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1) Introduction and Executive Summary 
 
This research study examines strategies for meeting the identified needs of the 
region’s social enterprises in forming consortia and partnerships to successfully 
engage in tendering for the delivery of public services.  It aims to inform the 
members forming the Strategic Alliance Action Group being established by Social 
Enterprise North West (SENW).   
It has been commissioned by Social Enterprise Lancashire Network (SELNET) 
on behalf of SENW, funded through the UK ChangeUp Capacity Builders funding 
stream and undertaken by the social enterprise team at the Institute for 
Enterprise and Entrepreneurship Development at Lancaster University 
Management School.   
The purpose of this study was to investigate the factors leading to effective 
partnership and consortia approaches to successful tendering with an emphasis 
on current support services available to social enterprises engaged in tendering 
processes. Views on the effectiveness of these services, the level of take-up and 
barriers to take up were also sought.  Knowledge and use of added value 
indicators (e.g. Social Return on Investment) as part of the tendering process 
were also examined. 
The research team sought the views of social enterprise organisations, support 
organisations and commissioners of public services in the North West of England 
through a variety of means. An online survey, telephone interviews and desk 
based research on examples of good practice were undertaken. 
The views of social enterprises were sought on current support services available 
to social enterprises engaged in tendering processes and the effectiveness, 
barriers and level of take-up of that support.  The extent of social enterprise 
tendering, especially partnership and consortia tendering and the barriers, 
benefits and problems of the tendering process were also examined. The study 
also investigated the knowledge and use of added value indicators (e.g. Social 
Audit). 
The views of commissioners were sought on the willingness to procure from 
social enterprise and any perceived barriers to this.  The study also investigated 
knowledge of, and level of trust in, added value indicators (e.g. Social Audit). 
Details of support services available and the views of support service providers 
on the take-up, barriers to and effectiveness of their services were also gathered. 
All respondents were also invited to make recommendations for improvement. 
A thorough investigation of effective practice regionally, nationally and 
internationally was also undertaken, examining: 

i) Consortia and partnership approaches to tendering. 

ii) Business and training support structures for social enterprises. 

iii) Procurement from social enterprises. 

iv) Effective service delivery by social enterprises. 
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v) Government policies on procurement and tendering concerning social 
enterprises. 

vi) Procurement portals. 

Analysis of the survey findings was undertaken with a focus on the qualitative 
data gathered through comment boxes found throughout the survey and 
interview responses to provide a clear picture of the current experience and 
impact of consortia/ partnership working.  Basic statistical information on 
numbers of responses is also included. The report provides examples of 
successful partnerships and consortia, as well as examples of effective support 
to social enterprises in consortia and partnership tendering for large scale public 
service contracts. 
A number of recommendations can be drawn from the findings of the study, both 
from the survey results and from the examples of good practice examined: 

1. Clear guidelines and examples of best practice for pre-qualifying 
questionnaires, including model policies, should continue to be 
disseminated.   

2. Partnerships and consortia can be promoted to smaller organisations on 
the basis of pooled resources to achieve pre-qualifying criteria thresholds. 

3. An awareness of full cost tenders should be promoted to ensure 
organisational needs are met. 

4. A bespoke service offering advice on tendering, partnerships and 
consortia should be supported 

5. Sector involvement in strategic commissioner networks should be 
supported 

6. The development and dissemination of marketing, training and information 
packages to those directly responsible for commissioning, including 
information on social accounting methods and rationale. 

7. Wider dissemination of statutory sector targets, not just those directly 
related to tender specifications, to allow social enterprises to clearly 
communicate the added value of tendering with the sector to 
commissioners. 

8. Continuing involvement with the wider voluntary and community sector to 
promote partnership and consortia across sectors.   

9. Further research into existing VCS partnerships which operate as social 
enterprises in tendering for contracts, but do not identify themselves with 
the social enterprise sector. 

10. The development of micro clusters (i.e groups of social enterprises 
working in similar fields or markets) to encourage consortia and 
partnership approaches to tenders 
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11. Support for shared back office partnerships as part of tender 
preparedness. 

12. Support social enterprise trade fairs to build relationships between 
commissioners and potential suppliers and also support participation in 
wider events where commissioners go to seek out suppliers 

13. Support exchanges or shadowing between commissioners and social 
enterprises, such as one week ‘in the work place’ exchanges as part of 
continuous professional development. 

14. The development of the Strategic Alliance Action Group should include 
support for training of support service providers from all sectors in the 
particular needs of the social enterprise sector. 
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2) Aims 
This research study aims to inform the development of strategy for delivery and 
identify the skills and knowledge necessary to the members forming the Strategic 
Alliance Action Group. 
This is a report of a research study commissioned by SELNET on behalf of 
SENW, funded through the UK ChangeUp Capacity Builders funding stream. 
The study has been undertaken by the social enterprise team at the Institute for 
Enterprise and Entrepreneurship Development at Lancaster University 
Management School.  The study has been led by M. MacDonald and undertaken 
with J. Hall, L. Smith and C. Parkinson, with oversight from Professor C. 
Howorth. 
The purpose of this study was to investigate the factors leading to effective 
partnership and consortia approaches to successful tendering with an emphasis 
on current support services available to social enterprises engaged in tendering 
processes.  Views on the effectiveness of these services, the level of take-up and 
barriers to take up were also sought.  Knowledge and use of added value 
indicators (e.g. Social Return on Investment) as part of the tendering process 
were also examined. 
 

3) Methodology 
The population to be investigated were social enterprise organisations, support 
organisations and commissioners of public services in the North West of 
England. An online survey was distributed by email via a cascade model through 
the mailing lists of the five sub-regional social enterprise trade organisations, 
through SENW and through the NW Social Enterprise E-bulletin mailing list held 
by IEED.  Each recipient was asked to cascade the invitation to participate 
through their own local networks, with an additional reminder email being sent 
out half way through the process.  A further reminder was sent out to encourage 
recipients to cascade outside of the social enterprise field, most especially to 
commissioners of public services. A separate survey was available for social 
enterprises, support organisations and commissioners (see appendix 1).    
A series of follow up telephone interviews were undertaken with a small selection 
of respondents, to gather more detail to inform the findings of the survey. 
All respondents were assured of full personal and organisational anonymity. 
In addition to the survey, desk based research was undertaken to gather 
examples of good practice in collaborative approaches to procurement from 
outside the region and to highlight the most relevant government policies that 
impact on the tendering process for social enterprises and on partnerships and 
consortia bids for public service delivery. 
Analysis of the survey findings was undertaken with a focus on the qualitative 
data gathered through comment boxes found throughout the survey and 
interview responses.  Basic statistical information on numbers of responses is 
also included. 
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4) Findings 
There were a total of 63 completed responses, 21 partial responses (with only 
some questions answered) and 114 abandoned responses (where the survey 
was accessed and not undertaken) across all three surveys.  Five follow up 
telephone interviews were undertaken.  Only completed responses are included 
in these findings.   
Where percentages are shown, these relate to answers received for these 
specific questions, and are not percentages of response rates to the whole 
questionnaire. Some questions allowed for more than one response, therefore 
percentages shown do not always add up to 100%.  Not all respondents 
answered every question.  Italics in quotation marks indicate direct quotes from 
respondents’ comments or from follow up telephone interviews.  

a) Social Enterprise Responses 
There were a total of 35 completed responses from social enterprises from 
across the North West, with the respondents based in  

Greater Manchester  28% 
Greater Merseyside  25% 
Lancashire  18%   
Cheshire  10% 
Cumbria.  7% 

14% of respondents considered their coverage covering the whole region or were 
based outside of the area, but delivered services within the North West.  

Tendered for public service contracts  55%  
Successful in winning those tenders  43%  
Have been unsuccessful in winning contracts 
that have been tendered for at some time   

65%  

Have not submitted tenders as they were 
unable to meet the qualifying criteria  

41% 

Have not submitted tenders for other reasons.  60% 

The pre-qualifying questionnaire (PQQ) criteria appeared to be a barrier to many 
organisations whether they were those entering into competitive tenders for the 
first time:  

• “Lack of experience on larger scale projects, questions (in PQQ 
questionnaires) on 3 relevant projects similar to this one is always a 
barrier”,  

Or those seeking to expand their services:  

• “We have so far met the PQQs of our usual contractors but the new move 
to bigger contracts means we cannot meet the money in the bank/turnover 
levels for some contracts now”.   

