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Executive Summary 

Public Service Mutuals (Mutuals) are an increasingly important strand of the public service reform agenda. 

The theoretical rationale behind Mutuals is strong. 

• The model provides staff with an experience that closely resembles being an owner in their own 

organisations – in many instances it actually offers them a stake of some kind. 

• A strong feeling of ownership results in greater employee engagement in service provision. 

• Employee engagement is in turn associated with higher motivation and job satisfaction, as well as 

improved user responsiveness, delivery quality and customer satisfaction.  

These advantages are much needed during a time when public services face staff shortages, funding 

constraints and Brexit uncertainty. In practice, as well as having key benefits, Mutuals face a number of 

systemic challenges that can be managed and mitigated against with the right support.  

Forming strategic partnerships with other organisations can offer Mutuals new routes to delivering 

innovative and cost-effective solutions to the public.  

KEY FINDINGS 

CURRENT LANDSCAPE 

• Mutuals have a substantial appetite to partner with other organisations. The majority of respondents 

(34 out of 54) already have experience of partnering. Looking ahead, 100% of respondents (54) said 

that they would consider forming partnerships to increase their chances of winning bids. 

• Commissioning shifts towards larger and more integrated contracts (e.g. health), or towards more 

specialised requirements for the most vulnerable (e.g. youth services) mean that Mutuals feel an 

increasing need to partner. However, a push towards collaboration in an inherently competitive 

market space proves to be challenging, hampering Mutuals in optimising their partnerships.  

• Whilst live tendering creates the impetus to have partnering conversations, Mutuals envision 

partnerships as routes to achieve long-term strategic growth and sustainability, rather than just to 

bid for single contracts.  
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FORMING PARTNERSHIPS 

• Mutuals most commonly partner with voluntary, community and social enterprise (VCSE) sector 

organisations. 

• The top three barriers to partnerships identified are:  

▪ complexity of legal arrangements; 

▪ incompatible values/culture; 

▪ insufficient capacity/time. 

• For Mutuals with experience in partnering, the most common model used is a form of contractual 

arrangements (mainly subcontracting) with 59% of respondents having had experience of it. 

• Forming informal arrangements was fairly common too (51%). Only 8% had experience of bidding for 

a contract through a new legal entity. 

WORKING IN PARTNERSHIP 

• Three main underlying challenges faced by Mutuals working in partnership are:  

▪ misalignment of organisational aims and values; 

▪ different ways of working; 

▪ capacity constraints. 

• Experience of forming and working in partnership was perceived to bring long-term benefits to 

Mutuals that extend beyond bidding for a specific contract with a partner(s), enhancing their ability 

to thrive in the market and to generate new revenue streams not reliant on public sector 

commissioners. 

 

COMMISSIONERS’ PERSPECTIVE 

• Commissioners’ main priority is achieving positive outcomes for the local population regardless of 

the legal form of the providers. They do not actively distinguish between Mutuals and other voluntary 

and social enterprise (VCSE) sector organisations.  

• Commissioners are interested in working with VCSE organisations though their appetite can be 

constrained by budget cuts and procurement rules.  

• Commissioners perceive partnerships between smaller, local providers as key to delivering the 

outcomes they strive to achieve. However, they emphasised that partnerships between the 

commissioner and the provider are also an essential part of success.  
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POTENTIAL 

• There is a strong case for supporting Mutuals to form partnerships. This is due to the following 

findings: 

▪ Benefits from partnering are long-term and extend beyond simply bidding for single 

contracts; 

▪ Mutuals have a potential to deliver better outcomes for public services; 

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

▪ Mutuals express a substantial appetite to partner; 

▪ Public service commissioners want to work with consortia of small, local providers; and  

▪ Specialist support can unlock Mutuals’ potential to form successful partnerships. 

SUPPORT NEEDS  

• Mutuals expressed a need for holistic support packages that combine multiple business needs.  

• Commercial and legal support were found to be the top support needs expressed by our participants. 

This was followed closely by support with risk/benefits analysis and financial modelling. 

• Top 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. 

CONCLUSION SUMMARY & RECOMMENDATIONS 

Central government has invested significantly in finding more effective ways to deliver public services, and 

the creation of Mutuals has been integral to this. To maximise return on investment, it is crucial that Mutuals 

build capacity and capabilities to form and work in partnership. It is becoming ever more important for 

Mutuals to partner when they bid.  

To achieve long-term sustainability for Mutuals, we recommend that the specialist partnering support 

offered through the Mutuals Partnership Support Programme is not tied to procurement exercises, but 

supports a longer term strategic view that improves their ability to grow, diversify incomes and share best 

practice which ultimately benefits the communities the Mutuals serve. Then, the programme can maximise 

its potential to achieve the government’s ultimate objective of better outcomes of public services. 


