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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Working in consortia can help voluntary sector organisations win contracts and deliver better
quality public services. They enable small, expert organisations that might otherwise be excluded
from public service markets to compete for larger contracts and receive capacity building
support. By bringing service providers together formally, consortia can also improve

communities’ experiences of services and create cost savings for providers and commissioners.

Consortia, however, are challenging to establish and keep going. Success or failure depends on

three key factors: relationships; expertise; and resources.

Firstly, as well as having strong internal relationships between partners, consortia need to build
connections with commissioners and the wider voluntary sector. Recruiting members, navigating
a challenging commissioning environment and developing credibility with partners takes skilful

leadership.

Secondly, both consortia and commissioners must have relevant expertise. Commissioners need
to be able to provide a supportive commissioning environment, allowing enough time for
consortia to organise bids and using appropriate payment mechanisms. In turn, consortia require
strong business skills to be able to successfully deliver contracts and manage supply chains, as

well as relevant service expertise.

Finally, consortia take considerable time and funding to establish and run. Taking a consortium
from aspiration to ‘contract ready’ generally entails an investment of thousands of pounds and
consortia require ongoing access to working capital as they continue to develop, especially when

bidding for and mobilising to run a contract.

NCVO’s recommendations for successful consortia working include establishing a consortium
development grant fund; strengthening the Social Value Act; upskilling the sector and
commissioners to improve their working across the commissioning cycle; and providing support

with impact measurement.
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1. Introduction

1.1. The economic context

The voluntary sector has faced a challenging statutory funding environment in recent years. As
public sector austerity has been rolled out across the country, cuts have inevitably been passed
on to voluntary sector providers of public services. Between 2009/10 and 2013/14 (the most

recent year for which figures are available), the sector’s total income from government reduced

by over £500m.

These cuts, however, have not fallen evenly across the voluntary sector. Whilst voluntary
organisations with total income over £E100m per year saw their government funding grow by 18%
between 2009/10 and 2013/14, all other income bands saw falls. Those organisations with a
turnover between £100,000 and £1m lost 13% of their government income during this period'.

Following the result of the European Union referendum, there is now significant uncertainty

about future funding levels for public services.

The growth in government income for the biggest providers has likely been driven, at least in
part, by the increasing size of public service contracts. Larger contracts have become more
common, amalgamating services that would previously have been tendered separately, often
across wide geographical areas, in attempts to lower commissioning costs and gain economies of

scale and joined-up services? 3.

1.2. Growth of voluntary sector consortia

The recent interest in voluntary sector consortia can be seen as a direct response to this
phenomenon as, in theory, consortia should enable smaller voluntary groups to collaborate at

scale and provide the same financial efficiencies assumed to be delivered by larger providers.

These benefits have also been recognised by successive governments. In its 2006 “Partnership
in public services: an action plan for third sector involvement” the Labour government said that it
would aim to facilitate consortia working to help small sector organisations provide services®. This
stream of work included the Futurebuilders programme, which had a Consortia Fund to provide
loans and consultancy services to help consortia bid for contracts®, and the Office of the Third

Sector’s publication of “Working in a Consortium” guida nce®’.

The Coalition government, 2010-15, also aimed to promote consortia, believing that they could

. L . « o
help the sector, especially small organisations®, access contracts. This would allow them “to g_\
A o ‘ A . o<
combine their individual strengths and expertise, to become providers of sufficient scale to 43\2'3-
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TS
PG

4 NcYo



Voluntary sector consortia: Stronger together?

September 2016

deliver larger contracts”®. Consortia were also seen as a route to improved services for

communities'©.

As detailed in the Coalition’s 2014 “Making it easier for civil society to work with the state:
Progress update”, it encouraged consortia development through a number of programmes'". This
included funding a consortium development programme with ACEVO and NAVCA from
20142,

Other government-supported consortium development programmes include More Than the
Sum, funded by the National Offender Management Service ESF Co-financing Organisation'?,
and the Cabinet Office’s Transforming Local Infrastructure (TLI) Fund, which was in some cases
used to set up consortia'®. Outside of government, funding to assist consortia development has

been provided by a number of Big Lottery Fund programmes including Improving Futures'® 16

and Big Assist!.

Many of the support programmes, however, both from government and other organisations,
have since closed, and new funding streams have not become available to replace them. Yet,
staffing capacity and money - two resources which are currently in extremely limited supply in

the voluntary sector — are still required to set up a successful consortium.

1.3. Reasons for this study

We wanted to take a snapshot of the current operating environment for voluntary sector
consortia. We were keen to determine whether establishing consortia is still an effective way for
voluntary organisations to pursue their mission and, if so, what steps can be taken to maximise

their chances of success.

To answer these questions, NCVO, with support from Big Assist, sought input from 16 voluntary
sector consortia leaders from across England'®.This included contributions from a roundtable
with 12 participants, held by NCVO and Big Assist in Manchester in Spring 2016. We
supplemented this with a questionnaire and desk research. While limited in terms of the number
of consortia that have contributed to this study, we felt that a breadth of issues had been raised

and that there was a significant amount of consensus about these issues.
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2. What are voluntary sector consortia and why are they

valuable?

2.1. Voluntary sector collaboration models

Voluntary organisations work together in a variety of ways in order to fulfil their purposes. At the

informal end of the spectrum, they may share information on local needs or best practice,

including through networks and associations.

Collaboration Spectrum

More formally, voluntary organisations will have contractual relations with other organisations.

They may, for example, act as a sub-contractor when delivering a public service, rent office

space or outsource back office functions such as finance and HR.

In some cases, a new entity will be created for the purposes of collaborating. In a joint venture,

two or more parties will contribute equity, sharing control and any profit or loss made by the

enterprise.

For the purposes of bidding for funding and delivering services, consortium collaboration can be

at a number of points on this spectrum. In looser arrangements, organisations may agree that

one member will act as a prime-contractor, managing the relationship with the funder and sub-

contracting agreed work to other partners.

More commonly, a consortium will be a separate legally
constituted entity — usually either a charity or
community interest company — that is jointly owned and
controlled by its members. Such consortia generally
operate on a ‘hub and spokes’ basis, with a central
business hub that is responsible for recruiting and
managing the membership, scoping contracts and
developing strategic business relationships. We have
found that recently there has been a trend to operate
this hub ‘virtually” or subcontract the function to a

member organisation.
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2.2. How do they differ to other forms of voluntary sector

collaboration?

Scale
Consortia allow voluntary organisations to work at greater scale. Consortia can cover the whole

geographic area for a given contract or cover multiple aspects of service delivery. This can enable

smaller organisations to acquire contracts beyond the
immediate locality they serve. It also allows them to adapt
changes in the geography of commissioning, for example,
where funding decisions for services move from being
made at a district level to a county level. Consortia can
also provide a contract-ready supply chain by bringing
together diverse organisations that can play different
roles in delivery and specialise in a range of services. This
can include involving smaller organisations that could

otherwise struggle to access contracts.

Capacity building smaller organisations

There are examples of voluntary-sector consortia building the capacity of smaller organisations

















