Other barriers included the need to have particular policies in place in advance, 
for example:  

• “£5 Million Public Liability Insurance…required policies not in place”;   

• “time constraints”;  
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• “bureaucracy and paperwork” that are “not commensurate to size of 
tender”; 

• “Lack of experienced/qualified staff”;  

• The size of the organisation “We're small and reliant on a vulnerable 
workforce; concerned we might not be able to meet deadlines on large 
jobs”; and 

• That “contracts sometimes want delivery across a bigger area” than the 
organisation is set up for.  

So the barriers placed by tenders included:  

• the need to be delivered across large geographic areas and  

• the need to “scale up” combined with  

• a perceived need to engage “across government departments”, which 
proved an insurmountable barrier to some organisations who are currently 
engaged in only sector specific multi-agency partnerships.   

The issue of perception of the sector was also raised:  

• “They put Added Value on all the contracts…but they also expect to 
choose the cheapest.  The preconception is that you can do it on a shoe-
string but still provide the Added Value and that seems to be seen as only 
through volunteers…They don’t differentiate between Charities and social 
enterprises.” 

The following were felt to have a direct impact on success in tenders: 

The size or turnover of the organisation 88% 
The track record of the organisation 71% 
Quality standards 67% 
Policies and procedures 58% 
Price 54% 
The governance structure of the organisation 54% 
Evaluation of the social or environmental 
impact of their work 

50% 

Status as a social enterprise 50% 
Other reasons 12% 

In response to questions about their experience of collaborative tendering: 
• 37% of respondents had tendered as part of larger consortium or 

partnerships; 

• 90% of these consortia had a single organization acting as lead or 
accountable body; 

• In 20% of cases a new organization was constituted for the tender; 

• For 73% a formal agreement was drawn up between parties.   
There was no evidence of mergers amongst respondents.  It was clear that some 
organisations use a variety of consortia strategies according to the tender 
specifications:  
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• “We frequently submit tenders as either lead organisation or as a member 
of a partnership. We are in the process of forming a legal entity with some 
of our regular partners to facilitate this.”    

The use of consortia or partnership models does not, however, guarantee 
success:  

• “…often for PQQ's and other larger tenders the local… sector DOES 
attempt to stitch a partnership together. They have NEVER been 
successful as far as I know.”   

In-depth knowledge of the market in which a particular social enterprise operates 
was seen as important:  

• “to know who else is in the game.  Who might have skill sets that you don’t 
have or may have networks that you don’t have”. 

When asked about their take up of support services for social enterprises, 62% of 
respondents felt that there were barriers to take-up of these services around cost 
of these services  

• “Cost can be a barrier” as well as  

• Quality: “do they really know what they are talking about and have the 
experience of being successful?”   

The short deadlines for many tender submissions were also highlighted, not 
allowing an organisation time to engage with support organisations to improve 
their bidding process. 
There were a range of suggested improvements to increase the effectiveness of 
external support services.  Advice on tender readiness was particularly wanted:  

• “There needs to advice on making sure that potential tenderers 
understand: the kind of policies and procedures required to tender; the 
sorts of standard information required and to have this on the shelf; the 
need to be fleet of foot; the need to have financial mechanisms in place to 
carry the contract if won; the need to think about what the contractor 
wants, not just what you want to deliver.”  

Advice on partnerships would also be useful:  

• “Matching up partners”;  

• “Developing robust partnership agreements”  and  

• Assistance “for several smaller contractors to regionally service a large 
contract”.   

• Facilitation of “interaction with procurement departments” would be useful.   
A number of comments highlighted the need for “practical” advice relating to 
specific tender opportunities such as “Access to simple guides on each tenders 
specifications/conditions/rules etc. They are all different”)  
And specifics, such as advice on 

• “robust partnership agreements”; 

• “formation of sector specific consortia”; 
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• “help… with the scale and scaling up ideas”;  

• “support with policy writing” and also  

• “interaction with procurement departments”.  
Sector-specific support, training and development needs include  

• “developing quality systems”;  

• “legal issues, processes and procedures”; 

• “training on the administrative side of putting tenders together”;  

• structured “link(s) between local commissioners and local social 
enterprises” and  

• a bespoke service to “critically review my organisation's structure, financial 
status, evaluating the social impact and potential to bid”. 

48% of responders recorded their social impact of their work, using a variety of 
tools: 

a. Social accounting 28.6% 
e. Balanced scorecard for social enterprise 28.6% 
c. Social audit 21.4% 
d. Social Return on Investment 14.3% 
b. TRAK 7.7% 
f. Other  20.0% 

The lack of recognition of these sector specific tools by external organisations 
was highlighted as a problem.  The more generic quality standard tools were felt 
to carry more weight with commissioners:  

• “It appears that larger organisations with IIP, ISO9000 etc - and yet with no 
real track record in community engagement - always get the tender.”  

10% of respondents indicated that they are examining social impact measuring 
tools for the future.   

b)  Commissioner Responses 
There was a poor response rate from public service commissioners with a total of 
five completed responses received, from Cheshire, Greater Manchester, Greater 
Merseyside and Lancashire.  No responses were received from Cumbria.  

• 3 had regular involvement with social enterprises and ; 

• 2 had occasional involvement; 

• No respondents had regularly encountered problems and all felt that social 
enterprises aimed to achieve high quality services;  

• 3 respondents indicated that social enterprises had clear business 
strategies and clearly indicated the added social or environmental value of 
their work.   

All respondents also felt that social enterprises could compete on equal terms 
with commercial or public sector competitors in the tendering process, 
highlighting an equal focus on meeting clients’ needs.   
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• 3 respondents felt that social enterprises were currently important 
suppliers of public services, whilst  

• 4 felt that social enterprises would be important suppliers in the future. 

• All respondents had awarded contracts to social enterprises in the past. 
There was a clear recognition of the differences between social enterprises and 
other businesses  

• “in the way that they work locally for local people, rather than for 
shareholders”.  

Particular focus was given to work with particular beneficiary groups and the 
appropriateness of social enterprises for this type of work:  

• “the perception is that they are not profit driven and have specific values 
relating to their particular reason for existence”.  

There were some barriers to commissioning from social enterprises highlighted 
by respondents, with three indicating these barriers existed, if only in perception: 

• “slight perception that best value for customers may not be ultimate 
objective. But this unfair because why should this be different from profit 
driven organizations?”  

Two respondents had specific policies or guidelines regarding social enterprise 
inclusion in the tendering process, whilst no respondents could identify individual 
roles within their organisations with a defined responsibility for social enterprises.  
All respondents wished to work with social enterprises in the future.   
Three gave support to social enterprises preparing tenders, although there was a 
tendency to include social enterprises with other sectors.  Generic support to all 
sectors included 

• “local delivery of information services” and  

• Dissemination of “objectives in commissioning and procurement 
strategies”. 

• More sector-specific support grouped social enterprises with the voluntary 
sector: “Workshops have been organised for (the) Third Sector”. 

One difficulty highlighted was the lack of cascade down through large public 
sector organisations of social enterprise specific policies around procurement:  

• “It was quite clear that people at senior level, Chief Executives, Chairs and 
some Senior Executives were seeing those documents and did understand 
that this might be of use to them, but that didn’t seem to permeate to 
below.  So when you got to middle management level, to procurement 
staff, they didn’t understand the concept (of social enterprise); they hadn’t 
seen some of the documents.” 

Similar issues arise with the recognition of sector specific quality standards and 
Added Value indicators:  

• “In terms of social audit, SORI and things like that, whilst most of them are 
well established, I think in the public sector we’re a bit apathetic towards 
them.  We probably don’t understand them.”  
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c)  Support Organisation Responses 
There were a total of 23 responses completed from organisations that provide 
support for social enterprises, from a range of not-for-profit, commercial and 
statutory organisations.   

Lancashire 42% 
Greater Manchester 24%  
Greater Merseyside 18% 
Cheshire 4% 
Cumbria 4% 

Other organisations had a cross-regional or national remit.  
All but one respondent had regular involvement with social enterprises.   

