
CCouncils spent approximately £50 billion procuring
goods and services in 2004-05. They have used
innovative procurement mechanisms in recent years

to respond to a public policy framework emphasising
increasing efficiency gains. Strategic Service-delivery
Partnerships (SSPs) are one such mechanism. In theory, SSPs
offer cost-effective service delivery and a series of additional
benefits that develop from partnership working. Councils
create SSPs in pursuit of better value for money and indirect
economic benefits, such as regeneration and local
employment.

Most of the commentary on SSPs to date has centred on their
potential to deliver these benefits. This study provides an
assessment of the extent to which benefits are delivered and the
management challenges involved in realising them.The first councils
to enter SSPs were innovative and took risks. They broke new
ground in devising long-term specifications and negotiating and
managing unfamiliar contractual arrangements. SSPs are now
becoming more common.There are examples of success and failure,
including early termination. All councils can learn from this
experience.

SSPs are one of a number of mechanisms that councils may use to
secure greater efficiency and service transformation. The Audit
Commission is undertaking studies on other aspects of commissioning
that are relevant to securing these objectives.These include the report
Healthy Competition, Hearts and Minds and a forthcoming study
examining the efficiency of back-office functions in local government. In
this report, other forms of Public Private Partnership (PPP) are not
examined, although some of the findings and recommendations will be
of interest to those considering different long-term contractual
arrangements.

THE USE OF SSPS
Although the term ‘partnership’ is widely used across the public sector,

the term SSP refers to a specific form of procurement in which
long-term PPPs are established to deliver services.

SSPs are:
• strategic because they are based on delivering councils’ long-term

objectives, and frequently involve transformational rather than
incremental change

• focused on service delivery and are therefore distinct from
partnerships that are designed to set objectives and agree priorities,
such as local strategic partnerships 

• defined as partnerships because they offer benefits additional to
traditional contracting and are also designed to overcome some of
the problems of those arrangements

SSPs are said to offer two types of potential benefit. Firstly, they can
provide value for money benefits that may also arise from traditional
outsourcing; services can be delivered at a lower cost to existing or
improved quality standards if councils manage competitive pressures and
procure effectively. Providers may be appointed in their particular area
of competence, which is especially important in service areas that
require technological expertise.

A second potential advantage of SSPs is that they offer benefits
additional to those that can be realised through traditional outsourcing.
This has historically been undertaken through tightly specified, arm’s
length contracts with penalty clauses for non-compliance.

These traditional arrangements created incentives that worked against
fulfilling the intended objectives, such as:

• clients and contractors both withholding information for tactical
advantage, or through ignorance of each other’s needs

• refusal of contractors to cooperate in problem solving when new
circumstances arose

• rigidity of design and implementation
• opportunities to exploit variations in the contract
In contrast, SSPs are based on the principle of mutually aligned

incentives throughout the course of a long-term relationship.
They imply shared approaches to:
• an agreed long-term perspective on needs, costs and solutions
• the allocation and management of risks and rewards
• governance arrangements, including dispute resolution
• flexibility and responsiveness to changing circumstances
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There are, however, potential drawbacks of SSPs where they do not
work as anticipated. Councils and their contractors will be unable to
predict how the political and financial environment will change over the
duration of the SSP, and in some circumstances SSPs may reduce the
flexibility of the council in responding to these changes.There are financial
risks for both parties and service performance will not necessarily
improve.

Expectations of SSPs have been high, and councils have been encouraged
to consider SSPs as a procurement model. In 2004 the Minister for Local
and Regional Government stated that “strategic partnerships can bring
about radical improvements in service delivery…we want to see more
authorities adopting a partnership approach.”

In 2001, the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister established the
Strategic Partnering Taskforce to advise and support councils entering
into SSPs. The Taskforce published its final report on 24 pathfinder
projects in 2004 and synthesised its existing guidance in 2006.

THE NATIONAL PICTURE
Although the UK is relatively advanced in terms of its experience of

PPPs generally, there is limited financial and performance data on SSPs.
This is because of the difficulty in differentiating SSPs from other forms
of outsourcing.

Recent survey data provides insight into the extent to which councils
use SSPs. The 2006 National Procurement Strategy survey included
questions about councils’ involvement in SSPs, their confidence that they
will deliver benefits compared with other procurement options, and
benefits realisation.

The scope of SSPs varies. Some bundle a range of different services
together.These include back-office services such as IT, human resources
or financial administration alongside frontline services such as revenues
and benefits or other customer services. Other SSPs focus on a single
service area. SSPs can relate to very specialist support services such as
highways maintenance, building and design services, catering and schools
support.

WHY COUNCILS CHOOSE SSPS

Value for money
Councils are motivated primarily by value for money when deciding to

enter into an SSP.
However, different councils define value for money in different ways.

Many councils express value for money principally as financial savings
relative to the cost of existing service provision. Business cases are
constructed on this basis.

But other councils seek a broader range of value-for-money

improvements. Some enter into an SSP as a stimulus for service
transformation and improvement.

For some councils, access to capital investment to improve their
infrastructure was a powerful motivation before the introduction of the
Prudential Code in 2004.

There are examples of SSPs established since 2004 where capital
financing, associated with the services covered by the SSP, has been raised
by the council separately from the

SSP contract, which only covers the services delivered. In other SSPs,
councils have sought financial benefits from using the SSP to generate
new business.

