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Conclusion 

The aim of this report was to assess the potential for Mutuals to form partnerships with other organisations 

specifically to bid for contracts, enhancing their ability to sustain and compete for work. The approach we 

took to explore this question focused on (1) understanding the current landscape that Mutuals operate in, 

(2) analysing Mutuals’ experience of forming and working in partnerships, and (3) commissioners’

perspective on working with partnerships of local social enterprises (including Mutuals). 

Our analysis concluded that there is a strong case for supporting Mutuals in forming partnerships. This 

conclusion is supported by the following findings: 

• Mutuals have the potential to deliver better outcomes for public services

The creation of Mutuals is a direct result of central government’s efforts to promote more open

public services and explore the middle ground between in-house provision and outsourcing. Early

research provides grounds to believe that Mutuals have real potential to deliver innovative, cost-

effective alternative to public service delivery.

• For benefits to be long-term, it is important to recognise partnering extends beyond bidding for

single commissioned contracts

Experience of forming and working in partnerships was found to bring long-term benefits to Mutuals

which extend beyond bidding for a specific contract with a partner(s). Some Mutuals are yet to

recognise that they must look beyond public-sector contracts in their own field to enhance their

ability to thrive. Specialist partnering brings opportunities to enter new markets with new buyers –

including direct payments and self-payers. Any future support must target the overall sustainability

of Mutuals.

• Nation-wide shifts in the commissioning context require Mutuals to partner

Whilst the government has encouraged the growth of Mutuals, simultaneous drive towards regional

aggregation of commissioning to deliver economies of scale in some markets, and more targeted

support for vulnerable people in others, has made it increasingly challenging for the spin-outs to

compete in this landscape successfully.
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It is now essential that Mutuals partner with other organisations in order to: 

▪ Respond to a commissioning shift towards larger geographies, as Mutuals are usually small 

with limited infrastructure and small balance sheets which restrict their access to capital 

needed to deliver larger contracts.  

▪ Respond to a commissioning shift towards integrated services, particularly where Mutuals 

are highly specialised with a local offer targeted and focused on a specific set of user needs.  

▪ Respond to a commissioning shift towards place-based and asset-based approaches, which 

means commissioners increasingly look at reaching for consortia of small, local providers.  

▪ Meet financial requirements of public service contracts. Mutuals individually have limited 

access to the capital needed for larger contracts and therefore need to create new delivery 

vehicles through partnerships to meet those requirements. 

▪ Achieve economies of scale that will allow them to place competitively-priced bids. 

▪ Achieve wider benefits that extend beyond winning a specific contract and contribute to 

their long-term sustainability. 

 

• Mutuals express a substantial appetite to partner 

There is a substantial appetite of Mutuals to partner with other organisations. Mutuals recognise the 

need to partner and the majority have explored this option. However, a push towards collaboration 

in an inherently competitive market proves to be challenging, preventing Mutuals to form and 

operate in partnership successfully.  

 

• Specialist support can unlock Mutuals’ potential to form successful partnerships 

Mutuals expressed a need for external support across multiple areas that usually combine 

commercial and legal support needs. Perceived and actual barriers to partnering concern legal 

complexities, cultural misalignments, and insufficient capacity to form partnerships. All three can be 

overcome through appropriate specialist support like help with construction of more formal and 

strategic vehicles, partnering model design, or development of investment cases.  

Central government has invested in promoting and exploring alternative ways to deliver public services and 

the creation of Mutuals has been an important part of that. To maximise return on investment in the context 

of nation-wide commissioning shifts, it is crucial that Mutuals have the capacity and capabilities to form and 

work in partnerships.  
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What is critical to recognise is that to achieve effective collaboration that promotes the long-term 

sustainability of Mutuals, government-sponsored intervention should not be tied solely to partnering for the 

purposes of bidding for commissioned contracts. Mutuals must be encouraged and supported to identify 

other kinds of buyers for their services, and partnering will often be the necessary route to diversifying their 

service offer specialisms in order to access those markets.  

The MPSP should focus on identifying pilot projects that cover a range of exciting new ways in which Mutuals 

can partner not just to succeed in the changing commissioning environment, but also to support vulnerable 

people in whichever way those citizens want to access services.  

The programme should also aim to produce case studies and, where possible, tools and processes which can 

be shared to help the wider Mutual cohort pursue similar opportunities through better understanding of 

what partnerships can bring. By focusing on longer-term strategic partnership formation and best practice 

sharing, the programme will maximise its potential to achieve the government’s ultimate objective of better 

outcomes of public services.  




