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Future service partnerships LGiU

Partnerships have never been more important for local authorities. By working with other
organisations in the public sector, private sector and community, councils can connect with
more people and achieve more. Crucially too, they can create efficiencies and drive
innovation, at a time when funding pressures are combining with rising demand and
changing expectations to require councils to do more with less resources. We know that
good practice and the capacity to innovate are found in the public and private sectors, as
well as in community and voluntary organisations.  Our research shows too that councils
believe that when we collaborate we can multiply the positives, so that we create value all
round - savings, rewards and opportunities for councils and their workforce, social value for
communities, and good business for private sector suppliers and contractors.   

New partnership working is a top priority for councils.  Gone are the days when central
government prescribed who we should work with and how, through a plethora of statutory
arrangements.  Now it is up to councils and their partners to find new ways of working
together while focusing on outcomes, rather than the bureaucracy that has sometimes been
a frustration in the past.  A key opportunity is to engage civil society much more in the
design and delivery of services.  The LGiU has long been an advocate of this shift to a new
relationship between citizens and the state that is based on doing things ‘with’ rather than
‘for’ or ‘to’ people. There are concerns though that community and voluntary sector
organisations lack capacity.  At the same time, councils are looking to refresh the way they
commission and procure from the private sector to achieve significant savings.  Some have
argued that this will lead to large scale arrangements that could crowd out greater
community involvement. Our latest research shows these concerns are very much shared
by those working in local government.   

New partnerships do not mean a choice between public, private and voluntary sector.
Instead they should enhance the relationships between them, by emphasising ‘social value’
in the design and commissioning process. If we take time to align the resources we put into
partnership, we can ensure our relationships with the private and the community sector are
reciprocal and supportive; that the resources of our larger partners are used to invest in the
capacity of the smaller. By prioritising investment in community capacity and making the
most of their spending power, authorities can engineer better value for themselves and for
their local communities. We hope this report prompts discussion, and supports councils in
their quest to build the partnerships they need to meet the challenges of the future

Andy Sawford 
Chief Executive
LGiU

Forewords
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The principle of partnerships in local government is a well-established one. However if local
authorities are to meet the new challenges they face there is a pressing need to find new
approaches to partnership working.  

Whilst some councils are finding ever more innovative ways of generating savings and
building capacity, in order to bridge the gap between demand and resources it is clear that
more innovative, radical approaches will be required.  

The results of this report draw a fascinating picture of a sector in flux and have important
implications for the future of local government partnerships.  Bridging gaps in capacity to
deliver services at a very local level is a key challenge. 

John Laing’s ethos is one of long-term commitment to our partnerships and projects. We
strive to be active beyond contracted commitments in the communities we work in.  

Forging strong relationships with our clients and communities helps us to consistently
deliver on shared objectives. What this report tells us is that partnerships are more
important than ever. However it is apparent that what is meant by “partnership” is open for
interpretation. There is no hard and fast definition as to what constitutes a partnership. 

It is also clear that models of partnership are changing and there needs to be innovation  in
both the forming and management of partnerships if we are all going to succeed in the
future; continuing to deliver high quality and efficient services based on the needs of local
people.

As a local authority partner, John Laing wants to be central to this new approach.  We have
a desire to better understand the issues relating to how partnerships should be formed and
the issues the public sector face so that we can evolve to better meet local government
needs. 

This report underlines many of the issues we need to tackle and makes a number of
positive recommendations as to how we can work together to develop thinking and action.
John Laing will continue to work alongside leading councils, communities and other private
sector organisations to support the transformation of partnership working in the future.

Tim Grier 
Managing Director
John Laing Integrated Services
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Councils are experiencing a number of
drivers for local citizens to become more
engaged in service design and delivery.
Provisions made within the government’s
2011 Localism Act envisage a greater
engagement of communities in the delivery
of services and management of assets, with
new powers to challenge councils for control
of service delivery and to bid to own and run
assets of community value.

Aside from government policy there are
other reasons for this sort of engagement.
The pressures of the current financial
settlement will mean councils are no longer
able to deliver the same range of services
they have formerly provided. Scarcity of
resources, combined with increasing
demand for services will necessitate more
collaboration between citizen and state as a
method of delivering more efficient and
responsive services. 

This collaboration could take many forms,
from community groups coming together to
shape neighbourhood plans, to local activists
taking over and running services that were
formerly delivered by the council.

At the same time there are real questions
about whether communities have the desire
or the capacity to deliver services at any
scale. Faced with substantial budget
reductions and rising service demand,
councils need find ways to deliver savings.In
many cases this includes exploring shared
services and the efficiencies of scale that
can be realised by contracting out services
to a third party provider, often a large private
organisation.

These approaches should not be seen as
exclusive alternatives: bottom-up localism

versus strategic commissioning. Instead we
need to find new models of partnership (and
commissioning processes to support them)
that engage the private and community
sectors and that involve real transfer of
capacity between them with the creation of
additional value for both. The private sector
needs, therefore, to be seen as part of how
the ‘Big Society’ is delivered, not as an
alternative to it.

To build a better understanding of this issue,
we undertook a survey of 300 local authority
representatives about their partnership
arrangements. We then conducted
interviews with 20 chief executives and
senior managers in local government to
identify innovative examples of partnership
working and to discuss some of the barriers
to community investment at a local level. 

‘Community’ is a very complex word to
define, and its meaning depends upon
context and audience. Many people will feel
they belong to lots of different communities,
not all of which will be defined by
geography.

Ultimately, the most meaningful sense of
community will be self-defined, in relation to
place, interest and networks. 

For the purposes of this work, we are using
community involvement as a broad term to
describe the voluntary engagement in
service delivery of individuals or groups
living within a local authority area. 

While this could include more established
voluntary sector organisations, we are
largely focusing on informal volunteering
activity and community groups rather than
the wider voluntary sector.

Executive summary
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The main points highlighted by the research
are as follows.

Commissioning councils. Partnership is
now a major feature of service delivery.
Over 90% of respondents reported that
their councils had engaged with another
party to deliver council services. This trend
is set to continue: nearly 80% of survey
respondents agreed that ‘forming
partnerships for the delivery of public
services is a priority for my organisation’.

Community and voluntary sector
partnerships. 87% of respondents said
that partnerships with voluntary and
community sector organisations would be
‘important’ or ‘very important’ in the next
five years. However, when asked about the
perceived barriers to better partnerships in
the future, 83% highlighted ‘lack of capacity
in the community and voluntary sector’ as a
problem.

Private sector partnerships. 77.5% of
respondents said they worked with the
private sector in order to harness ‘their
expertise and innovative practice’.
Nevertheless, councils were reluctant to
engage this expertise to shape a tendering
process. Only 18.2% of respondents
reported ‘regularly’ engaging with potential
providers of any sector in designing a
tender. Neither was there any agreement
about what constitutes a partnership. For
many respondents, the presence of a
contract precludes a relationship with a
provider from being a ‘partnership’. This
could be a potential barrier to achieving
maximum value from such relationships.

