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Partners for Change: Inverclyde 

 
Like most areas of Scotland, public services in Inverclyde are now 
under increasing strain. In order to sustain services and deliver better 
local outcomes, the Council and Community Health and Care 
Partnership (CHCP) are taking steps to recast their relationship with the 
third sector. The first Local Authority area in Scotland to participate in 
the Partners for Change process, Inverclyde is now implementing wide-
ranging action to involve the third sector more fully in service planning, 
to ensure a level playing field during procurement processes, and to 
grow the role of the sector in public service delivery.  
 

 

 

 

Background  

Inverclyde is one of the smaller local 
authorities in Scotland, with a population 
of just 81,540. It is an area that has 
undergone a very positive transformation 
over the last decade. However, the area 
still retains a split between the better off 
and those living with the consequences 
of industrial decline and suffering from 
the effects of poverty and deprivation. 

Public services in Inverclyde are now 
under increasing pressure from the 
combined effect of: changing 
demographics, including an ageing 
population; a rising demand for services; 
and significant financial constraints on 
already stretched budgets. 

At the same time Inverclyde is 
characterised by a strong sense of 
community and by a developing third 
sector. The sector includes a mix of 
locally grown organisations as well as 
national providers with a local presence.  

With an Inverclyde Community Health 
and Care Partnership (CHCP) 
Commissioning Strategy under 
development, public sector partners 
identified the opportunity to recast their 
relationship with the third sector, and 
find ways to use the levers of 
commissioning and procurement to open 
up opportunities to grow the 
contribution of the third sector.  

About the process 

To further its objectives, Inverclyde 
Council has been the first Scottish Local 
Authority to take part in Partners for 
Change (PfC). This is a tried and tested 
process of securing better local 
outcomes through improved 
collaboration with the third sector. 

In Inverclyde the process involved:  

• Three intensive half-day workshop 
sessions, each bringing together mixed 
groups of up to 28 public sector service 
heads and commissioning/ 
procurement staff (from the Council 
and CHCP) with representatives from 
leading third sector providers. 

 
• Development of an action-oriented 

Commissioning Improvement Plan 
focused on ways to maximise the 
benefits of commissioning health, social 
care, and other services directly from 
the third sector.   

 
• Ongoing mentoring and advisory 

support to help deliver on agreed 
actions and take the next steps to 
partnership improvement. 

The process has been delivered by Social 
Value Lab and partners as part of the 
national Developing Markets for the Third 
Sector Providers programme. 
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The starting point  

Partners for Change has facilitated 
honest dialogue between public and third 
sector partners, causing them to pause 
and reflect on the current situation.  

Partners identified a number of clear 
strengths to build on, including: 

• Good existing personal relationships 
between the Council and third sector. 

• Continuity of third sector provision in 
key service areas. 

• Positive examples of innovation, 
funding leverage, and collaboration. 

• A strong and well-connected 
procurement function in the Council. 

• The existing use of Community Benefit 
Clauses in large public contracts.  

• The development of a long-term CHCP 
Commissioning Strategy. 

• A commitment among public and third 
sector partners to work together. 

However, partners also acknowledged a 
number of ongoing challenges:  

• Challenging national economic 
conditions, over which there is limited 
local control.  

• Ongoing organisational change and 
‘silo’ working, leading to inconsistent 
relationships with the third sector and 
insufficient cross-service planning. 

• A lack of ‘common language’ and 
failures on both sides to communicate 
effectively. 

• A lack of sufficiently early engagement 
with the third sector in service planning 
and design processes. 

• Perceived issues with procurement 
bureaucracy and short duration 
contracts which can stifle innovation. 

• A lack of understanding of economics 
of the third sector, and overreliance on 
large national providers at the expense 
of local ones. 

 

Local action 

A number of main priorities and actions 
were developed and agreed between 

public and third sector partners in order 
to move the current situation forward. 
These are now being progressed. These 
centred on: 

• CHCP commissioning strategy. The 
draft CHCP commissioning strategy has 
been identified as a critical opportunity 
to unlock opportunities for the third 
sector. In this substantial area of public 
spending, partners agreed a 
consultation plan and range of 
mechanisms to involve the third sector 
on an ongoing basis.  
 

• Cross-cutting commissioning. The need 
for greater cross-sector and cross-
service commissioning was identified as 
an important priority. Actions were 
agreed that would draw on learning 
from across the UK and develop a 
number of cross-service ‘work streams’ 
that would allow testing of new 
approaches to service design with the 
full involvement of the third sector. 

 
• Third sector innovation. The third sector 

was recognised as a vital source of 
innovation in the redesign of public 
services in Inverclyde. A range of 
mechanisms were agreed to harness 
this innovation, including the increased 
use of outcomes-based specifications, 
the introduction of service-focused 
‘innovation forums’, and the piloting of 
one or more Public Social Partnership 
projects.    

