
 

 

The Better Commissioning 

of Public Services 

 

Significant improvements have already 

been delivered by commissioners in the 

public sector, there are still pressing 

challenges for more to be delivered with 

reduced funding. Commissioners have 

asked for examples of the latest thinking 

and where new models have been, or are 

being, trialled so that best practice is 

shared widely, pitfalls are avoided, and 

the wheel is not continually reinvented.  

Through several policies and programmes, 

including the Department of Communities and 

Local Government’s Our Place and Delivering 

Differently, The Public Service Transformation 

Network and the Commissioning Academy1 

the government is supporting local and 

national commissioners to design and 

implement commissioning models. Drawing 

on these programmes, together with other 

examples of excellent and innovative 

commissioning, we have gathered together 

emerging exemplars of commissioning 

practice with the aim of inspiring and assisting 

other commissioners in their public service 

transformation. 

We think the case studies published here are 

‘a must-read’. They reflect different 

commissioning scopes, from local authority 

through to neighbourhood level, across a 

breadth of services ranging from public 

health, mental health, adult social care and 

early intervention with families who have 

complex needs, through to preventing re-

offending, domestic violence and transferring  

                                                           
1
 http://mycommunityrights.org.uk/ for the community 

rights and Our Place programmes 
https://www.gov.uk/the-commissioning-academy-

information  for the Commissioning Academy 

http://publicservicetransformation.org/ for the Public 
Service Transformation Network 

 

 

 

 

 

assets (parks and libraries) into community 

ownership. 

These case studies set out the commissioning 

context, the early steps taken, anticipated 

impacts and, where possible, implementation 

and the results achieved so far. The majority 

of the case studies set out different forms of 

co-producing and co-commissioning services 

and include personal insights and reflections 

from the commissioners and the end-users.  

 

The case studies are all different but 

together they form a powerful narrative and 

resource for what is possible, without being 

shy of what still remains to be done.   We 

hope you find them inspiring and insightful.  

Already we have been able to draw out some 

principles which these case studies suggest 

underpin good commissioning: in line with 

National Audit Office’s principles of Good 

Commissioning.  

 Ensure considerations of social value are 
at the heart of the process, thinking and 
outcomes, including wherever possible 
using the tools available in the Social 
Value Act and accompanying guidance 
and practice 

 Invest in partnerships and actively 
engage service users, communities and 
the supplier markets, particularly the 
local voluntary and community sector, in 
co-designing effective service models 

 Devolve and transfer more power to 
service users or communities to increase 
their influence over the purchasing 
decisions 

 Draw on a wide-pool of evidence and 
analysis so that the risks in trying out 
new models of commissioning and 
service design are managed and 
partners persuaded 

http://mycommunityrights.org.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/the-commissioning-academy-information
https://www.gov.uk/the-commissioning-academy-information
http://publicservicetransformation.org/
http://www.nao.org.uk/successful-commissioning/general-principles/principles-of-good-commissioning/
http://www.nao.org.uk/successful-commissioning/general-principles/principles-of-good-commissioning/


 

 

 Influence the local market through 
stakeholder engagement including 
through consulting with voluntary and 
community sector organisations as 
advocates and experts not just as 
providers, rather than only through 
purchasing power, so that local 
commissioning solutions can be better 
shaped and determined 

 Take a “horses for courses” approach 
ensuring that the approach taken to 
commissioning is most appropriate for 
the function and task in hand, rather 
than a “one-size-fits-all” competitive 
tendering 

 Utilise new approaches to co-
commission and co-design solutions, 
drawing on the support available from 
government programmes, including 
from peers and sharing emerging 
insights and building capacity 

 

In a climate of contracting budgets and 

increasing demand, radical change and 

versatility is necessary in order to maintain 

and improve public services. Public services 

need to be transformed, with commissioners 

looking for different ways to deliver services, 

focussing on the needs of citizens, involving 

co-production with users and partners, 

making use of leading practice and evidence 

of what has worked together and developing 

innovative ideas and solutions where needed.  

Done well, effective commissioning can help 

achieve improved social outcomes for citizens, 

whilst delivering value for money.  But it is 

about identifying the right solution for the 

specific commissioning challenge – a single 

commissioning model is not likely to be 

necessary or effective, and delivery may need 

to be through a range of providers.   