Awarding contracts. Investment in
community capacity is not regarded as 
a priority when awarding a contract. 
We asked respondents to rank criteria in
order of importance in a tender process.
‘Cost/value for money’ was the most
popular response, while ‘community
engagement potential of the bid’ was 
lowest on the agenda. 

Based on these findings, we make a number
of recommendations:

1. Make investment in communities a
political priority. If a council intends to
increase community involvement in
design and delivery of services, there
must be a clear top level decision
regarding where this will be prioritised
and what level of risk the council is
prepared to take on to make it happen.
In many cases this may be a political
decision taken by the administration.
Whatever the approach, it is essential to
be clear about what you mean by
community involvement and to articulate
what level of participation you are hoping
to achieve; what services you are
considering; who you might be working
with and what your objectives are. 

2. Ensure investment in community
capacity is a meaningful part of the
procurement process. While cost will
always remain an important aspect of
any procurement process, the broader
value of a contract must also be
considered as an important criteria for
procurement. Value is hard to define, but
investment in communities could be
incorporated more regularly as a
standard criterion for assessing tenders.
Building community investment into
these processes could involve a 
number of tools, including some of the
following:

l commitments to community
investment in procurement and
commissioning strategies

l the default inclusion of criteria
relating to community investment in
standard council tender
documentation

l inclusion of a standard reference to
community capacity investment
potential in Equality Impact
Assessments
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l checklists for members of scrutiny
panels over-seeing the contracting
of large service contracts

l the value of investment in
community capacity being
incorporated as a module into
contract management training
offered by the council. 

3. Establish a lead member for
community investment. The appropriate
systems will vary from council to council,
but whether it is an extra responsibility
given to another portfolio holder or the
creation of a new lead member, choosing
the right cabinet representative and giving
them the authority to lead on community
investment has both symbolic and
practical value for the agenda.

4. Engage with ward councillors. This
approach to partnership will only fulfil its
potential if all councillors work at a ward
level to identify and cultivate opportunities
to engage the community. Ward
councillors in particular can be the crucial
players in engaging the community in
service delivery. They can provide
continuity, retain focus on the big
strategic questions, facilitate the
engagement of citizens, hold the ring
between competing interests, speak for
those voices that do not shout loudly and
mediate between local decision-making

and the complex realities of
implementation and delivery. Where
necessary this should be supported by
the council’s member development
programme.

5. Invest in council contract management
skills. Around 50% of respondents also
said that a ‘lack of commissioning and
contract management skills among
council officers’ was proving an obstacle
to better partnership. The changing role of
councils will necessarily require
adaptation in the skills base of their staff. 

6. Develop forums for local innovation.
Our survey showed that only 18% of
respondents ‘regularly’ engage with
providers in advance of tendering a
contract. Some services may already
have a more effective culture of
engagement through provider forums than
others, but this suggests there is still
scope to develop a better flow of
information between local government
and their providers. 

For some, large integrated contracts are
seen as incompatible with approaches that
engage the community sector. We argue that
they are not mutually exclusive and can offer
complimentary responses to the same
problem: how to deliver efficient, responsive
services adapted to the needs of the local
community.



The long-term public policy 
challenges that we face are 
complex and unpredictable. 
Such problems cannot be 
solved by governments alone, 
but will require a new level 
of collaboration with partner 
organisations and, crucially, 
with citizens.
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Local authorities are currently undergoing an
unprecedented period of change. The scale of
cuts to public finance, the government’s
localism agenda, national policy developments
and long term demographic trends all require
councils to reconsider their role in the local
area and the way in which they deliver
services. With demand for services rising and
resources shrinking a shift in the relationship
between state and citizen appears to be an
inevitable part of the long term approach to
addressing these challenges. 

Financial pressures

The government’s commitment to eliminate
the budget deficit within a single parliament
has major implications for council budgets.
The October 2010 Spending Review
reduced central government’s grant to local
government by 28% over four years, offset
by an additional £2bn for health and social
care. It is by no means clear that this
position will improve beyond 2014/15 and it
is evident that councils will face an
extremely tough financial outlook over the
next few years. Most authorities have
accepted that savings of this scale cannot be
achieved by simply salami-slicing existing
budgets, and have started to reassess how
they deliver services, to whom and with
whom. For many this will mean a greater
diversity of service provision partners from
across the public, private and voluntary and
community sectors.

Rising demand

At the same time, demand for services is
increasing exponentially, primarily as a result of
an ageing population and other developments

such as climate change. The Office for
National Statistics predicts that by 2035 the
number of people aged 85 and over will be
almost 2.5 times larger than in 2010, reaching
3.5 million and accounting for 5% of the total
population. The population aged 65 and over
will account for 23% of the total population in
2035, while the proportion of the population
aged between 16 and 64 is due to fall from
65% to 59%.1 In future this demographic
change will place additional pressure on
council services, as the gap between demand
and available resources widens. 

Localism and the Big Society

Part of the government's response to this
challenge centres on the concept of ‘Big
Society’; a vision of communities coming
together to solve problems, without direct
intervention by the state. It is based on the
belief that the state currently performs roles
that were once held by communities for
themselves, resulting in dependent
communities and an expensive public sector.
To restore a ‘healthier’ balance, the
government has pledged to devolve power
from the state to communities. 

Prime Minister David Cameron has said that:

“The Big Society is about a huge
culture change where people, in their
everyday lives, in their homes, in their
neighbourhoods, in their workplace
don’t always turn to officials, local
authorities or central government for
answers to the problems they face but
instead feel both free and powerful
enough to help themselves and their
own communities.”

1 The need for innovation: 
why we need more civil society
engagement in service delivery

1 http://www.statistics.gov.uk/hub/population/ageing/older-people
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Much of the legislative framework behind
the Big Society is to be found in the
Localism Act, in the shape of the new
Community Right to Challenge, which
allows communities to propose their own
arrangements for running services, and the
Community Right to Bid, which allows
communities to list assets of community
value and bid for them should they be put
up for sale. Other legal manifestations of
the Big Society include the Community
Right to Build and the introduction of
neighbourhood planning in the the National
Planning Policy Framework.

There is evidence that the government’s
approach to the Big Society has altered 
in recent months. In May 2012 they
released new draft guidance which allows
‘non-relevant’ bodies such as private
organisations to partner with the community
and voluntary sector in the use of the ‘right
to challenge’ legislation, perhaps in
response to fears that the voluntary sector
would be unable to navigate local authority
tendering processes.

Critics of the Big Society regard the
concept as insubstantial, or as a post-hoc
justification of cuts to public finance.
However, there are also a number of long-
term trends which militate in favour of a
more collaborative approach to service
delivery, irrespective of government policy.

Long-term trends and
community collaboration

The long-term public policy challenges that
we face are complex and unpredictable.
Such problems cannot be solved by
governments alone, but will require a new
level of collaboration with partner
organisations and, crucially, with citizens. 