• 45% regularly encountered problems when dealing with social enterprises; 

• only 15% never encountering problems; 

• 50% felt that social enterprises had a good or very good understanding of 
high quality service; 

• 40% agreed with the statement that social enterprises have clear business 
strategies;   

• 85% felt that social enterprises had a clear framework for describing or 
accounting for their added social or environmental value; 

• 45% felt that social enterprises could not compete with other businesses 
on equal terms; 

• 70% felt that their overall experiences of dealing with social enterprises 
were positive. 

A range of support services were offered by respondents: 

Signposting 88% 
Training 75% 
Business planning 63% 
Consultancy 63% 
Finance or grant advice 63% 
Mergers and partnership working 56% 
Tender readiness 44% 
Tender preparation 44% 
Other  44% 

Of the organisations responding  

• 25% of respondents offered a generic service to all sectors, whilst  

• 80% of respondents felt that there are sector-specific support issues for 
social enterprises.  

• 75% of respondents offered tailored support for social enterprises. 
The types of support offered included 

• “social accounting, legal structure, governance”; 
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• “marketing & business delivery advice & support; financial analysis”; 

• “developing consortiums and special purpose vehicles”; 

• “the development of the individual and through them the development of 
the organisation” and  

• “evaluation of the services and how these relate to the commissioning 
procedures”. 

Services were funded through a variety of routes, with only 30% coming from 
direct fees from clients.  Assistance to raise such fees from grant making sources 
was often provided by the support service provider in order to provide a full 
service.  Very few social enterprises appear able to commission external support 
or consultancy entirely from their own funds. 

Through local Government funds 50% 
Through central Government funds 38% 
Through regional Government funds 38% 
Through direct fees to clients 31% 
Through European funds 25% 
Training income 19% 
Through Health Service funds 19% 
From Grant Making Trusts 13% 

35% of respondents felt that the support needs of social enterprises were very 
different to other businesses:  

• “Significant differences in generalist business support and social enterprise 
support such as: procurement, grant and tender opportunities, social 
accounting etc”;  

• “The focus on social values, aims & objectives sometimes conflicts or is 
misunderstood by profit oriented support providers and non involved 
individuals”;  

• “Walking the wire between profit and people is tricky”.   
Other respondents felt that there were many similarities between social and 
commercial enterprises:  

• “they are still primarily a business and need to adopt normal business 
ethics”;  

• “they have a lot in common both with other small and medium businesses 
and with elements of the wider third sector that would not identify as social 
enterprises but engage in business activities”.    

The view of the social enterprise sector of itself was also highlighted:  

• “SE's are often not clear internally about what this means and so cannot 
effectively represent themselves to prospective clients and to the wider 
public.” 

65% indicated that there were barriers to effective work with the sector including 
short term funding and short tender deadlines  
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• “Support time and a thorough understanding of how social aims can be 
met using business means are not understood by non Social Enterprise 
agencies/organisations leading to unrealistic deadlines and short term 
programmes which fall well short of the sectors real needs”; 

• “Lack of understanding of the sector at Local authority level especially with 
the need for continued specialist support services” was also cited as a 
barrier.  

48% felt that there were barriers for social enterprises accessing their services, 
often to do with the availability of funds to pay for support services  

• “Funding is the greatest issue. Many SE's rely on external funding for 
development and this limits what they are able or willing to do”. 

The perceived need by the sector for support was also mentioned: 

• “in some cases, there is a small business attitude that does not see the 
need for anything but the most basic type of support or reflection”.  

The poor quality of some support provision was frequently cited as a barrier to 
the sector accessing support provision:  

• “having "social enterprise" in one's name or vision statement (or not) is no 
clue at all to whether an infrastructure organisation does or does not have 
those skills”.  

Reference to limited development grant availability and poor signposting by 
Business Link towards sector specific support was also highlighted.  Rurality and 
isolation were also mentioned as barriers:  

• “large sectors of rural N England have geographic constraints on travel 
and time.”  

As were the skills to undertake remote working and support:  

• “many SEs are still not sufficiently ICT literate or aware to make maximum 
(or any!) use of e-communication, training and information feed back. Face 
to face is the only reliable and generally productive way to support medium 
to small social enterprises & Co-op groups.”   

The lack of a clear definition of social enterprise can also have an impact for 
some  

• “lots of confusion within and without the sector about what it is/should 
be/could be”;  

• “for many, social enterprise appears to include what are effectively 
voluntary and community sector groups. Our remit is to support trading - 
rather than grant dependent - organisations & individuals.”  

Others are set up to support the wider third sector  

• “we would include both social enterprises and charities within the wider 
local voluntary / third sector which is our core client group”, as 

•  “many charities also run income generating social enterprise trading 
companies” and 
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•  “many charities are engaged in competitive tendering to provide the funds 
for the majority of their activity without defining themselves as anything 
other than charities.” 

A number of suggestions for improvements in support for the sector were made.  
These included increased and more flexible grant support for social enterprises,  

• “recognising the need for specialist and intensive support and funding such 
a service.” 

There were requests for the use of examples of  

• Good practice (“better profiling of successful case studies to encourage 
Social Enterprises to participate”);  

• Linking support and development to grant support (“a longer term capacity 
building element to ALL funding streams to link advice & support with grant 
funding to ensure quality and performance plus best practice.”);  

• More specialist advisors (“Business Advisors with the right knowledge 
base need to be delivered to increase the choice and quality of advice on 
offer”) and  

• Cheaper services (“institutions such as the University needs to consider 
the rates they charge - to make them more achievable for start-up 
businesses”;.   

• “Training for decision makers” and commissioners was also suggested. 
One comment provides a different perspective to consortia and partnership 
approaches and might offer a model for some tender approaches:  

• “A national social enterprise who have been talking to us about what the 
market might be for working with other smaller organisations in geographic 
patches with the intention that they could provide the back office services, 
charge a commercial rate for it and in some way give some assurance to a 
purchaser that this organisation meets the standards that would apply to 
the national organisation”. 

 

5) Statutory Policy, Guidance and Strategy Documents: 
Consortia Approaches to Public Sector Procurement 
The information below has been collated following a search of BERR, Office of 
the Third Sector, Department of Health, NWDA, Business Link Northwest, DIUS 
and the NCVO. 

Social enterprise features prominently in documents discussing the provision of 
services to the public sector, especially the NHS, and there are good examples 
of social enterprises successfully operating in the health field (see section 5 
above). Improving the environment for social enterprise procurement is often 
mentioned although the extent to which commissioners within middle 
management tiers of public sector organisations are to be educated to facilitate 
this improvement are unclear.  
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The Innovation Procurement Plan Toolkit (2007)1 is an online source of 
information to support practitioners in the development of their Departmental 
Innovation Procurement Plan. 
The NWDA Regional Economic Strategy (2006)2 is predominantly focused on 
providing support to business start ups. Special reference is made to knowledge-
based start ups and social enterprise as being a priority along with other target 
sectors such as women, BEM communities, and disabled entrepreneurs, to be 
offered support via Business Link through the Local Enterprise Growth Initiative. 
Local authorities and the voluntary sector are also mentioned. 
Social enterprises are mentioned as being able to play a key role in tackling 
social exclusion and promoting community cohesion. 
To develop high quality services the Regional Economic Strategy sets out to 
“undertake capacity building activity of the Voluntary and Community Sector and 
Social Enterprise to enable delivery of high quality public services, including 
through the development of local and regional Compacts... The role of the VCS 
and Social Enterprise in their delivery, as well as NHS modernisation, are large 
potential opportunities” (p. 47) The North West Improvement Network and 
GONW are mentioned as key to this. 
NWDA Enterprise Strategy (2008) 3 has specific mention of social enterprise 
within some key sections: 
“3.57 Some social enterprises also have growth ambition and potential, in 
particular in employment terms. Government policy identifies social enterprises 
and VCS organisations as potential deliverers of public services e.g. NHS, due to 
their networks in local communities. Social enterprises require capacity building 
and training and support to be able to come together as bidding consortia to be 
able to effectively tender for commercial opportunities.” (P. 17) 
There is an explicit recognition that some social enterprises will have growth 
opportunities and be able to secure commercial contracts but will require specific 
and mainstream support to exploit these. Support is to be targeted to assist 
social enterprises in attaining diverse sources of income and winning tenders for 
the delivery of public services. 
“3.74 Local authorities/other public agencies can also play a significant role in 
maximising the local impact of their procurement activities. This requires public 
agencies to make their processes SME friendly and business support to equip 
local firms and social enterprises to be ready to tender.” (P. 20) 
(Action Area 8.1) Government’s Scaling New Heights Action Plan to be 
implemented to raise awareness of social enterprises capability of delivering 
public services and work with procurement managers and make social 
enterprises ‘ready’ to tender . (P. 31) 

