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Definition 

The government’s existing definition of a Public Service Mutual (‘mutual’) is “an organisation 

which:  

1. Has left the public sector (also known as ‘spinning out’) 

2. Continues to deliver public services and aims to have a positive social impact; and 

3. Has a significant degree of staff influence or control in the way it is run”9.  

Legal forms 

Mutuals can take a range of legal forms and ownership models. Over half of mutuals are 

Community Interest Companies (CICs), and this is especially prevalent in the health and social 

care sector, where 82% are CICs. Other legal forms include charities, community benefit 

societies and private limited companies10.  

Ownership models 

Mutuals are not necessarily employee owned. What they have in common, however, is a 

significant degree of employee control or influence, which can either be reflected in the 

ownership or in the governance structure. 57% of mutuals are at least partially formally 

employee owned, usually following the distribution of nominal £1 shares, with 50% being fully 

owned by their employees11. In all cases, there is a formalised structure for employee 

engagement, which can range from simple feedback surveys to representatives on the 

organisation’s board and engagement forums. Many mutuals are also owned by or engage 

with their wider community of users, with 14% having community members as shareholders12.  

Policy context  

The Office for Civil Society within the Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) 

is responsible for taking forward the government’s commitment to supporting the 

development, growth and sustainability of public service mutuals throughout England13.  

Since January 2018, DCMS has launched a £4 million package of support for new mutuals to 

emerge and existing ones to grow, including:  

                                                
9 https://www.gov.uk/guidance/introduction-to-public-service-mutuals 
10 CIPFA (2017). Research into the Public Service Mutuals Sector 
11 Ibid.  
12 Ibid. 
13 https://www.gov.uk/guidance/introduction-to-public-service-mutuals 
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• The Mutuals Support Programme 2 (MSP2), offering professional advice to 

organisations wishing to create new mutuals, and to existing ones to grow.  

• The Mutual Partnership Support Programme (MPSP), exploring the potential for 

mutuals to form proactive partnerships as a route to growth and diversification. 

• The Mutuals Mentoring Scheme, connecting the leaders of new mutuals with 

experienced professionals across the social sector. 

 

Objectives 

This report examines the place for new public service mutuals within health and social care, 

more than a decade on from the emergence of the first mutuals in the sector.  

It draws from relevant literature and the experience of existing mutuals and sector experts to: 

• identify the most successful mutual models in specific service areas;  

• assess the viability of replicating these models at a scale; and 

• establish the most promising channels to drive widespread take-up. 

Above all, this report is designed to equip policy-makers with an understanding of the role 

mutuals can play as one model of service delivery within health and social care, and to provide 

practical guidance on how to support the creation of new mutuals.  

While this report highlights the key risks and benefits of mutualisation, we recommend that 

individual services should develop a full business case to understand the implications of 

pursuing mutualisation or any other alternative delivery model. Mutualisation will not fit every 

context and each organisation needs to choose the model most appropriate for them and their 

service area. 

The recommendations presented in this report were informed by a literature review 

supplemented by over 20 in-depth interviews with subject matter experts and practitioners, 

and further validated by an expert advisory panel. Please refer to Appendix 1 for more 

information on the research approach.  

 

 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/mutuals-support-programme-2
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/mutuals-partnership-support-programme
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/start-a-public-service-mutual-training-and-support
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Structure of the report 

This report is organised into three sections:  

• Mutualisation within health and social care: This section outlines a brief introduction 

on mutuals, specifically their history in the health and social care sector, and an 

overview of their benefits. It provides insight into how mutuals align with the current 

health and social care policy direction. It also shows how mutuals can help tackle the 

current pressures in the care sector. 

• High potential service areas: This section presents service areas with the highest 

potential for mutualisation. It provides a detailed discussion of the key drivers and 

opportunities for mutualisation as well as risks and barriers. Examples of high-level 

replicable mutual models are presented for all short-listed service areas. 

• How to replicate mutual models at scale: This section investigates successful 

approaches to support creation of a scaled up and sustainable mutual sector in 

general, and in the short-listed area of health and social care in particular. It includes 

a series of practical recommendations to encourage wider implementation of mutuals 

in public service delivery. 

Supporting materials and additional information is included in appendices: 

• Appendix 1. gives a summary of the research methodology underpinning the report.  

• Appendix 2. provides a conceptual framework for the Section on How to replicate 

mutual models at scale of this report. It sets out in brief what routes to replication are 

in the context of mutuals and provides a high-level framework for their appraisal. 

Four in-depth case studies of selected successful mutuals operating in the health and social 

care sector have been developed and are available as a separate document. This document 

describes what is believed to be contributing factors to success, then illustrates this with four 

mutual success stories, highlighting their lessons learned from the perspective of leaders who 

were responsible for guiding their organisations through transition. The aim for this separate 

document is to foster the spirit of shared learning throughout the system.