Two examples illustrate this point. As we
noted earlier, the number of older people in
the UK is expected to rise dramatically over
the remainder of the 21st century. There

are currently around 10,000 people in
Britain over the age of a hundred. Based on
current trends, by 2070 that figure will have
risen to over one million. Our system of
adult social care is already under pressure,
and it is difficult to see how any other solely
state provided resource could expand
sufficiently to cope with this increased
demand. 

All evidence is that demand in this area will
continue to grow exponentially. In the long
term, this need cannot practically be met by
the state and we will need to engage
families and communities in looking after
older people on a voluntary basis. 

Climate change offers a second example of
the need for greater citizen involvement.
The 2008 Climate Change Act requires 
that the UK’s carbon emissions are reduced
by at least 80% by 2050, compared to 
1990 levels. 

While government has a role to play in
negotiating international settlements, setting
emissions standards and perhaps even
using fiscal instruments to change
behaviours, individuals will also have a role
to play in adapting their own lifestyles. Any
effective response to the problem will
inevitably draw on both government action
and that of individuals.

The emerging context in which services are
delivered is local and collaborative. As we
will see in the next chapter, councils are
finding ever more innovative ways of
generating savings while meeting local need,
including sharing services, embarking on
commercial enterprise and consolidating
back office functions. But in order to bridge
the gap between demand and resources it is
clear that we will need to work on both sides
of the equation; reducing demand where
possible, but also developing innovative and
radical approaches to service delivery. Given
the inevitable financial limits to state action in
the long-term, communities will need to be
part of the solution. 
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Local authorities recognise the need for more
active communities. LGiU research
demonstrates that the community and
voluntary sector is regarded as increasingly
important in delivering effective public service
partnerships in future. However, this raises
questions about the capacity of community
groups, and of the capacity of local
authorities to invest in effective support. At
the same time, the trend towards integration
and the commissioning of large contracts to
deliver economies of scale appears to run
counter to the need to deliver more locally
specific and targeted services. Can these two
directions in service delivery be reconciled?

The evidence from local
authorities

LGiU research shows that councils
recognise the need for greater community
and voluntary sector involvement in local
services. A recent survey showed that 86.9%
of local government respondents say that
community and voluntary groups will have to
take on more risk in future than they do at
present, as they begin to play a more active
role in service delivery.2

Nevertheless, there is also serious concern
in local government regarding the capacity
and willingness of the community and
voluntary sector to take on new
responsibilities. In a recent LGiU survey,
nearly 75% of respondents rated the ability
of their community to take on council
services or assets as ‘low’ or ‘very low’. The
same proportion said their communities
would be ‘unmotivated’ or ‘very unmotivated’

by the possibility of playing a greater role in
this regard. Furthermore, 83% of
respondents said that ‘lack of capacity in the
community and voluntary sector’ was a
major barrier to better partnership
arrangements in future.

If these fears are grounded in reality, they
appear to strike a deadly blow to the
government’s Big Society agenda. It is likely
that this consideration was uppermost when
the government issued new draft guidance
on the Community Right to Challenge, which
allows ‘non-relevant bodies’ such as private
sector organisations to partner with
community groups and the voluntary sector
to challenge council-run services.3

Concerns about community capacity are
reflected in public surveys. A recent piece of
research by Zurich and Ipsos Mori 4 showed
that almost a quarter (24%) of people
canvassed said they had no interest in how
local council services work, as long as they
were doing their job. The number of people
volunteering on a regular basis has also
declined in recent years. This raises an
important question for local authorities: how
can they encourage people to become more
active participants in service design and
delivery at a local level, and how can they
invest in capacity of the voluntary and
community groups they already have?

Models of investment

Investing in capacity could take many forms.
It could involve strengthening existing
voluntary organisations’ governance
arrangements or building their skills in HR,

2 The problem: investing in capacity
during times of austerity

2 LGiU (2011), Risk and Reward: local government and risk in the new public realm
3 DCLG (21st May 2012), Community Right to Challenge: Statutory Guidance (Draft)
4 Zurich Municipal (2011), Tough Choices. Different perspectives on long term risks facing local 

government
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procurement or bid management. It could
also include identifying latent capacity within
the community and supporting people to find
their own ways of addressing the problems
that affect their neighbourhood. Each local
area will have different needs and will
require different approaches.

In this report, we have not attempted to
address the complex process of how
community investment should be delivered
on the ground, as this will be determined to
a large degree by local circumstances. Our
purpose is to focus on resources; to highlight
the current position of investment in this
area, and to draw attention to potential areas
of previously untapped resource.

Some councils have found funding within
their budget to deliver that investment
themselves. This could take the form of a
direct grant. For example, Dorset has set
aside a grant pot of £800,000 for local
community and voluntary groups with a view
to investing in capacity. Other councils have
different approaches to transferring skills. To
support professional development in the
social enterprise sector, Maidstone Council
has resourced a project which matches local
professionals with skills such as
accountancy, with social enterprise
organisations in their area. Trafford Council
has undertaken a major review of their social
care sector to promote a better local market
with a diversity of small providers. Councils
have a long history of working with their CVS
umbrella bodies and many of these
organisations provide invaluable support to
the sector in terms of training and advice.

The range and diversity of these approaches
demonstrate the commitment of local
authorities to supporting their community and
voluntary sector, and local businesses.
Council community development work
continues to be vital and should be a central
aspect of any model of local support to the
sector in future. 

The challenge

Nevertheless, government funding of the
community and voluntary sector has
inevitably been hit by the squeeze on public
finances. A 2011 report from the National
Council for Voluntary Organisations projected
the cumulative loss of funding to the
community and voluntary sector as £2.8bn
over the spending review period (2011-
2016).5 Finding the resources to invest in
capacity is difficult in this context. Direct
investment in communities on the part of the
council is resource intensive, particularly in
terms of officer time. This is not plentiful at
present, and there are real questions about
local authorities’ own capacity to make that
investment in future. To meet the challenge,
they will need to use all the tools at their
disposal.

The role of the private sector

In generating savings, there is a growing
trend for local authorities to work across
council boundaries to implement joint
procurement strategies, particularly when it
comes to contracts with the private sector to
deliver back-office functions such as IT, or
front-line services such as refuse collection.
Partnerships of this kind have generated
significant economies of scale. As a result,
however, there is an emerging tension: on
one side the demand for the integration of
commissioning in the shape of large
contracts; on the other the need to make
services more local, and to empower
communities to take an active role in service
delivery. 

Are large integrated contracts incompatible
with approaches that engage the voluntary
and community sector? We believe that they
are not mutually exclusive and can offer
complimentary responses to the same
problem – how to deliver efficient,
responsive services adapted to the needs of
the local community.

5 http://www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/sites/default/files/counting_the_cuts_v1_pdf.pdf

http://www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/sites/default/files/counting_the_cuts_v1_pdf.pdf�
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Investing in the capacity of the community
sector at a time of economic austerity is a
major challenge for local authorities. As we
have argued in the previous two chapters,
there is a need for communities to take on
greater responsibility as a result of the
widening gap between demand and
resources. For this to happen, upfront
investment will be required to support
capacity development in the community; a
formidable task at a time when councils are
making significant cuts in expenditure.
Councils have already delivered major
savings through a range of transformation
programmes. The next stage in the process
will involve closer inspection of partnership
arrangements across the public, private and
voluntary sectors, with a view to finding
better value, both in financial terms, and in
the shape of social returns such as
community capacity.