                                            
1 http://www.dius.gov.uk/innovation/demanding_innovation/procurement_policy/innovation_procurement_plans  
2 http://www.nwda.co.uk/publications/strategy/regional-economic-strategy-200.aspx  
3 http://www.nwda.co.uk/publications/business/northwest-enterprise-strategy.aspx  
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(Action Area 8.3) Support to become “increasingly mainstream” and provided by 
organisations like Business Link who are to be “understanding of their specific 
business needs.” (P. 31) 
The Cabinet Office/OTS Social Enterprise Action Plan (2006)4 highlights the 
London 2012 Olympic Games which has a procurement policy committed to a 
diverse range of suppliers including social enterprises. The document recognises 
that barriers in the procurement process may prevent social enterprises from 
delivering statutory services. “Social enterprises need to raise their profile and 
credibility with policy makers, to enable their potential to deliver services...  The 
objective of the public services action plan is to ensure that government and the 
sector can work together in equal partnership to improve services. It will identify 
the areas of opportunity for the sector, and include action to improve 
commissioning and contracting practice” (P. 51).  The report also seeks to enable 
social enterprises to work with government by using RDAs and BERR to ensure 
social enterprises are eligible for procurement. This is to be done via Small 
Business Service’s ‘Supplier Route to Government’, and providing access for 
social enterprise to RDAs’ wider support for small businesses on procurement as 
part of their supply chain development programmes. 
The Department of Health guidance document Making the Third Sector 
Happen’(2007)5 encourages commissioners to be prepared to take risks on 
social enterprises and highlights the need for commissioners to be educated 
about benefits of using social enterprise-provided services. 
The North West Improvement and Efficiency Partnership6 is set up as a 
partnership between local authorities and public sector partners to ensure and 
support effective procurement of public services.  A number of useful links are 
provided in the section below: 

6) Selected resources on commissioning 

a) NW Improvement and Efficiency Partnership resources 
• Procurement “roadmap”: 

http://www.nwce.gov.uk/view_resource.php?id=324 

• NW health commissioning 'roadmap': 
http://www.nwce.gov.uk/docstore/324.pdf 

• The Vault contracts register:  
http://www.nwce.gov.uk/vault/default.php 

• The Chest new procurement opportunities portal: 
http://www.nwce.gov.uk/the-chest/default.php  

• North West Procurement Programme: 
http://www.nwce.gov.uk/nwiep-programmes/efficiency---procurement.php 

                                            
4 http://www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/third_sector/social_enterprise/action_plan.aspx  
5 www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/Publications/PublicationsPolicyAndGuidance/DH_075491  
6http://www.nwiep.org.uk  
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b) On-line links and tender portals: 
• Health and Care Tenders:  

http://www.tenderingforcare.com/ 

• Tenders Direct UK tender opportunities:  
http://www.tendersdirect.co.uk/ 

• Contrax UK Public Sector tender opportunities: 
http://www.contraxonline.com/ 

• UK Public Sector Tender Portal:  
https://www.supply2.gov.uk 

• UK Public Sector Tender Portal:  
http://www.publictenders.net/ 

• EU Tender Portal:  
http://ted.europa.eu 

• EU Tender Portal:  
http://www.tenders.co.uk/ 

• North West Commissioning Roadmap: 
http://www.northwestroadmap.org.uk/ 

• Commissioning and Procurement Briefings and Information Sheets: 
http://www.navca.org.uk/localvs/lcp/briefings/ 

• National Programme for Third Sector Commissioning: 
http://www.idea.gov.uk/ 

 

c) Background Documents and Policy Reports: 
• Cabinet Office (2009) A Guide to Social Return on Investment 

• Cabinet Office (2009) Social Clauses Project: Report of the Social Clauses 
Project 2008 

• Cabinet Office (2008) Working in a consortium: A guide for third sector 
organisations involved in public service delivery 

• ChangeUp Report (2008) Supporting the 3rd Sector in Commissioning and 
Procurement. T3SC 

• Finance Hub (2008) Get ready for that local authority contract: Case 
studies of third sector organisations supplying to the public sector  

• Home Office (2004) Think smart…think voluntary sector! Good Practice 
Guidance on Procurement of Services from the Voluntary and Community 
Sector. 

• MacDonald M (2005) Feasibility Study into Possible Models for Joint  
Working within the Social Enterprise Sector in the Lancaster City Council 
District 
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• Mutual Advantage (2006) Public Sector Procurement and Social 
Enterprise:  Improving practice in Gloucestershire. 

• NCVO (2006) Before signing on the dotted line: all you need to know about 
procuring public sector contracts.  

• NCVO (2008). Full Value: Public services and the third sector  

• NCVO Public Service Delivery Network Case Study: Bristol City Council 

• NEF (2005) Public Spending for Pubic Benefit: How the public sector can 
use its purchasing power to deliver local economic development. 

• SenScot (2008) ‘‘Fit For Purpose’’: Social Enterprise and Health Case 
Studies 

• SEU (2003).  Public Procurement: a toolkit for social enterprise 

• Skoll Centre for Social Entrepreneurship/SEEDA. Cultural Shift South 
East.  Research report  

• Social Enterprise Coalition (2005) More for your money: a guide to 
procuring from social enterprises for the NHS.   

• Social Enterprise Coalition and New Economics Foundation (2005) More 
for your money: a guide to procuring from social enterprises for local 
authorities 

• Social Enterprise Magazine Special Issue (2004).  Procurement: the social 
enterprise solution 

 

7) Examples of Good Practice 
Below are some examples over the last five to six years of:  

a) Collaboration for tendering within the social enterprise sector;  
b) Third sector consortium approaches;  
c) Public sector and social enterprises working together;  
d) Social enterprises and the private sector in consortia;  
e) Infrastructure development to support social enterprises in engaging 
with the procurement agenda.   

The information cited is taken from information found on the web or in documents 
and links to relevant web pages or documents are supplied in the footnotes.  This 
information is not substantiated by our own direct research and is being reported 
in good faith.  The claims made in these case studies are taken from the 
organisations themselves and in many cases warrants further exploration. 

a) Social Enterprise Sector Collaboration on Tendering 
Despite the number of documents and initiatives aimed at developing the 
procurement readiness of social enterprises (see section on infrastructure 
development below), this search found relatively few actual working examples of 
social enterprise consortia successfully (or unsuccessfully) tendering for 
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contracts.  Many of the examples of social enterprise collaboration around 
tendering could be categorized as mergers and joint ventures. 
Bryson House Recycling7 is a joint venture between the charity Bryson House 
(Northern Ireland) and ECT (Ealing Community Transport).  In 2005, the social 
enterprise won the largest recycling contract ever awarded in Northern Ireland – 
a £5 million contract.   The contract was with Arc21, a group of 11 local councils 
and enabled the opening of a new recycling facility for the processing of 
household materials such as paper, cards, cans and plastic bottles.  By the time 
of this award, the social enterprise already had a strong track record in securing 
public sector contracts.  
ECT Group and HCT Group formed a new social enterprise, E&HCT, in 2008 to 
deliver a four-year contract with the Olympic Delivery Authority (London 2012).   
The contract is for a bus service to carry workers around the site of the London 
2012 Olympic Games, increasing over the four-year period, and will cover 
drivers, buses, vehicle maintenance, vehicle decommissioning, route planning 
and time-tabling.  Already two of the UK’s heavyweight social enterprises, the 
partnership competed in an open tender process and won the contract on the 
basis of their quality service and reliability.  The bus service commenced on the 
14th April 2008, and will increase in number according to the growing numbers of 
workers on site.  The ODA have cited the partnership’s main strength as “their 
commitment to making a difference to the areas in which they operate, primarily 
targeting the unemployed locally, who they then recruit and train to drive their 
vehicles” (ODA Director of Transport, Hugh Sumner8). 
Urgent Health UK (UHUK) is a consortium formed by five social enterprise 
providers of out-of-hours care (Devon Doctors, SELDOC (Lewisham, Lambeth 
and Southwark), Urgent Care 24 (North Merseyside), Herts Urgent Care Ltd 
(Hertfordshire) and South East Health (Kent).  The consortium formation was 
supported by a £550,000 Futurebuilders investment to cover start-up costs and 
build capacity over three years.  This case demonstrates how, through a 
consortium approach, social enterprises can seize opportunities from the 
changing market and environment.9 
Crossroads Caring for Carers (Liverpool and Sefton)10 is a registered charity 
operating as a social enterprise and a company limited by guarantee.  It provides 
support to carers and people with care needs in their own homes.  The current 
organization is the result of a merger between the Liverpool and the Sefton 
Crossroads Caring for Carers, since when it has had support from 
Futurebuilders, with developing the organisation’s capacity and ICT 
infrastructure.  The merged organization had increased its one health sector 
client (shared by both previously) to Liverpool City Council and the three 
Liverpool PCTs by 2006, with up to 20 contracts and large contracts with the 
PCT.   This may have changed with the later review of health service provision.  
Senior staff mentioned dedicated contract development roles, solid track record, 