Other motivations
Explicit financial and service improvement considerations are not the

only drivers for councils engaging in SSPs; in some councils there have
been other motivations. Some councils have been motivated by
regeneration benefits associated with new capital infrastructure. Some
have also sought local economic benefits such as job protection or
creation within the local area.

There are also political motivations in particular administrations that
commit to a programme of outsourcing or partnership, although it should
be noted that SSPs are found in all political groups. Finally, councils have
referred to the perceived status benefits of being viewed as an innovative
and forward-thinking council.

Almost all councils looked for value-for-money improvements, either
through financial efficiency or service transformation. Many also saw the
potential benefits of access to capital, and most also had other
non-financial objectives.

More information on SSPs, including the benefits of using SSPs and how
to manage them, can be found at www.audit-commission.gov.uk 
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DISCLAIMER
This Guidance has been produced by BiP Solutions Ltd to provide
assistance to those engaged in public procurement. The Guidance
has been published in good faith by BiP and BiP shall not incur any
liability for any action or omission arising out of any reliance being
placed on the Guidance by any organisation or other person. Any
organisation or other person in receipt of this Guidance should take
their own legal, financial and other relevant professional advice when
considering what action (if any) to take in respect of any initiative,
proposal, or other involvement with public procurement, or before
placing any reliance on anything contained therein.
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Expert publ ic  procurement
consultancy for Buyers and
Suppl iers at  your ser vice

The PASS Mark Health Check is a process-based evaluation technique that helps identify how
your company can develop more effective processes when tendering for public sector contracts.

For further information on the PASS service, contact our PASS Team
on 0845 270 7055, email pass@bipsolutions.com or visit www.bipsolutions.com/pass/

PA S S  C O N S U LTA N C Y

BiP’s Procurement Advice and Support Service (PASS) provides organisations with access
to experts in public procurement practices and procedures, thus helping you develop
and deliver effective and efficient procurement. Our team offers a range of services
to meet your specific needs.Whichever area you wish evaluated and improved, we
have the experts to help.

The PASS consultancy’s mission is to help you deliver the best in government procurement
through:

n Practical solutions to improve procurement performance 

n Innovative approaches to knowledge transfer within government

n Joined-up government

n Improved performance indicators

n Strategic direction and performance 

n Opportunities offered by e-government

n Capacity to deliver change to meet identified needs

n Continuous improvement of services and challenging poor
performance

n Sustainable development within decision-making processes and
delivery of services

n EU-compliant processes

n Best practice procurement training

PA S S  H E A LT H  C H E C K

The PASS service can help your organisation examine its current procurement
organisational structures, strategies, processes, practices and related strengths and
weaknesses. It delivers a detailed PASS Mark Health Check Outcome Highlight Report
(OHR) that outlines areas of strength as well as those requiring further attention, and
provides an outline Project Initiation Document (PID) designed to deliver a more
effective and efficient tendering process that will help you achieve optimum
performance and better value-for-money procurement.

PA S S  –  H E L P I N G  YO U
M E E T  K E Y  O B J E C T I V E S

The key objective of public procurement professionals is to ensure that the most
suitable supplier is selected to provide goods and services on terms which are likely to
offer the best value for money.The PASS service helps you meet this requirement and
deliver contracts that offer best value-for-money terms with suppliers who will
execute them efficiently.

PA S S  T R A I N I N G

Our consultants can provide you with bespoke training packages to suit your needs.
Consultancy and training is available for the following: environmental purchasing,
partnering, evaluation,e-government, supplier debriefing, UK legal processes and
precedents, contract management, EU-compliant tendering and much more.

PA S S  O N L I N E  G U I DA N C E

The PASS service provides online guidances on all aspects of the public procurement
process and legal requirements: www.bipsolutions.com/html/briefing.php

PA S S  –  E F F E C T I V E  
D I S P U T E  M A N AG E M E N T

Contractual and procurement-related disputes are time-consuming, expensive and
unpleasant.They can destroy client/contractor relationships, can add substantially to
the cost of the contract, and can nullify some or all of its benefits or advantages.They
can also have an impact on value for money. It is therefore in everyone's interest to
work at avoiding disputes in the first place. Inevitably, however, disputes do occur and
when they do the importance of a fast, efficient and cost-effective Alternative
Dispute Resolution (ADR) procedure cannot be overstated. If a dispute arises, it is
important to manage it actively and positively and at the right level in order to
encourage early and effective settlement. Unnecessary delays and inefficiency can
lead to rapid deterioration in relations and entrenchment of opinions.ADR through
PADRE mediation involves the use of a trusted expert third party and is an effective
alternative to litigation. PADRE mediation is provided by experts in contracting and
public procurement. If you would like more details on how PADRE can help your
organisation and become your mediation service of choice, telephone the PASS team
on 0845 270 7055 or email pass@bipsolutions.com.

PA S S  I N - H O U S E  P R E S E N TAT I O N S

PASS consultancy can provide you with in-house presentations directed to buyer or
supplier. Each presentation will be bespoke to your requirements, whether they be
with regards to improving your tendering practices or your procurement strategy or
processes. Contact: pass@bipsolutions.com

Previous Page

mailto:pass@bipsolutions.com
http://www.bipsolutions.com/pass
http://www.bipsolutions.com/html/briefing.php
mailto:pass@bipsolutions.com
mailto:pass@bipsolutions.com
http://www.bipsolutions.com