Councils have already made the first tranche
of their savings by transforming how they
operate. The methods they have employed
vary dramatically, but some of the most
fruitful forms of re-organisation have been
those that explore shared services and
functions with other authorities: joint
procurement opportunities, integration of
back office functions with other councils,
shared frontline services and even shared
management teams. This form of integration
has allowed many councils to maintain
frontline service provision while delivering
their savings targets, as some of the
examples (shown opposite) illustrate.

Partnerships offer a rich seam of opportunity
for building more efficient services. The next
stage of integration is likely to go even
further as local public resources in health,
policing and local government are drawn

together to achieve shared outcomes for
communities. But this integration will not be
limited to the public sector. Increasingly the
spaces between public, private and
community and voluntary organisations offer
the best opportunities for generating better
value in public services. Social innovation
will take place at the nexus of the different
sectors.

With this in mind, more and more councils
are now reassessing their partnerships
corporately to consider how they contribute
to the outcomes they want for their local
community.

Councils and commissioning

In future, councils will engage with an
increasingly wide range of partners in the
private, public and voluntary and community
sector. Partnership can take many forms, but
an emphasis on the value of commissioning
is growing as a method of delivering savings
and ensuring that services are efficient, and
targeted to community need. Some
authorities have explicitly moved towards a
commissioning approach to local services:
Lambeth Council has launched their vision
for a ‘co-operative council’, with an emphasis
on community-led commissioning, while
councils such as Westminster have long
considered themselves to be ‘commissioning
councils’. Selby District Council has recently
announced they will no longer provide any
services directly and will act purely as a
commissioner of services. 

The shift from service provider to service
commissioner is a change which is taking
place to a lesser or greater degree across
local government. This process goes hand-
in-hand with the drive towards greater

3 Maximising the value of 
partnerships
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integration between local public services and
the rise of strategic commissioning for
outcomes. However, the process is by no
means uniform and there are a number of
important challenges facing the sector.

One of the most important is the
reconciliation of integration and localism. As
the previous examples show us, councils
can make significant savings by working
together to develop shared procurement
processes, often leading to large private
sector contracts which deliver economies of
scale. At a time when resources are scarce,
this approach allows authorities to generate
savings without reducing frontline service
delivery. However, it also raises questions
about community involvement. Does this
tendency to integration affect the ability of
communities to engage meaningfully in
service design and delivery? Does it simply
take them one step further away from
services, or can shared services form part of

a drama in which community empowerment
takes centre stage?

Another challenge in commissioning is the
potential to re-create silos. Where the council
is to act as a hub, and commission providers
from across the public, private and voluntary
and community sectors to deliver services on
their behalf, attention must be paid to the
relationships between different providers and
the way in which they engage with one
another to minimise gaps between services.

If we accept that councils need more active
communities, but that resources for
investment in this area are scarce, we must
next look at the value that can be added by
council partnerships. In particular, we must
look at the relationships between providers,
and the ways in which partnerships with the
private sector can be used to enhance
opportunities for engagement with the
community and voluntary sector. 

Three examples of local authority shared services
l Councils in the North West of England have worked together to establish a
shared procurement hub known as ‘the Chest’. It operates as a procurement
portal for councils in Cheshire, Greater Manchester, Cumbria, Lancashire, and
Merseyside. In addition, the Association of Greater Manchester Authorities
(AGMA) has also developed a ‘Spend Pro’ data analysis tool. The new
technology provides consistent, accessible procurement intelligence across
the region, helps to identify collaborative opportunities and drives down
costs. More than 40 councils are now signed up to this tool.

l South Oxfordshire and the Vale of the White Horse district councils merged
their management functions in 2009, initially saving £800,000 a year. They
have since gone on to merge a further level of management. Together with
savings generated through running a joint waste collection operation and joint
finance function, the two councils have now saved in the order of £2.5m
through joint working.

l 15 of London’s 32 boroughs are now part of the London Library
Consortium. Resources are shared by members and library users in these
boroughs can borrow from and return stock to any library within the
consortium – giving them access to over 100 libraries in London. Besides the
advantage for communities, the partnership allows members to share IT and
stock procurement, generating significant savings. 



Nearly 80% of survey 
respondents agreed that
‘forming partnerships 
for the delivery of public
services is a priority for 
my organisation’
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To find out more about how local authorities
regarded their partnership arrangements, the
LGiU surveyed over 300 council
representatives, particularly focusing on
service delivery partnerships with other
organisations. We were interested in hearing
councils’ perspectives on a number of
questions.

l What sort of partnerships are
councils engaging in?

l How is their approach to partnership
changing as a result of the shifting
environment for public service
delivery?

l What do they regard as important
when establishing an arrangement
with a partner to deliver a service?

l How do they see services being
provided in future?

l What are the barriers to new forms
of partnership?

Survey findings

The survey received 301 responses from
local government representatives,
comprising 214 councils. Of these, 92 were
upper tier authorities. Roughly 74% of
respondents were officers. 91 of these were
chief executives, assistant chief executives
or directors. Of the councillors responding,
64 were leaders or cabinet members.

The survey reflected how partnership has
become an intrinsic part of service delivery
at a local level. Over 90% of respondents

4 Local authority perspectives on
partnership

Contract with the private 
sector to deliver a PFI scheme

Contract with the private 
sector to deliver waste services

Commissioning the local PCT
to deliver screening services

Service level agreement with 
a national charity to 

deliver mental health services

Engagement with a voluntary 
group managing a council-owned

community hall 

0% 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90   100%

Which of the following relationships would you define as a partnership?
Please select all that apply.

46.6%

55.9%

64.7%

72.1%

90.2%
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reported that their councils had engaged
with another party to deliver council services.
However, there was some debate about
what constitutes a partnership. When asked
whether specific arrangements were in fact
partnerships, respondents displayed a level
of disagreement, particularly in relation to
contractual arrangements. Several
respondents felt very strongly that a
contractual relationship could never be a
‘partnership’, raising questions about the
definition of the term.

The perceived value of partnership
Councils clearly regarded partnership as a
key aspect of their approach to delivering
savings. 91.6% agreed that cuts to council
expenditure were making them consider
‘new forms of partnership’. Nearly 80% said
that forming partnerships with other parties
to deliver public services was ‘a priority for
their organisation’. 

The importance of the community
and voluntary sectors
87% of respondents said that partnerships

with voluntary and community sector
organisations would be ‘important’ or ‘very
important’ in the next five years. 

However, when asked about the perceived
barriers to better partnerships in the future,
83% highlighted ‘lack of capacity in the
community and voluntary sector’ as a
problem. 

Service commissioning
The structure of commissioning and
contracting decisions clearly plays an
important role in determining the nature of a
partnership. We asked councils to identify
their top priorities in choosing successful
tenders.