                                            
7 http://www.brysonrecycling.co.uk  
8 “Social enterprises win London 2012 transport contract”, Third Sector Online, 10 April 2008 http://www.thirdsector.co.uk 
9  “Out-of-hour doctors join forces with £550,000 investment”, http://www.socialenterprisemag.co.uk, posted Tuesday 16 
September 
10 NCVO (2006: p3.1) 
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robustness to deal with six month lead times and networking with the public and 
VCS sectors as important factors for success in contracting. 
The Adolescent and Children’s Trust (TACT) is a registered charity and social 
enterprise, set up originally 14 years ago, working with children and young 
people in care, their families, adopters and foster carers to provide child-centred 
care. This case is relevant for the charity’s careful growth through contracting 
and various mergers, planned with the help of a Business Manager with a 
private-sector background.  TACT now has contracts with 64 local authorities in 
England and Wales11. These range from single placement spot contracts to 
higher volume contracts where TACT has gained preferred provider status 
through a competitive tendering process. Over 98% of TACT’s income is 
currently generated from these contracts.  It has positioned itself as a keen 
competitor against public and private-sector providers in the areas it works. The 
organization puts its growth mainly down to rigorous business planning and 
management but some of the story is attributable to partnership working and 
mergers, which is of interest here.     
The organization has merged with four smaller partners offering complementary 
services to TACT. These friendly (‘mutually beneficial’) mergers have enabled 
cost savings and the addition of new activities and track record as a service 
provider.  TACT has been involved with various commissioning centred 
partnerships, including one with private sector partner, SERCO.  The key to 
effective partnership working according to TACT’s Chief Executive is working 
with dedicated service area commissioners where the preferred supplier 
relationship is possible.  TACT also appointed a Commissioning and 
Partnerships Manager with local authority background in 2007. 
At a more strategic level, there are a number of social enterprise consortia which 
have formed around procurement but function largely as support infrastructure 
projects rather than tendering consortia per se, though their brokerage roles from 
‘inside the sector’ may be of relevance here.  Some of the EQUAL Development 
Partnerships fall into this category.   The Social Enterprise Action in South 
Yorkshire Development Partnership (SEASY) comprises a number of social 
enterprises in South Yorkshire (including Groundwork Sheffield, Social Enterprise 
Europe Ltd, Graduate Gateway and Barnsley Black and Minority Ethnic Initiative 
(BBEMI), and is led by SCEDU (Sheffield Community Enterprise Development 
Unit).  The consortium’s rationale is to “ensure that South Yorkshire’s social 
enterprise sector maximises opportunities afforded through public sector 
contracting and regeneration initiatives”.12 One of its three main strands of work 
is procurement, in which SEASY actively develops new business models for 
public/private/social enterprise partnerships, including JVCs, (joint venture 
companies) and procurement and pilots social enterprise brokerage models as a 
route into public sector procurement contracts.  The EQUAL Works website 
claims the consortium has been successful in “opening out the demand side to 
make it more social-enterprise-friendly, and at the same time has had an impact 
on social enterprises to make them more procurement-ready through being 

                                            
11 NCVO (?) Sustainable Funding Project Case Study: TACT – the adolescent and children’s trust. http://www.ncvo-
vol.org.uk/ 
12 http://www.equal-works.com 
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better businesses”.  Whether any of the social enterprises supported have been 
encouraged to collaborate directly as a means of positioning for tenders is 
unclear. 
Independent Local Solutions13 is a procurement vehicle for a third sector 
consortium.  It was registered as a Community Interest Company (CIC) to 
provide a 'trading arm' to the Rotherham Children, Young People and Families 
Voluntary Sector Consortium. It is the commercial vehicle for Consortium 
members to collaborate together to bid for and manage public sector service 
contracts across Rotherham and beyond, with surpluses reinvested for the 
benefit of children, young people and families in the local area.  The focus of the 
consortium appears to be partly around PR and marketing to commissioners to 
convince them of the capabilities of social enterprises when operating as a 
collective.   
 

b) Third Sector Consortium Approaches 
In the Third Sector more widely, there are some useful examples of good 
practice in consortia working for procurement purposes – though while some are 
active tendering bodies, others are more like brokerage or development 
infrastructure projects.  The outcome of these in terms of tenders bid for and won 
is unclear and would need further research. 
The North West BME 3rd Sector Consortium was launched in April 2008.   Black 
and minority ethnic organisations formed a consortium in the North West to bid 
for regional service delivery contracts and deliver locally.   The consortium aims 
to support and facilitate a better understanding of how to improve the skills and 
effectiveness in managing organisations through peer-to-peer information 
sharing and support. 14  It will also initiate and assist pilot projects to develop in 
response to identified needs through partnership working across the region and 
disseminate best practice from lessons learned. It involved 90 minority ethnic 
organisations, which had already been working together informally for two years 
by the time of the launch.  
The consortium was looking to register as a Company Limited by Guarantee.  
According to CEMVO15, the Partnership now consists of 44 voluntary 
organisations that have successfully completed CEMVO’s Capacity Building 
programme and have obtained a Certificate of Achievement. In addition, all the 
42 organisations going through the Interface Project have now also joined the 
Partnership. It has therefore over 80 organisations across the region. The aim of 
the Partnership is to share information, develop joint projects/funding bids and 
provide a voice to the sector.   
The ChangeUp Consortia Fund has led to the development of third sector 
consortia 16.  First announced in the Destination 2014 strategy launch in 

                                            
13 http://www.varotherham.org.uk 
14 The North West BME 3rd Sector Consortium - BME charity consortium launches in North West, Third Sector Online, 8 
May 2008 http://www.thirdsector.co.uk/ 
15 http://www.cemvo.org.uk/northwest/nw_news.asp#item3 
16 CapacityBuilders. Consortia Development Fund 2007-8:  Guidance for ChangeUp Consortia 
http://www.changeup.org.uk/documents/ConsortiaDevelopmentFund-GuidanceChangeUpConsortia.pdf 
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December 2006, the Consortia Development Fund was a national £7m package 
of support for existing consortia to develop in the financial year from 1 April 2007 
to 31 March 2008.   Many of the Consortium plans mention social enterprise but 
some focused specifically on procurement issues.  Portsmouth Third Sector 
Development Consortium projects, for example, include a strand on public 
service and social enterprise. Within this, a specific project on public sector 
procurement in Portsmouth; a commissioning strategy and procurement plan for 
public services; development of the Providers’ Network.  For this, the following 
actions were identified:   

• Establish working group and providers network;  

• Evaluate added value of third sector in contracts;  

• Establish consortiums to bid for contracts; Increase the market share of 
third sector service providers.   