Each case study is an individual story in its 

own right, but as a collection they can be 

grouped around common themes. In 

particular, 

• Barnsley, Croydon, Kensington and 
Chelsea, Gloucestershire, Leeds, 
Sutton and Shropshire (amongst 

others) highlight work to develop the 
local supplier market, including 
embedding the Social Value Act in 
local commissioning processes, 
boosting capacity within the VCS to be 
market-ready and supporting spin-
outs and mutuals 
 

• White City,  Portsmouth, Trowbridge, 
Shrewsbury, Kirklees (Fresh Horizons) 
and Devon provide examples of 
devolving and transferring services to 
parish and town councils or 
neighbourhood teams to improve 
service outcomes 
 

• Berkshire, Cheshire West and Chester, 
Somerset (Creativity works) and Leeds 
highlight the different models used to 
increase and improve engagement, 
involvement and empowerment of 
service users and surrounding 
communities.  
 

 • Department of Health/Association of 
 co-Directors of Adult Social Services 

produced a framework of standards 
to support local continuous 
improvement and deliver better 
outcomes for adults using social care.  

 
 

Alongside these we have drawn out key 

actions which the case studies suggest are 

needed to deliver and embed new service 

delivery models:  

 Rigorous analysis to identify what must 
change with the existing system, in order 
to understand what has worked and what 
has not, and where there have been 
missed opportunities how those can be 
avoided in the future   
 

 Creating a compelling vision with a clear 
succinct narrative of what they are doing 
to meet that vision and communicating 
that effectively to all stakeholders 
particularly voluntary and community 
sector organisations who work with and 
can reach different client groups whether 
or not they are likely to potentially bid to 



 

 

be commissioned to run the services in 
question 
 

 Ensuring there is consistency between 
their new commissioning model and the 
overall organisational priorities – that the 
commissioning initiative goes with the 
grain of what is possible and what is 
wanted within the local context 
 

 Gaining strong support and buy-in at all 
levels of the organisation, from senior 
leadership, middle management, through 
to frontline staff and key external 
stakeholders 
 

 Investing in the development of staff, 
stakeholders and the market, including 
the local voluntary and community sector, 
to help them grow new skills, build 
capacity and change attitudes or 
behaviour 
 

 Focussing on improving outcomes rather 
than on services 
 

 Looking across the whole system to 
identify what needs to change and who 
can contribute beyond the usual suspects, 
in particular your local voluntary and 
community sector even if they have not 
previously bid or been commissioned 
 

 Carrying out meaningful engagement with 
service users, communities, voluntary and 
community organisations as both 
advocates and providers, staff and/or the 
market. 
 

 Capturing information about outcomes 
and impact from the outset, or testing or 
piloting new ways of working on a small 
scale in order to iron out issues before 
scaling up 

We know these case studies are a first step in 

sharing good practice and knowledge, and 

through them have identified areas which 

need further attention by commissioners, 

including:  

 A bigger push to gather more evidence 
and build up the knowledge base around 
what works: information and evidence on 
the service changes made and their 
impacts, especially relating to improved 
outcomes for users and the financial 
impact realised 
 

 Identifying how behavioural insights can 
be applied at the local commissioning 
level to help manage demand better or in 
the re-design of services 
 

 Strengthening the peer network for 
commissioners, to enable and encourage 
the sharing of emerging insights and 
building up capacity across the 
commissioning community 
 

 Better knowledge and awareness of how 
to engage, listen and work with local 
voluntary and community sector 
organisations, particularly small and 
specialist. 

 
 

We are therefore keen to hear from other 

areas who would like to share their 

commissioning stories.  Please contact us: 
Commissionercasestudies@Communities.gsi.gov.uk  

 

Additional resources:  
 
The following are some additional materials 
that you might find useful. 
 
http://www.nao.org.uk/successful-

commissioning/ 

http://www.cbi.org.uk/campaigns/public-

sector-market-management-toolkit/ 

http://www.nesta.org.uk/sites/default/files/p

eople_powered_commissioning.pdf 

 

 

 

mailto:Commissionercasestudies@Communities.gsi.gov.uk
http://www.nao.org.uk/successful-commissioning/
http://www.nao.org.uk/successful-commissioning/
http://www.cbi.org.uk/campaigns/public-sector-market-management-toolkit/toolkit-goal-definition/
http://www.cbi.org.uk/campaigns/public-sector-market-management-toolkit/toolkit-goal-definition/
http://www.nesta.org.uk/sites/default/files/people_powered_commissioning.pdf
http://www.nesta.org.uk/sites/default/files/people_powered_commissioning.pdf