As you might expect, the community
engagement potential of a bid in this
instance ranks significantly below the cost
of a contract. However, this raises
questions as to whether the community
engagement potential of tendering
organisations could be better integrated into
the architecture of a bid.

Cost/value 
for money

Clearly defined 
outcomes

Local economic 
benefit

Reputation of tendering
organisation

Quality of tender 
documentation

Community engagement 
potential of bid

1 2 3 4 5

When putting a service out to contract, what are your priorities in choosing 
a partner? Please rank in order of importance.
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Working with the private sector
We asked respondents what benefits they
perceived from contracting with the private
sector. The top response was ‘harnessing
their expertise and innovative practice’.
However, councils also seemed reluctant in
engaging this expertise to shape a tendering
process. As the pie-chart below shows, only
18.2% of respondents reported ‘regularly’
engaging with potential providers of any
sector in designing a tender.

This response is of particular interest when
you consider the ranking of problems
identified by councils in their contracts with
the private sector (see diagram on page 16).
Arguably the top two issues of ‘unforeseen
costs’ and ‘inflexible contracts’ relate to the
need for better contract formulation at the
start of the process.

Roughly 50% of respondents saw weak
contract management skills among council
officers as an issue affecting commissioning.
63% saw ‘EU procurement legislation’ as a
barrier to better partnership with all sectors.

Encouragingly, 60% of respondents reported
that there were plans for them to engage
more with providers in future. A significant
minority reported high levels of failure in their
partnerships. Around 21% said that

Harnessing their expertise
and innovative practice

Their ability to invest in 
a service or asset

Their ability to deliver
efficiency savings

The transfer of risk 
to the partner

Their ability to invest in
community development

No perceived benefits

0% 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90   100%

In your view, what are the benefits of commissioning private sector organisations
to manage council assets or deliver council services? Please select all that apply.

Do you currently engage directly 
with potential providers in designing 
a tender for contract?

77.5%

71.7%

66.3%

56.7%

21.4%

6.4%

Regularly
Most of the time

Infrequently
Never

34.4%

16.1%

18.2%

31.3%
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relationships with the private sector were
often, or usually unsuccessful. For the
community and voluntary sector this figure
was 16.5%, for the larger charitable sector
16%, and for the public sector around 14%. 

Summary of findings

This survey highlights several points
regarding local authority partnerships.

1) More and more councils are moving
towards a commissioning or partnership
approach to service delivery, and are
engaging other parties of all sectors to
deliver services. Nearly 80% of survey
respondents agreed that ‘forming
partnerships for the delivery of public
services is a priority for my
organisation’. Over 90% agreed that
cuts to local authority expenditure were
making them ‘consider new forms of
partnership’. This diversification of
service provision will have a significant
long term impact on the role and
accountability of a local authority.

2) Voluntary and community
organisations are perceived to play a
major role in this transformation, but
there are real concerns about the
capacity of the sector.

3) Despite the apparent shift towards
commissioning, survey respondents
expressed apprehensions about
contract management skills within
local government, and issues about
the process of commissioning, in
some cases to the extent of the
partnership failing. There was also
little consensus about what constitutes
a partnership. In many cases
contracts, particularly with the private
sector, are widely not regarded as
partnerships. 

If, as this survey suggests, commissioning
is increasing in popularity, it is important
that councils maximise the productivity of
their relationships, in order to provide good
value for money, and to maximise their
social impact.

Unforeseen costs

Inflexible contracts

Weak contract
management

Loss of accountability

Less effective community
engagement in delivery

Poor value for money

0% 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90   100%

In your view, what are the issues experienced in commissioning private sector organ-
isations to manage council assets or deliver council services? Select all that apply.

66.7%

62.6%

57.3%

52.0%

40.9%

25.7%



17LGiU Future service partnerships

To develop the community empowerment
potential of partnerships, we need a
coherent strategy for partnership
formulation. But what does this look like in
practice? The need to ensure private sector
contracts are delivering maximum value has
long been a priority in public sector
management. However, the specific
emphasis on social value is more recent.
Despite important work on the framework
for procurement in the shape of community
benefit clauses and the Public Services
(Social Value) Act 2012, there are still
several challenges to building better social
value in contracts.

Contracting for community
benefit

The need to seek additional social value
from contractual relationships has long been
recognised. In 2002, the Joseph Rowntree
Foundation supported a report by Richard
McFarlane and Mark Cook entitled Achieving
Community Benefits through Contracts: law,
policy and practice. It highlighted the
possibility of including ‘community benefit
clauses’ to draw more value out of a
contract, particularly in relation to
apprenticeships and local employment. It
advocated including social and
environmental considerations in the core
purpose of projects from tender stage
onwards. 

The aim of the report was to clarify exactly
what was allowable in a contract in relation
to community benefit. It concluded that
‘contrary to common perceptions, the
inclusion of community benefits in
procurement contracts can be permissible
under UK public procurement policy and EC
treaties, articles and directives.’

Community benefit clauses can appear in
the contract’s core conditions, providing they
relate to the subject of the contract, and
could include anything from equal
opportunities and support for the
disadvantaged to community initiatives and
environmental targets.6 This is particularly
relevant, given that 63% of respondents to
our survey regarded EU procurement
legislation as a barrier to better partnership.
The European Commission 2010 report,
Buying Social: a Guide to Taking Account of
Social Considerations in Public
Procurement, sought to address some of
these concerns.7

This approach to procurement has been
widely adopted. In 2008, the Scottish
government commissioned a report on
Community Benefits in Public Procurement
from the same authors.8 In 2010, the Welsh
government published Community Benefits:
Delivering maximum value for the Welsh
Pound – a practical guide for procurers.9

Some local authorities also published their
own community benefit policies. 

5 Social value in contracts and 
commissioning

6 McFarlane, Richard and Cook, Mark (2002), Achieving Community Benefits through Contracts:
law, policy and practice, The Policy Press, Bristol

7 European Commission (2010), Buying Social: a Guide to Taking Account of Social Considerations
in Public Procurement

8 McFarlane, Richard and Cook, Mark (2008), Community Benefits in Public Procurement: A Report
Demonstrating the Methodology for Including Targeted Recruitment and Training Clauses in
Public Sector Contracts, The Scottish government.

9 Welsh Assembly (2010), Community Benefits: Delivering maximum value for the Welsh Pound’
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Nottinghamshire County Council, already the
subject of a case study in the original report,
published guidance on community benefits
for small to medium enterprises.

The Public Services (Social
Value) Act 2012 

Nevertheless, ministers were evidently not
convinced by the track record of public
bodies in using their powers of procurement
to generate social value. In February 
2012, the Public Services (Social Value) 
Act 2012 was passed, two years after its
introduction as a private member’s bill by
Chris White MP. 

As a result of this Act, any public body
procuring services in future must now
consider:

(a)how what is proposed to be
procured might improve the
economic, social and environmental
well-being of the relevant area; and

(b)how, in conducting the process of
procurement, it might act with a view
to securing that improvement.