 
• The level playing field. It was 

recognised that more could be done to 
facilitate a greater role for newer, 
smaller, and more local third sector 
providers. A range of actions were 
agreed including a more transparent 
commissioning regime, internal training 
to commissioning staff on ‘true cost 
awareness’, support to build capacity 
and develop consortia within the third 
sector, the use of contractual clauses 
and flexibility in award criteria to 
maximise social value, the move to 
longer term contract durations, and 
support for the use of e-procurement. 
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Overcoming obstacles 

The Partners for Change process was not 
only useful in agreeing the way forward, 
but also in helping to overcome some of 
the ongoing barriers to change.  

In order to deliver a meaningful change in 
public sector policy and practice, a 
number of main obstacles where 
identified. These included: 

• Financial. The immediate pressure for 
financial savings may not allow time to 
progress this more intelligent approach 
to commissioning. Short-term rather 
than longer-term considerations tend to 
dominate.  
 

• Regulatory. A range of legal, technical, 
and regulatory constraints (real or 
perceived) on the part of the public 
sector can prove an obstacle despite an 
appetite for change. 

• Organisational. Third sector 
organisations do not have the same 
capacity as public sector partners to 
commit to the process. Likewise, 
structural changes in the public sector 
(such as CHCP integration) can deflect 
attention or cause a lack of momentum.  

 
• Cultural. Established organisational 

cultures, ingrained opinions, scepticism, 
and failure to grasp the new way of 
working in some parts were identified 
as an obstacle to real and sustained 
change. 

 
• Personal. Self-interest either within 

Council departments or third sector 
organisations may cause tension, a lack 
of transparency, or a lack of 
commitment.  

These barriers were not believed to be 
insurmountable.  

Partners recognised the importance of 
grounding any Commissioning 
Improvement Plan in the current financial 
realities. This meant demonstrating how 
collaboration with the third sector can 
address budgetary constraints through 

pooling resources, attracting external 
funding, or achieving economies of scale.  

Partners also acknowledged the need to 
make progress incrementally (perhaps 
through piloted activity), build trust 
gradually, secure senior buy-in, make 
connections with relevant forums, 
establish effective communication 
channels, find willing champions across 
services, and draw on external expertise 
where required to make progress. 

 

Next steps   

Inverclyde Council and partners are now 
focusing on the task of implementation; 
delivering agreed actions and 
maintaining momentum.  

A working group has been established 
involving ‘champions’ from within the 
Council, CHCP, and third sector. 

Early actions are being progressed, and 
‘quick wins’ being identified.  

Additional actions are being considered 
towards the development of a major ten-
year strategy for the commissioning of 
public services in Inverclyde. 

Support is in place from the Ready for 
Business consortium, providing the 
ongoing technical and legal expertise 
required to deliver on agreed actions.  

Regular planning meetings will now take 
place and a final Partners for Change 
Review session in coming months will 
help to maintain momentum.    

  

Feedback and learning  

Partners for Change provided a rapid, 
intensive way of developing cross-sector 
relationships and unlocking the full 
potential of the third sector.  

In this respect, the feedback on the 
Partners for Change process has been 
extremely positive in relation to its 
intended outcomes. 
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* Participants that rated the process as helpful, 
either fully or partially.  

 

Participants roundly welcomed the 
opportunity to debate and progress 
substantive issues in a ‘safe’ environment.   

  
Illustrative Comments  

 

“Discussion developing on real issues 
and from different perspectives” 

“Was focused and ambitious” 

“Bringing a good structure to a complex 
issue” 

“Frank, open, honest discussions” 

“Inclusive, proactive and practical” 

“Involved a good cross-section of 
partners within Council, third sector and 
CHCP” 

“Focused towards concrete action and 
outcomes” 

“Helped my personal learning about 
commissioning and challenged me to 
think differently” 

“We have had three excellent half-day 
sessions presented, facilitated and 
delivered in a very professional way”  

“Establishes a positive platform on 
which to move forward” 
 

 

The process also revealed a number of 
critical success factors: 

• Appropriately senior involvement, with 
sustained participation. 

• Adequate time to discuss and debate 
contested issues. 

• An openness, honesty and commitment 
on the part of those participating. 

• Momentum maintained between and 
after the initial three facilitated sessions. 

• A highly structured and participative 
format, focused on action.  

• Independent, expert support to help 
progress the actions identified. 

 

 
For further information, contact: 
  
Brendan Hurrell  
Corporate Procurement Manager 
Corporate Procurement Unit (CPU) 
P: Inverclyde Council, Municipal Buildings, Greenock, PA15 1LY 
T: 01475 712654 
E: Brendan.Hurrell@inverclyde.gov.uk  
  
 

Intended  
Outcomes 

Participants 
Rating it as 

Positive* 

Learn more about the 
perspective of people from 
other sector(s) 

100% 

Gain more trust and 
respect for colleagues 
from other sector(s) 

100% 

Establish common 
priorities with colleagues 
from other sector(s) 

100% 

Tackle the barriers and 
obstacles to partnership 
working 

100% 

Identify ways to develop 
the role of the third sector 
in public services 

100% 

Develop a meaningful 
action plan to improve 
commissioning practice 

100% 

Achieve better outcomes 
through partnership 
working 

100% 