The Tower Hamlets Infrastructure Network (THIN) plans listed community and 
social enterprise support and joint procurement among their specialist support 
services.  They also proposed to work on developing a programme of training, 
workshops, one to one support and online information to support VCOs to build 
their capacity to bid for and secure public service contracts and to: 

• support organisations in quantifying and making the case for full cost 
recovery in the negotiation of service level agreements and contracts 
including procurement and access to finance; 

• where appropriate, develop community and social enterprise models of 
delivery; 

• help groups to put together competitive tenders and 

• negotiate Service Level Agreements and contracts. 
Again, the outcome of these consortia plans is unknown from this search. 
Together for Children is a partnership of leading children's services organisations 
that was awarded a major two year Department for Education and Skills contract 
to support the development of Children's Centres across England.  The contract 
was awarded after an open tendering process.  The Together for Children 
partnership is led by Serco and includes CareandHealth, ContinYou, 4Children 
and PA Consulting.  Working regionally and nationally across England, the 
partnership was to offer all 150 local authorities in England support to establish 
Children's Centres. Managing Director of Serco Education & Children's Services 
described Together for Children as a “unique blend of experience” of the various 
partners, “uniquely placed to support local authorities in their development of 
services to children and their families."17 
 

c) Public Sector Procurement and Social Enterprise  
There are numerous examples of collaborative relationships between public 
bodies and social enterprises that have led to the successful negotiation of 

                                            
17 http://www.togetherforchildren.co.uk 
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contracts.  The six examples cited in the IDeA case studies18, for example, all 
demonstrate how social enterprises and local authorities have worked together 
around shared priorities in which the social enterprise is able to deliver a top 
quality public service that also delivers on community or social objectives.  One 
well cited example of contracting to individual social enterprises include Green 
Works19, a furniture recycling social enterprise, that has successfully worked with 
numerous government departments and now finds itself being directly 
approached for contracts.  
The sustainable procurement agenda has been a significant driver for contracting 
with social enterprises.  For example, the Yorkshire Purchasing Organisation 
(YPO) and Wakefield Council worked together to build sustainability issues into 
the procurement process for the supply of fresh milk in 200720. The procurement 
team at YPO with input from the Wakefield procurement team conducted a fully 
compliant EU procurement process but required the adoption of an award criteria 
based on sustainable and community focused benefits. This made up 5% of the 
total award and was the first time that YPO had adopted this approach. Two 
social enterprises (Fresh Pastures and Dairy Farmers of Great Britain) were 
successful. Dairy Farmers is a co-operative of regional and national dairy 
farmers, many of which are based in the Wakefield region, and Fresh Pastures is 
a CIC based in Wakefield. 
One council to embark recently on a new social procurement strategy that 
identifies social benefit criteria in service contracts is Camden Council21. New 
Economics Foundation helped develop the strategy with Camden. It builds in 
greater flexibility for bidding organizations to demonstrate both how they would 
meet targets set out in the tender and any additional targets that would be 
delivered.  The system has already been used to procure two adult social care 
projects worth about £5.5m, and is being used for a larger contract worth about 
£25m. 
The (sub-) contracting relationship between Sheffield Homes and social 
enterprises in the supply chain is another interesting example that shows how 
public sector commissioning bodies can use the procurement powers to leverage 
opportunities for social enterprises.  Sheffield Homes22 is an arm’s-length 
management organisation (ALMO) set up by the council to oversee the £1 billion 
housing improvement programme. It was able to build social enterprise into its 
supply chain and subcontracting arrangements by requiring the five large 
construction companies appointed to deliver a minimum of 10 % of their contract 
via social enterprises.  The onus was on Sheffield Homes to support the 
development of quality social enterprises and to negotiate and develop the 
supply chains.  While the largest social enterprise subcontracting within Sheffield 
Homes work (Sheffield Rebuild) was forced to close down in 2005, highlighting 
various pitfalls for social enterprises in this type of procurement relationship 
particularly around contract management and cash flow, the social enterprise 

                                            
18 http://www.idea.gov.uk/idk/core/page.do?pageId=8840188#contents-5 
19 http://www.green-works.co.uk/ 
20 http://www.ypo.co.uk 
21 Third Sector, 17 March 2009 
22 NEF (2005): p 65. 
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was nonetheless very successful at  securing contracts by working with the 
public sector and private contractors.   
Fewer cases found seem to feature relationships with consortia, however.  Public 
Social Partnerships (PSPs) have piloted this to a degree.  The EQUAL social 
economy Scotland Development Partnership has been responsible for piloting 
PSPs in Scotland.  PSPs are co-planning based systems originating in Italy that 
use the public procurement process to leverage social benefits within local 
communities and to foster services in partnership with the service users.  The 
partnerships have often brought together local authorities with a number of social 
enterprise or third sector partners23.   
The North Lanarkshire pilot, for instance, is being led by the Community 
Recycling Network for Scotland (CRNS) with support from Forth Sector and is 
focusing on three procurement areas with the Housing Department (furniture 
storage for homeless people, an emergency furniture loan service and 
permanent furniture packs).  “A comprehensive service design process has taken 
place. This has involved service users, four Council Departments, the three 
social enterprises that will be running the pilot and a range of other agencies. 
When the contract is put out to tender next year, it will contain a community 
benefit clause which will take into account added social benefits such as the 
provision of training to people moving out of homelessness”24.   
In another Scottish example, this time with voluntary organizations, the 
Renfrewshire PSP (Reaching Older Adults in Renfrewshire - ROAR) worked with 
voluntary organisations in Renfrewshire to design a befriending service for older 
people. “They used a public social partnership approach to the design of this 
service and built a consortium, including voluntary organisations and 
Renfrewshire Council for the Voluntary Sector (lead partner), WRVS, Alzheimer’s 
Scotland, and Contact the Elderly.  The public partners included Scottish 
Enterprise Renfrewshire, Renfrewshire local authority - represented by the social 
work department and the Community Health Partnership. This worked very 
effectively and in June 2008  they launched themselves as ROAR. Since the end 
of the Equal Pilot, a Development Officer has been recruited to coordinate the 
work of the PSP and referrals are now underway. There is much interest in this 
PSP as a good practice model for mainstreaming”25. 
One of the few examples of consortia working with the public sector, in which the 
drive comes less from a council and more prominently from a social enterprise 
consortium, is the Tower Hamlets Community Recycling Consortium (THCRC).  
The consortium consisting of Tower Hamlets Environmental Trust, the London 
Recycling Consortium and Islington Waste Savers brought together significant 
experience of community recycling and received strong support from Tower 
Hamlets Council.  The consortium of local residents, green campaigners and a 
recycling business won the £5.5m contract in a competitive bidding process.”26 

                                            
23 http://www.objective3.org/Web/Site/Equal/About/SocialEconomyScotlandDP.asp 
24 http://www.objective3.org/Web/Site/Equal/About/SocialEconomyScotlandDP.asp;  see also 
http://www.crns.org.uk/index/north-lanarkshire-public-social-partnership-launch 
25 http://www.objective3.org/Web/Site/Equal/About/SocialEconomyScotlandDP.asp 
26 http://www.thcrc.co.uk 
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Housing is a sector that has seen local authorities working in close partnership 
with consortia on the procurement and delivery of public services.  The South 
East Consortium (SEC) was set up in 2005 to develop good practice in the 
procurement of goods and services27.   The consortium is set up as a contractual 
consortium managed by a board of nominated individuals from each member 
organisation. The Core Group consists of Hexagon Housing Association, MHS 
Homes Group Ltd, Shepway District Council, West Kent Housing Association and 
AmicusHorizon. AmicusHorizon, a Registered Social Landlord (RSL), is the lead 
body for SEC.  One of the aims of SEC is to achieve efficiency savings through 
effective procurement as well as improvements in the quality and delivery of 
contracts.   Procurement benefits to the consortium are given as: 

• Collective purchasing power to save costs on materials and installations; 

• Streamlined processes; 

• Saving on costs and time in the procurement process and be EU 
compliant; 

• Ability to collectively employ procurement experts; 

• Make savings in the employment of joint consultancy services.  
In addition to advertising forthcoming tender opportunities, the website provides a 
range of procurement ‘frameworks’ for use by members and the public. 
Public sector social enterprise spin outs, or externalizations as they are 
sometimes referred to, seem to be most common in the health and social care 
sectors (thanks in part to the SEIF programme).  ‘Innovation for Life Challenge 
Fund’ is a discrete funding stream from within Department of Health Social 
Enterprise Investment Fund (SEIF). Developed in collaboration with the Social 
Enterprise Coalition and the Department of Health (DH) Social Enterprise Unit, it 
aims to encourage commissioners to find collaborative solutions through social 
enterprise. 
The East Lancashire Integrated Health Care (ELIHC), known as ‘Holistic 
Resources’, was a hospice subsidiary externalized as a social enterprise.  It was 
contracted by a partnership of the Teaching PCT and Job Centre Plus as part of 
the Pathways to Work Programme.   “ELIHC have had a service level agreement 
with the Teaching Primary Care Trust and Job Centre Plus since November 2004 
to provide their cognitive behavioural therapy programme, Help for Health, to 
people on incapacity benefits through the East Lancashire Pathways to Work 
pilot, one of six pilots in the UK. The results have been such that ELIHC are now 
contracted to extend these services across West Lancashire as Pathways to 
Work is rolled out in 2006” 28. 
Within the social care sector, CASA - Care and Share Associates Ltd (CASA) is 
a company limited by guarantee born out of and still linked to Sunderland Home 
Care Associates Ltd (SHCA), a 220 strong organization set up to democratise 
social care and involve workers in the running of the organisation on a shares 
basis. The interesting point about the CASA for this research is that it has 