As the Act was passed, Chris White
commented:

“It offers us an opportunity to fuse the
innovation and effectiveness most often
associated with the private sector, with a
sense of public service and a social
mission. In asking all public bodies to
consider the benefits that they could create
through public service contracts this
legislation will, I hope, open the door to
public service contracts to many
organisations that otherwise would not have
been considered.” 10

While the Act does not specifically define
‘social value’, Social Enterprise UK, who
were involved in the development of the
legislation defined it in the following
manner.

“Social value” is a way of thinking about how
scarce resources are allocated and used. It
involves looking beyond the price of each
individual contract and looking at what the
collective benefit to a community is when a
public body chooses to award a contract.
Social value asks the question: ‘If £1 is
spent on the delivery of services, can that
same £1 be used, to also produce a wider
benefit to the community?’ 11

While the original intention of the bill was to
open up council procurement procedures to
a wider range of social enterprise groups, it
could also have implications for contracts
where social enterprise options are not on
the table, and it offers a strong prompt for
private sector contractors to adapt to this
agenda.

Implications for civil society
engagement

Despite the progress made in the legal and
procurement framework surrounding
contracts, there are still a number of
challenges to the development of a holistic
approach to social value in public
partnerships. 

First, more than 60% of respondents to our
survey regarded EU procurement
legislation as a barrier to better partnership.
This suggests that councils are still
adhering to a conservative interpretation of
this legislation and are not employing the
flexibility of options such as community
benefit clauses. 

10  http://conservativehome.blogs.com/platform/2012/03/chris-white-public-services-social-value-bill-
a-small-change-that-could-make-a-big-difference.html

11  http://www.socialenterprise.org.uk/uploads/files/2012/03/public_services_act_2012_a_brief_guide
_web_version_final.pdf

http://www.socialenterprise.org.uk/uploads/files/2012/03/public_services_act_2012_a_brief_guide_web_version_final.pdf�
http://www.socialenterprise.org.uk/uploads/files/2012/03/public_services_act_2012_a_brief_guide_web_version_final.pdf�
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Second, community benefit clauses have
so far been most frequently used in relation
to employment. While this has been very
successful, the need for capacity building in
the community goes beyond the creation of
employment. Mobilising communities is one
of the most important long term issues
councils need to address. This raises the
question of how commissioning and
partnerships can be employed to deliver
against this outcome: whether there is an
opportunity to transfer capacity from large
providers to small community groups

through community empowerment clauses
as well as community benefit clauses.

Third, there are clear limitations to what can
be defined within a legal clause. Building
social value in a contractual arrangement
goes beyond the content of the contract and
relates directly to the quality of the
relationship between commissioner and
commissioned. In the next chapter we will
explore some examples of successful
engagement and highlight some of the
principles emerging from them.
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To develop our understanding of community
benefit in council partnerships, we undertook
a number of interviews with local
government chief executives, leaders and
senior managers. The conversations
highlighted a wide range of innovative

practice in terms of partnerships and
investment in the community sector. The
examples in this chapter draw attention to an
emerging body of practice and some of the
broad principles raised in the interviews are
illustrated by the case studies that follow.

6 Case studies 

Establishing cross-sector partnerships and 
understanding what each partner is bringing 
to the arrangement

Isle of Wight Council has established a partnership with Southern Vectis, the
main commercial bus company on the Island to develop community routes.
The council used its own in-house teams to identify potential volunteer
drivers. The bus company trained them as drivers, purchased their license
and insurance and established the new bus routes. The Island now has 12
community bus routes and the bus company has won a national award for
their community engagement work. The routes have been very popular and
several elected members have recently opted to become trained drivers as a
way of engaging more effectively with their communities. 

This project has been successful because of the understanding of the
expertise each partner brought to the arrangement. In this case, the
commercial bus company had the capacity to invest in training and support;
the council was able to work with communities to find suitable volunteers, and
the volunteers themselves were able to provide local knowledge and
familiarity with the communities to whom they were delivering a service. 

Using the capacity of large private providers
to invest in the community 

All partners involved in the Barnsley Building Schools for the Future project
are members of the Local Education Partnership and have input into the Local
Education Value Added Plan. The plan outlines each partner’s commitment to
the provision of learning, employment and training opportunities, which 
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would benefit children, young people and the Barnsley community. John 
Laing is both an investment and a service delivery partner in the scheme,
and plays an active role in the delivery of the Local Education Partnership
Value Added Plan. 

This maps how each partner will support the schools over the next 25 years
in the delivery of extracurricular activities that range from the delivery of
workshops, enterprise events, teacher training days and the setting up of
youth councils. Their role includes the following.

l Holding a seat on the Barnsley Challenge Board, where support and
resources are committed to raise attainment, secure economic
regeneration and increase employability.

l Contributing management resources and funding support to the Barnsley
Council’s ‘I Know I Can’ initiative, which aims to raise the aspirations of
children and young people in Barnsley.

l Having a commitment to deliver work related learning and training plans
for all employees, providing an opportunity for staff transferring from the
public to the private sector to enhance their development skills and
progress through the company. Furthermore succession plans have been
put in place, providing opportunities for further development and
promotion.

l Working closely in partnership and collaboration with local service
providers, such as Barnsley College, regarding apprenticeships and
training. John Laing have two apprentices who are acting as ‘apprentice
ambassadors’ to champion the value of apprenticeships.

Another example of this approach can be seen in Birmingham Council’s
relationship with Capita, which includes a corporate social responsibility
programme as part of a back office contract. 5% of all Capita’s profits are
put aside for community development as a result of their agreement. Capita
makes an annual report on their community work arranged as part of this
programme, which has included donating their old computers to local
community groups, allowing their staff 20 hours each year for volunteering
in the local area, running a school citizenship programme and providing
mentoring workshops for young people.

While core criteria built into a contract specification must all relate directly
to the subject matter of the contract, these examples illustrate how a
successful partnership with a large provider can open up opportunities for
investment beyond the service, and into the wider community. For a council
with a priority of building community sector capacity, and new or existing
large providers, a relationship of this kind could be used to deliver
systematic programmes of training and support with the community sector
led by the provider. 
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Using a partnership approach to engineer 
additional value from contracts

Trafford Council entered into an initial seven-year contract with Veolia
Environmental Services in 2004. Post-contract the council has used a ‘value
engineering’ approach to work with the contractor on a partnership basis and
make changes to the service. In 2008/9 they switched from a box/bag system
for collecting recyclable material to recyclable material being collected in bins
and the introduction of a smaller bin for non-recyclable material. Joint working
increased recycling rates from 25% to 45% and delivered savings of over £1m
per year on disposal costs. 

As a result the contract was extended for a another three years to 2014. The
initial review of the contract opened up opportunities for other service
improvement discussions, which have led to savings of a further £200,000 a
year. The contractor has now begun to support various council initiatives
such as employee awards and charity events, including volunteering from
Veolia staff on environmental improvement projects within the borough.

