects of twinning on participants’ life 
decisions can be observed over many years, giving way to generative effects such 
as the birth of new projects, links or commercial activities. Our survey of twinning 
practice leads us to the conclusion that, not only does the value of this increasingly 
maligned vernacular practice push well beyond the current economic doxa, but its 
overlapping instrumental, intrinsic, cumulative and generative-productive forms of 
worth make it uniquely rich as a site and subject of research in the British socio-
political context.
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