                                            
27 http://www.southeastconsortium.org.uk/index.cfm?articleid=6348 
28 http://www.realtd.co.uk/casestudies3.htm 
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generated three companies to tender for care contracts as a result of challenge 
funding partnerships involving, for example, CASA, the Regeneration Team, 
Social Services and the Employment Service29.  The roll out of this model around 
procurement opportunities across the north of England evidences an interesting 
approach. 
Carers Direct SW is a cooperative of carers set up in 2002 in South Devon.  The 
cooperative was initiated by a small group of professional carers who had 
become dissatisfied with the way some private agencies operated and wanted to 
provide a more customer-focused service30. Any surpluses are used to develop 
the business or provide training. They have faced problems with council 
procurement staff not understanding social enterprises and serious financial cash 
flow issues arising from the new system of direct payments to the client.   But 
referrals are growing and the co-op grew from four to 38 carers in a year, with an 
annual turnover of £300,000 in 2003. 

d) Social Enterprise and the Private Sector 
Examples of social enterprise and the private sector working together in 
procurement partnerships are less common. The win by the SEC Consortium to 
deliver the OTS Ambassadors Programme in 2007, aiming to create 20 
ambassadors for social enterprise and funded by the Office of the Third Sector, 
was a deliverable from the 2006 social enterprise action plan.    The consortium, 
led by the Social Enterprise Coalition, consists of organisations from the social 
enterprise sector with private sector consultancies in media relations, training 
and innovation and the think-tank, New Economics Foundation31.  
TACT (see section a) has been involved with private sector partners within 
commissioning centred partnerships, including one with, SERCO.  SERCO was 
also lead partner in the Together for Children tender, already highlighted. 

e) Infrastructure Development  
Numerous support and infrastructure initiatives for third sector procurement come 
up in the search, some specific to social enterprises.  Here are some established 
examples operating at different levels and with different drivers, in the UK: 
Social Enterprise East Midlands’ REALise micro clusters project (REALise) is a 
support programme based in Birmingham that aims to improve the capability of 
social enterprises to work together collaboratively to deliver public services.32  As 
part of the programme, micro clusters of social enterprises have been created - 
developing inter-trading agreements and other arrangements that help them bid 
more effectively for procurement contracts. The clusters are in five key areas: 

• Employment & Training; 

• Health & Social Care; 

• Environment & Sustainability; 

                                            
29 http://www.casaltd.com/history.html 
30 SEU (2003): p 64. 
31 http://www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/third_sector/social_enterprise/ambassadors.aspx 
32 http://www.realiseonline.org/aboutrealise.htm 
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• Business Support; 

• Education, Culture & Sport. 
Community Enterprises Tender To Win (CETTWIN) is a programme set up to 
“seek, identify and promote opportunities for community and social enterprise in 
the Upper Lee valley boroughs of Enfield, Haringey and Waltham Forest) to 
effectively and successfully compete for public sector contracts in London and 
throughout the UK”33. Haringey Business Development Agency received ERDF 
funding to develop a programme of business support and training to Community 
and Social Enterprises (CSEs) in these London Boroughs. 
The main objectives of the programme were to: 

• Develop the procurement skills of community social enterprises; 

• Identify contracts/Procurement opportunities; 

• To assist social/community enterprises to successfully tender for public 
sector contracts. 

The programme which started in 2006 is in three phases: research and analysis; 
understanding public sector procurement; and mentoring and support.  
BEST (Benefiting the Economy and Society Through) Procurement is again an 
EQUAL initiative, led by Social Enterprise East Midlands, that aims to increase 
business levels between social enterprise and the public sector. It seeks to do 
this through three main activities34: 

• a supplier development programme for social enterprises; 

• public sector partnership piloting approaches to achieving broader public 
benefit through mainstream expenditure; 

• a clearing house of market intelligence on sub-regional public sector 
demand and the supply of sustainable business solutions. 

“The programme will provide in-depth evidence in response to key questions 
such as ‘how can the public sector become more efficient and more responsive 
at the same time?’ and ‘what added value do social enterprises offer as 
suppliers?’ Practice developed by the partners will be widely disseminated in the 
form of tools and reports and findings used to support further work on achieving 
public benefit through procurement.”35    
SEL/SEC Social Enterprise: Winning with 2012 is a national project funded by 
the Office of the Third Sector (OTS) and is comprised of a partnership between 
Social Enterprise London (SEL) and Social Enterprise Coalition (SEC)36. The 
project seeks to optimise the opportunities for social enterprises across England 
arising from the Olympic Games at all stages, with an emphasis on getting social 
enterprise ready for contracts.   

                                            
33 Haringey Business Development Agency   http://www.hbda.org.uk/services/cettwin.htm; and  
www.hbda.org.uk/resources/CETTWIN_BRIEF.doc. 
34 http://www.equal-works.com 
35 http://www.seem.uk.net 
36 http://www.sel.org.uk/2012 
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Of the project strands, it is the 2012 Information Hub that is perhaps most 
relevant here.  The site will serve as a conduit for information between 2012 
stakeholders and social enterprises, including information about procurement 
opportunities, the development timetable, Olympic information events and 
signposts to training, capacity building and other third sector initiatives. In 
addition, the project will be providing business partnership events, a Black, Asian 
& Minority Ethnic (BAME) Olympic Network, conducting action research on the 
impact, policy updates and information and lobbying. 
The Housing Associations' Charitable Trust (HACT) is a development agency 
that acts as a “catalyst for change in the housing sector”37 by pioneering housing 
solutions for people on the margins and working through partnerships and 
networks to bring the range of stakeholders together.  While not social 
enterprise-specific, HACT led on a recent pilot of a programme (funded by CLG, 
in partnership with Sitra and NHF) that tested out tendering partnerships in the 
social housing field as a route for small providers in the future, many facing 
similar procurement issues as social enterprises.  The pilot aimed to: 

• Resource, develop and test multi-agency  tendering partnerships; 

• Capture what works and develop resources to share more widely. 
Over the course of the pilot, tendering partnerships were supported in Durham, 
Liverpool, Redbridge, Rotherham, Southend and Suffolk and a range of 
approaches were piloted.   Partnerships were grouped under either: Sub-
contracting (one-to-one large/small partnership; or multi-partner approach) or 
Consortium (Standard ‘lead agency’ model; or Special Purpose Vehicle).  
Along with various commissioning related outputs, including a good practice 
guide for commissioners and a providers’ guide to procurement, the findings 
suggested broadly that sub-contracting is favourable and less risky for the small 
provider and that commissioners and large organisations need to develop the 
capacity and opportunities for groups of smaller organizations.  One of the 
partnerships is already mentioned here (Independent Local Solutions, 
Rotherham) and the others that may be of interest to look into further are Durham 
and Liverpool 38.  