In November 2011, Peterborough City Council formed a strategic partnership
with Serco to improve services to residents and deliver at least £20m savings
over the next 10 years. The council’s relationship with Serco goes back
several years. Initially they were engaged to deliver ICT services for the
council. However, by developing a positive relationship with the provider, the
local authority has now negotiated with them to make a new form of
investment in the local area. In April 2012, Serco confirmed it has signed a
new five year £17m contract with Ideal Shopping to provide customer contact
services for its Ideal World, Create & Craft, Lead the Good Life and Pets &
Wildlife brands. 

The service will be run from the UK, with contact centre operations both in
Peterborough and in India. The contract will employ 160 people with all
existing members of staff in Peterborough transferring to Serco, with their
terms and conditions protected. As well as protecting the existing jobs,
current projections indicate that a further 40 new jobs will be brought into the
city within the first 12 months of the new contract. Serco will deliver all
aspects of customer contact. As well as web transactions and purchases,
innovative service solutions such as web chat and online advisers are also
expected to feature within the service and frontline staff will benefit from
dedicated training programmes to maximise sales effectiveness.

The Trafford and Peterborough case studies demonstrate the potential
flexibility of a partnership post-contract and the opportunities associated with
an effective partnership. They raise the question as to whether or not there is
scope to build a more systematic approach to community investment
initiatives into existing contractual relationships.
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Analysis

These case studies demonstrate that there
is an existing body of practice in maximising
the value of service delivery partnerships.
They highlight some of the ways in which
community benefit can be achieved by
employing the capacity of large providers to
invest in community ventures.

Of course this is not the only approach to
community investment. Besides the
examples identified here, councils have years
of experience of empowering communities.
Nevertheless, we have argued earlier that
communities have a much greater role to
play in the future of service delivery than is
currently the case. The exponential rise in
demand for council services over the next 50
years, coupled with the comparative shortage
of resources makes it an absolute necessity

that communities are resilient and prepared
to take on new responsibilities. Council
investment in community capacity is
essential, but on its own is insufficient to
achieve the required step-change. To move
closer to this goal, councils must use all the
tools at their disposal. This includes re-
thinking their relationships with large
providers.

These examples show that contracts with
large providers are already being used to
secure investment in communities. But we
would argue that there is yet more value to
be achieved through such partnerships.
Relationships with large providers could be
used to transfer capacity to smaller
community organisations, supporting them to
take on new and more active roles in service
delivery. The next chapter describes some of
the barriers to this approach.

Engaging with private partners’ charitable arms
Many large private providers have their own independent charitable trusts
which fund community initiatives. One example of a successful partnership
with such a body is the relationship between the John Laing Charitable Trust,
the Reading Agency and V – a youth volunteering charity. This partnership
was formed in 2009 to deliver a three year volunteering programme in support
of the Summer Reading Scheme in libraries. At the time, John Laing Integrated
Services were managing the London Borough of Hounslow’s library service
and Hounslow was selected as one of the 20 pilot places for the programme. 

Part of the project involved young Media Promoter volunteering posts being
established to raise the profile of the Summer Reading Scheme. With the
support of the charitable Trust, John Laing Integrated Services worked with an
emerging social enterprise in Hounslow to run a workshop and media
programme with ten young people. As part of this activity they reviewed events
taking place within Hounslow libraries, interviewed local authors, developed a
Twitter account, produced a magazine and ran a successful finale event. 

While charitable trusts associated with providers in the public sector are
independent, there are often areas of shared interest in community investment
in places where the business is operating. Successful engagement between
local authorities and their partners could help to identify opportunities to align
resources and invest in building community capacity.



The goals of achieving
value for money, and
investing in community
capacity are not 
alternative options 
in service delivery 
partnerships
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Ultimately, despite many individual examples
of innovative practice, the use of service
delivery partnerships to support capacity in
the community sector is not widespread.
This may be for a number of different
reasons.

The council has other priorities. For many
authorities, while promoting community
involvement in the design and delivery of
services is regarded as important, it is simply
not a priority in the context of the tough
financial climate. When a third party is
sought to deliver a service on behalf of the
council, the primary consideration is cost. In
our survey the vast majority of respondents
identified cost as the most important factor in
awarding a tender, while community
engagement was at the bottom of the list. 

We would argue that the goals of achieving
value for money, and investing in community
capacity are not alternative options in
service delivery partnerships. As demand for
council services increases, and resources
become more stretched, it is important that
communities are resilient and have the
capacity to take a greater role in service
provision. Investing in that capacity is
therefore a core role of any forward-thinking
service. This should be reflected across the
service spectrum, but needs particularly to
be considered when forming partnerships
with organisations who may have the
capacity themselves to invest in
communities as part of a contractual
relationship. 

EU procurement legislation. When we
asked councils to identify the biggest
barriers to partnership in the future, more
than 60% identified EU procurement
legislation as an issue, with a widespread

perception that it prevents councils from
specifying local benefit as part of a tender
process. However, as Richard McFarlane
and Mark Cook’s report described in Chapter
5 demonstrates, it is perfectly possible to
include community benefit clauses in a
tender specification. 

While you cannot specify the geographical
location of the tendering organisation, and
any criteria included in the core conditions of
the specification must be directly relevant to
its purpose, there is still a great deal of
scope for incorporating social value
objectives in the selection criteria. 

Besides including criteria in the specification,
there are other approaches to maximising
the community investment potential of
contracts. The Birmingham case study
illustrated how a profit sharing arrangement
can be used to invest in a community trust
for projects supporting local people. 

Contractual relationships are not
regarded as partnerships. Our survey
made it clear that for many respondents, the
presence of a contract precludes a
relationship with a provider from being a
‘partnership’. While a contractual
relationship for service delivery may differ in
some ways from a more informal
partnership (within a former LSP for
example), it remains a situation where two
organisations share service objectives,
capacity and risk, and relying on a purely
contractual approach to managing the
relationship is unlikely to generate the best
outcomes for the service. 

The contract is a tool for articulating service
expectations and formalising the backbone
of the relationship, but it is equally important

7 Overcoming barriers
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that the authority fleshes this out by building
a culture of partnership between the
organisations. 

Contracts are regarded as inflexible.
Over 60% of respondents to our survey saw
‘inflexible contracts’ as a barrier to better
partnerships in future. Sometimes this is
unavoidable, but there are many instances in
which a good partnership relationship with a
provider has allowed a more flexible
approach. As the Trafford and Peterborough
case studies illustrate, spending the time to
develop a good relationship can generate
savings further down the line.

Facing the challenge

Investment in community capacity is a
central feature of any service with an eye to
the future, but at the same time, there are

significant savings to be found in large,
integrated contracts. As our case studies
show, these approaches are not mutually
exclusive. Nevertheless, while there are
examples of innovative practice, there are
also barriers to successful partnerships that
generate social value. Opportunities to
transfer capacity from large providers to
community and voluntary sector
organisations are being missed. 

