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Current landscape 

Appetite for partnering 

Participants exhibited relative confidence about their ability to secure contracts alone in the near future. 

When asked to rate their confidence levels on their organisation’s capability to secure contracts on its own 

over the next 5 years, only one participant indicated low confidence. On a scale of 1 to 5 (where 1 is ‘No 

confidence’, and 5 is ‘Very confident’), the average score across all sectors was 3.88 indicating that Mutuals 

feel quite confident about bidding for contracts alone. 

Despite a relatively high level of confidence in their ability to secure new work independently, there is a 

positive approach towards partnering amongst Mutuals.  

100% (54) of the respondents said that they would consider forming partnerships to increase their chances 

of winning bids (with 65% – definitely, and 35% – might). Many see partnerships as an inevitable route to 

grow sustainably:  

“I think the role of partnerships is huge – it’s absolutely the only way organisations can grow in the 

future.” 

“We would rarely look at a big contract without thinking of bringing in partners. It’s usually the first 

thing we think about.” 

The majority (34 out of 54) of respondents already had experience of bidding for contracts in partnership 

with other organisations. Ignoring the diverse ‘Other’ category, Health, and CYP Services are sectors where 

forming partnerships to secure work is the most common amongst survey participants. Partnerships are the 

least popular in Culture and Leisure (with only 38% respondents having experience in partnering).   
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Figure 3: Respondents’ experience of bidding for contracts with other organisations by service area 

 

Our analysis found that the most common bid partners for Mutuals with experience of partnering were 

charities (53%) and other Mutuals (41%). A significant number had experience of partnering with private 

companies and NHS organisations (e.g. NHS Foundation Trusts). Mutuals have also mentioned their 

experience in partnering with Local Authorities. Even though this experience does not directly relate to 

bidding for contracts, it is worth highlighting, as it seems to be a common approach to securing work other 

than through a procurement process.  

Figure 4: Proportion of respondents with experience of partnering by different types of partners 
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The respondents perceived the success of partnerships formed to be mixed, but mostly successful with an 

overall score of 3.75 on a scale from 1 to 5 (where 1 is ‘Unsuccessful’ and 5 is ‘Successful’). 

Figure 5: Respondents’ perception of the relative success of partnerships formed 

 

For those who never partnered to secure a contract, the most common reason was that it was never 

necessary or that a partnering opportunity had not presented itself yet. Other reasons included (in 

descending order of popularity): 

• Lack of legal expertise  

• Lack of time to arrange and support such partnership 

• Risks too high compared to benefits 

• Costs associated with forming the partnership are too high 

• Not aware of any potential partners/partners not interested 

 

 

Collaboration vs. competition 

A push towards collaboration in an inherently competitive market space proves to be challenging. On one 

hand, a top-down push for joint-working requires Mutuals to consider forming partnerships. On the other 

hand, the procurement processes and short timeframes to bid for the contracts are designed to encourage 

competition and innovation in the market and often constitute a systemic barrier to collaboration.  

One example of how procurement processes inhibit collaboration is short bidding timescales, sometimes as 

short as one month between the ITT and initial submission deadlines (NCVO, 2014). Mutuals reported that 

short time frames between invitation to tender and bid submission deadline make it nearly impossible for 

small providers to develop meaningful partnerships. 
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Another consequence of the collaboration-competition dichotomy is the question 

of intellectual property. Mutuals that participated in this research expressed 

concern over sharing best practice with partners, especially if the partnership was 

formed solely for the purposes of a single short-term contract. Whilst most 

Mutuals were keen to share best practice and learn from each other, they were 

also apprehensive about sharing their ideas with partners who might become 

their competitors in another bid. This raises serious concerns over how delivering 

short-term contracts in partnership impacts the quality of public services. If 

partnerships are not based on genuine collaboration, but rather take a one-off 

transactional form that discourages sharing best practice – could they result in 

negative outcomes for service users?  

Additionally, commissioners’ openness to joint-working does not necessarily translate to openness to work 

with consortia of small, local and third sector providers. In health, more and more Clinical Commissioning 

Groups (CCGs) have been observed working together to commission services and deliver economies of scale. 

The sector is dominated by NHS providers and a handful of big private organisations. Despite the general 

enthusiasm for partnerships, our respondents in the health and social care sectors expressed concern about 

not seeing much movement towards awarding contracts to consortia of small third sector, non-NHS 

organisations: 

“The NHS commissioners are just looking internally at NHS providers. As soon as you put an idea of 

something new, they get all excited by it, but then they go ‘we can’t do that because of the 

procurement rules’.” 

“The current procurement regulations, processes and commissioners’ thinking lend itself against 

bringing people together. You will see many local authority commissioners saying ‘We champion 

working together’ but when it comes down to it, they are very risk averse and will probably stick to 

what they know.” 

  

“The whole way 
the commissioning 

is set up - it 
naturally puts 

likeminded 
organisations 
against each 

other” 

- CYP Services PSM 