                                            
37 http://www.hact.org.uk/ 
38 Durham: Three small homelessness agencies working as a consortium of sub-contractors on partnership bids with two 
prospective lead agencies to tender for a county-wide floating support service.  Liverpool: A group of small providers 
working towards developing a collective arrangement with the same lead agency for a range of future partnership bids.  
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8) Conclusions and Recommendations 
A number of conclusions and recommendations can be drawn from the findings 
of this research study, both from the survey results and from the examples of 
good practice examined: 
Clear guidelines and examples of best practice for pre-qualifying questionnaires, 
including model policies, should continue to be disseminated.  This is especially 
important considering the large amount of respondents who felt this was a 
barrier.  
Bonds and other financial requirements can prove insurmountable barriers to 
effective tendering. Many contracts require performance bonds, which most 
social enterprises do not have access to.  Partnerships and consortia can often 
pool reserves to show adherence to these and other pre-qualifying criteria and 
can be promoted to smaller organisations on this basis. 
The cost of support services for social enterprises remains a barrier to take-up.  
Whilst grant assistance can provide a formula for increasing access, this may be 
seen as diluting the trading model upon which many social enterprises are 
based.  An increased awareness of the necessity for including training, 
consultancy and staff development costs as part of full costs for contracts, whilst 
potentially uncompetitive, may be an alternative. Equally the move to mainstream 
business-focused support services for social enterprises via agencies like 
Business Links requires their brokers and advisors to be sufficiently aware of the 
specific needs and requirements of the SE sector. The development of the 
Strategic Alliance Action Group should include support for training of support 
service providers from all sectors in the particular needs of the social enterprise 
sector. 
A bespoke service offering advice on partnership agreements and contracts, 
using best practice models from other regions, may alleviate some of the 
concerns of respondents about loss of control, dilution of mission and 
organisational capacity. There appear to be different concepts between sectors 
about managing risk and risk transference. Procurement for commissioners is 
about reducing the risk to the agency of the contract not being delivered, not 
innovating ‘good’ solutions for social enterprises.  Any partnership service 
therefore needs to derive from within the non-statutory sector. European and UK 
competition and State Aid regulations necessitate the non-statutory nature of this 
service.  This service should also provide a clearing house of market intelligence 
on sub-regional public sector demand and the supply of sustainable business 
solutions. The existing social enterprise trade bodies in the region are ideally 
placed to offer or coordinate this type of service. 
Increased involvement with commissioners is essential.  The fact that so few 
commissioning agencies were reached through a cascade via existing social 
enterprise networks indicates either that few commissioning agencies are tied in 
to such networks or that social enterprise does not sit high on the agenda of 
those involved in commissioning.  Attendance at relevant commissioner networks 
by representatives of the sector (rather than individual social enterprises with 
contracts in sight) may serve to raise the sectors’ profile. These should include 
the Regional Improvement and Efficiency Partnership co-ordinated by 
Government Office NW and their sub-regional equivalents. 
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Further to this, a public relations campaign to highlight the benefits of social 
enterprise may counter the presumption of locally based, small scale operations 
that appears to be a barrier to large scale tenders by the sector: “most 
(commissioning) organisations do not understand what they can offer and are 
worried about their size v risk ratio”.  There is also an issue with commissioners 
understanding of the concept of social enterprise: “They understood Charities 
and they understood the concept of the Third Sector, but they didn’t really 
recognise social enterprise”.  This should include the dissemination of basic 
training and information packages for middle ranking managers with direct 
responsibility for commissioning services and marketing campaigns to promote 
“why choose social enterprise?” Support should be offered for social enterprise 
trade fairs to build relationships between commissioners and potential suppliers 
and also support for participation in wider events where commissioners go to 
seek out suppliers. Support for exchanges or shadowing between commissioners 
and social enterprises, such as one week ‘in the work place’ exchanges as part 
of continuous professional development could assist in breaking down barriers.  
A standardisation of social accounting and audit methodologies appears to be 
desirable to promote understanding outside of the sector, although the emphasis 
on Added Value by the social enterprise sector does not appear to be matched 
by commissioners. Social Return On Investment (SROI) is currently being 
promoted by the Office of the Third Sector to commissioners as a model social 
auditing process. Whilst in keeping with government’s stated policies, Added 
Value does not appear from the evidence of this study to carry much weight with 
commissioners looking to achieve cost reductions or best monetary value from 
their contracts.  Wider dissemination of statutory targets and priorities within the 
sector, beyond those directly connected to individual tenders may enable a 
replication of the Camden model as described in section 6 above. By indicating 
other specific targets outside of the tender specification that may be reached by 
contracting with a social enterprise with their wider social benefit remit, then 
Added Value may gain a quasi-monetary value with commissioners.  In this case 
social audit measures may carry more weight. Training and information packages 
on SORI should be supported. 
Increased involvement with the wider voluntary and community sector is 
essential. The response to decreasing grant availability and the move to 
competitive contracts for the delivery of public services in the charitable and 
voluntary sector has been to focus on sustainability - described as an approach 
‘which encourages organisations to explore opportunities for diversification 
across a spectrum of opportunities from charitable donations...through grants, 
service level agreements and contracts to social enterprise activity.’39 As the 
level of trading activity by the voluntary and community sector increases, many 
are becoming de-facto social enterprises with or without acceptance of the 
definition.  By not incorporating these organisations within any moves to support 
partnership and consortia the social enterprise sector risks losing potential 
partners and increasing inter-sectoral competition.   Continuing engagement with 
local CVSs, Rural Community Councils (and their urban equivalents) and other 
umbrella bodies as an avenue for targeting marketing materials at the wider 

                                            
39 Sustainable Funding Project – www.ncvo-vol.org.uk 
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voluntary and community sector is important to raise the profile of social 
enterprises as service delivery partners.  Data on existing voluntary and 
community sector consortia and partnership tendering could also be usefully 
gathered. 
Networks of organisations from all sectors dealing with particular fields (for 
example residential care, recycling or learning disability services) have proven 
successful in promoting consortia approaches to tenders. Input into these 
existing networks and support for new networks or micro-clusters may provide a 
good support structure for social enterprises wishing to enter or form consortia 
and will provide an avenue for gaining market and competitor knowledge. 
The potential benefits offered by commercial partnership, perhaps through 
financial and HR back office support, with large recognised national, regional or 
sub-regional organisations warrants further investigation. The resulting provision 
by the large organisation of existing policies, procedures, quality standards and 
turnover, as well as brand recognition by purchasers may mitigate some of the 
barriers of the PQQ process and may provide economies of scale to reduce 
overheads for smaller organisations.  It would also provide an income stream for 
the larger organisation. These types of partnerships can be supported before any 
tenders are being considered.  This role might be appropriate for the regional and 
sub-regional social enterprise trade bodies. Careful consideration of governance 
and mission issues must of course be taken into account. 
A report of the BEST programme evaluation and dissemination event in West 
Cumbria40 in 2007 outlined a number of recommendations not raised in this study 
that warrant further investigation: 

• The public sector hosting meetings to explain their tendering requirements 
for each individual opportunity. 

• Partnering with the private sector to achieve community impact for private 
companies and a more professional approach for social enterprises. 

• The development of asset bases of social enterprises to increase the 
ability of organisations to function as effective businesses (i.e able to 
leverage capital against assets).  

In conclusion, a number of clear recommendations arise from this study.  Whilst 
some of the recommendations above may be considered good practice on a 
national level, specific recommendations can be made for the North West region: 

1. Clear guidelines and examples of best practice for pre-qualifying 
questionnaires, including model policies, should continue to be 
disseminated.   

2. Partnerships and consortia can be promoted to smaller organisations on 
the basis of pooled resources to achieve pre-qualifying criteria thresholds. 

                                            

40 http://www.sustainableresearch.com/knowledge/westlakesREP.htm 
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3. An awareness of full cost tenders should be promoted to ensure 
organisational needs are met. 

4. A bespoke service offering advice on tendering, partnerships and 
consortia should be supported 

5. Sector involvement in strategic commissioner networks should be 
supported 

6. The development and dissemination of marketing, training and information 
packages to those directly responsible for commissioning, including 
information on social accounting methods and rationale. 

7. Wider dissemination of statutory sector targets, not just those directly 
related to tender specifications, to allow social enterprises to clearly 
communicate the added value of tendering with the sector to 
commissioners. 

8. Continuing involvement with the wider voluntary and community sector to 
promote partnership and consortia across sectors.   

9. Further research into existing VCS partnerships which operate as social 
enterprises in tendering for contracts, but do not identify themselves with 
the social enterprise sector. 

10. The development of micro clusters (i.e. groups of social enterprises 
working in similar fields or markets) to encourage consortia and 
partnership approaches to tenders 

11. Support for shared back office partnerships as part of tender 
preparedness. 

12. Support social enterprise trade fairs to build relationships between 
commissioners and potential suppliers and also support participation in 
wider events where commissioners go to seek out suppliers 

13. Support exchanges or shadowing between commissioners and social 
enterprises, such as one week ‘in the work place’ exchanges as part of 
continuous professional development. 

14. The development of the Strategic Alliance Action Group should include 
support for training of support service providers from all sectors in the 
particular needs of the social enterprise sector. 

 
 