Although some of the barriers to this taking
place are operational, the most important
factor is cultural; in these challenging
economic times, investment in community
capacity is not regarded as a significant
priority in many areas. In the next chapter
we outline some recommendations to
support the development of an approach
which places community investment at the
heart of service delivery.
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In this report, we have established that there
is a long-term demand for change in the
relationship between citizen and state. Far-
sighted councils will need to invest in
community capacity to support a greater
level of involvement in service design and
delivery in the future. 

However, the resources required to make
this investment are limited and on their own
are unlikely to bridge the gap. Partnerships
offer a potential source of untapped
investment. While there has been
considerable progress in local authorities
leveraging more value through procurement
and service delivery contracts in the past 10
years, there is the potential for this to be
taken even further through an increased
focus on investment in community capacity. 

This section deals with some of the steps a
local authority can take to ensure that it can
maximise the community value of all its
partnerships and has the leadership it needs
to make better community investment a
reality.

1) Make investment in communities a
political priority. If a council intends to
increase community involvement in
design and delivery of services, there
must be a clear top level decision
regarding where this will be prioritised and
what level of risk the council is prepared
to take on to make it happen. In many
cases this may be a political decision
taken by the administration. 

Whatever the approach, it is essential to
be clear about what you mean by
community involvement and to articulate

what level of participation you are hoping
to achieve; what services you are
considering; who you might be working
with and what your objectives are. 

The LGiU report Risk and Reward
recommended that councils complete
both a risk tolerance assessment (of
what level of risk the council is prepared
to take on to involve communities in
different service areas) and a community
capacity audit (of the levels of
community enthusiasm and capacity for
engaging in service delivery across
these services).12

Both of these may be necessary before a
meaningful approach to community
investment can be articulated. However,
political leadership is absolutely essential
if this approach is to be prioritised.

2) Ensure investment in community
capacity is a meaningful part of the
procurement process. While cost will
always remain an important aspect of any
procurement process, investment in
communities should be incorporated more
regularly as a standard criterion for
assessing tenders. Our survey
demonstrated that ‘community
engagement’ was at the bottom of the
considerations councils look at when
awarding a tender for service delivery. 

If we accept that the growing gap
between demand and resources requires
more active communities, this must be
prioritised across all council processes,
including procurement. Building
community investment into these

8 Recommendations

12  Risk and Reward: local government and risk in the new public realm, LGiU, 2011.
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processes could involve a number of
tools, including some of the following:

l commitments to community investment
in procurement and commissioning
strategies

l the default inclusion of criteria relating
to community investment in standard
council tender documentation

l inclusion of a standard reference to
community capacity investment
potential in Equality Impact
Assessments

l checklists for members of scrutiny
panels over-seeing the contracting of
large service contracts

l the value of investment in community
capacity being incorporated as a
module into contract management
training offered by the council

l training to raise awareness of
standards for community investment,
such as BITC’s CommunityMark 
(see below).

3) Establish a lead member for
community investment. Investing in
community capacity is an important
priority for far-sighted councils and
requires political support. The appropriate
systems will vary from council to council,
but whether the responsibility is given to
an existing portfolio holder, or a new lead
member is created, choosing the right
cabinet representative and giving them
the authority to lead on community
investment has both symbolic and
practical value for the agenda.

4) Engage with ward councillors. This
approach to partnership will only fulfil its
potential if all councillors work at a ward
level to identify and cultivate opportunities
to engage the community. 

Ward councillors in particular have a
history of community development and
empowerment and of working with the
voluntary and community sectors. They
can be the crucial players in engaging the
community in service delivery. They can
provide continuity, retain focus on the big
strategic questions, facilitate the
engagement of citizens, hold the ring

The CommunityMark
Business in the Community (BITC) run the CommunityMark: the UK’s only
national standard that publicly recognises excellence in community
investment. It is an independent, 360-degree, assessment process that defines
innovators and leaders in community investment. Open to companies in the
UK of all sizes and sectors, this national standard has been developed by
Business in the Community in consultation with the private, public and
voluntary sector bodies. The CommunityMark challenges companies to
minimise their negative and maximise their positive impact on society through
an assessment process that recognises milestones to achieving long term
sustainable benefits to both business and the community. 

Thirty-eight companies currently hold the CommunityMark. Since July 2008,
46 companies have achieved the CommunityMark. 

For more information please see http://www.bitc.org.uk/ community/
communitymark
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between competing interests, speak for
those voices that do not shout loudly and
mediate between local decision-making
and the complex realities of
implementation and delivery. Where
necessary this should be supported by
the council’s member development
programme.

5) Invest in council contract management
skills. As our survey demonstrated, more
and more councils are moving towards a
partnership and commissioning approach
to delivering services, whether it is
through the private, public, voluntary or
community sectors. But around 50% of
respondents also said that a ‘lack of
commissioning and contract management
skills among council officers’ was proving
an obstacle to better partnership. If
councils are changing, then their officers’
roles will also change, and in many cases
investment will be needed to ensure they
have the skills they need to take on new
roles and responsibilities. 

6) Develop forums for local innovation.
Our survey showed that only 18% of
respondents ‘regularly’ engage with
providers in advance of tendering a
contract. Some services may already

have a more effective culture of
engagement through provider forums than
others, but this suggests there is still
scope to develop better information flows
between local government and their
providers. 

Some authorities have already begun to
develop new and innovative approaches
in this regard: Tendring District Council
has started to use Facebook to gather
provider comments in advance of
tendering a contract, for example.

Service delivery in the future will be
characterised by partnership. Whether it
takes the form of traditional strategic
partnerships, pooled budgets, shared
services or commissioning, councils will
increasingly find themselves holding the
ring for a diverse range of organisations of
all sizes and from across all sectors. This
need not mean a direct choice between
large integrated contracts that deliver
efficiency savings, and a bottom up,
community led approach. These models
can be mutually inclusive. Finding new
forms of partnership that engage both
community and private sectors, and 
transfer capacity between them will create
additional value for both. 
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The need for investment in capacity is
pressing. Increasing demand for services
driven by long-term trends such as
population movement, climate change and
an ageing populace is already creating a
resourcing gap, which cannot be resolved by
governments alone, and will require a new
level of collaboration with citizens. Councils
recognise this need, but have limited
resources with which to make the
investment. While traditional approaches to
community development will continue to be
important, authorities must use all the
resources at their disposal if they are to lead
a cultural shift towards greater community
involvement in service design and delivery.
The most successful service providers will
be those that recognise this need and aim to
align their resources with councils to find
ways of investing in communities.

We have already come some of the way on
this journey. As we have seen, the use of
community benefit clauses and partnership
approaches with private sector providers can
engineer additional value for the community.
But we need to go further. 

Ultimately, securing resources to invest in
community capacity is crucial for ambitious
councils looking to the future of local
services. We know that partnerships with the
private sector offer a potential seam of
investment, and that by aligning service
delivery partnerships and using the capacity
of providers we can transfer support to the
community. These are testing economic
times. Only by investing in partnerships can
councils generate the resources they need
to place community investment at the heart
of their vision for the local area. 

Conclusion
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