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The potential 

Our analysis revealed a strong case for supporting Mutuals in forming partnerships. This is due to the 

following findings: 

• Experience of forming partnerships was found to bring long-term benefits to Mutuals that extend 

beyond bidding for a specific contract with a partner(s). 

• The shifts in commissioning towards larger and more integrated contracts in some markets require 

organisations to partner. 

• Mutuals expressed substantial appetite for forming partnerships. 

• The commissioners we interviewed believe that partnerships play a key role in delivering better 

quality public services and want to work with consortia of small organisations. 

• Perceived barriers to partnering (legal, cultural, and time) can be overcome through appropriate 

support. 

Moreover, Mutuals are optimistic about the potential of partnerships for their future organisational growth. 

When asked whether partnering with other organisations can improve their ability to secure 

different/bigger/more contracts, more respondents agreed with the statement in regard to the future. 

Although this isn’t a true indication of the real potential for Mutuals to grow through partnerships, it is 

encouraging to see that Mutuals’ attitude towards forming partnerships is positive and reflects a vision for 

growth.  
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Figure 8: Respondents’ attitude towards the potential of partnerships to improve their ability to secure different/bigger/more 
contracts in the past and in the future.  
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Scope for developing partnerships 

As the Mutual sector is relatively young and diverse with respect to size, service area, and geography, the 

scope for Mutuals to develop partnerships varies and depends on a combination of factors. Our analysis 

identified six main determinants of the potential for developing partnerships.  

 

Geography and volume of work 

Organisations in sparsely populated areas and where the volume of work is low are more likely to 

consider partnerships to benefit from shared resources.  

 

At the same time, very high volumes of work which exceed organisational capacity encourage 

partnerships. 

 

Mutual size and maturity 

Our analysis suggested that experience of partnering is linked to the annual turnover of a Mutual. 

Once respondents were divided into quartiles with respect to their annual turnover, we found that 

all of the Mutuals in the top quartile had experience of partnering. Amongst the bottom turnover 

quartile only 38% had experience of partnering.  
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Another, related aspect of partnership readiness is commercial maturity. In the interviews, all 

Mutuals pointed out that in the early days after spin-out most time and energy went into establishing 

a foundation for the organisation to survive in a competitive environment. Thinking about 

partnerships as means for growth became more of a priority as the organisation matured. Mutuals 

that lack commercial maturity are yet to recognise that they must look beyond public-sector 

contracts in their own field to enhance their ability to enter new markets with new buyers. 

 

Service area 

The potential for Mutuals to form partnerships also depends on the service area. As mentioned 

earlier, Mutuals in the health and social care sectors are under most pressure to partner and thus 

might need immediate support. This, however, does not imply that the scope for partnerships in 

other service areas is low. For instance, Mutuals operating in the culture and leisure space have been 

increasingly thinking of operating in partnerships to create community hubs (e.g. library services 

working with employment services). 

Competitive landscape 

In very simplistic and general terms, Mutuals are more likely to form partnerships in more saturated 

competitive landscapes. Firstly, the high number of players in the market means Mutuals have a 

greater choice of potential partners. Secondly, partnerships in more competitive and saturated 

markets are seen as key to growth.  

Commissioner’s preferences and priorities 

Partnerships are more likely to form in areas where (1) different commissioners work together in 

partnership to procure joint services and where (2) commissioners explicitly express interest in 

working with consortia. 

Political and historical landscape 

The approach to commissioning services is often determined by the political priorities of local 

authorities.  

The history of the region is also an important factor; organisations are more open to forming 

partnerships where joint-working was common in the past.   



 

PARTNERSHIPS 45 

Support 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. Only three respondents 

indicated no need for external support. Amongst those who expressed a need for support an average of three 

support types were selected. This implies a need for holistic support packages that combine multiple business 

needs – not least when taken alongside the conclusion that partnering for the purposes of wider income 

diversification, not just to bid for contracts, is one of the fundamental ways in which Mutuals can protect 

their future sustainability.  

Figure 9: Respondents’ preferences for different types of external support needs 
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In addition to supporting Mutuals to access the kinds of external support described above, respondents had 

a number of excellent suggestions for the ways in which the government could support them. These included: 

• Stronger Mutual network 

Respondents were keen to share experiences and learn from each other. One respondent in 

particular suggested an interesting way of strengthening such networks through exchange or 

shadowing schemes: 

 

“I think that building some sort of regional or national network and collaboration might be 

useful to explore working together. How about some work placements with other Mutuals? 

What if a member of my team got paid to go and work with another Mutual for a week? Or 

we could build a work placement network for young people. This would build relationships 

and might be beneficial for a longer-term future.” 

 

• Working with commissioners 

Many Mutuals voiced challenges around persuading their commissioners of the benefits of working 

with consortia of smaller providers, including Mutuals.  

 

“Strategic support in the form of influencing commissioners who in our area do not 

understand and are not keen on joint ventures or alliances.” 

 

Additionally, an overwhelming majority of participants in this research sought centralised support in 

communicating the social value of Mutuals as organisations to commissioners.  

 

• Revisit the procurement processes 

A number of procurement processes were perceived as disadvantageous towards Mutuals and small 

providers in general. For instance, short timescales when bidding were reported to rush decisions 

and incentivise ‘responsive’ partnerships.  

 

“Time pressures translate on quality. More time allows us to iron out some of the differences 

between partners” 
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It was suggested that commissioners have an open dialogue to allow more players to engage early 

and form partnerships. This has already been implemented in the health sector and commissioners 

in other sectors are encouraged to follow this approach.  

 

Another example of how procurement process affects Mutuals is the type of questions included in 

the bid. In particular, questions linked to infrastructure were found to be challenging for 

organisations with smaller balance sheets. To address these barriers, Mutuals suggested that 

commissioners reflect on the impact of the procurement processes on smaller providers. 

 

• Create a framework agreement 

Recognising that the commissioners’ will to work with Mutuals and other third sector organisations 

is often limited by the procurement processes, a creation of a framework agreement for social and 

third sector organisations including Mutuals was suggested. 

 

  




