
Based on Collaborate’s research, the practical support we provide 
across the UK, and the current operating context, we know that more 
people-centred, systemic approaches to commissioning are urgently 
needed. Collaborative Commissioning is our response to this. 

This document:

• Sets out the case for change;

• Explores the key features of Collaborative Commissioning which 
enables the Human Learning Systems approach described in our 
recent report, Exploring the New World;

• Outlines the support Collaborate can provide to organisations, places 
and systems looking to develop Collaborative Commissioning.
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C O L L A B O R AT I V E  C O M M I S S I O N I N G
E m b e d d i n g  a  

H u m a n  L e a r n i n g  S y s t e m s  
a p p r o a c h    

https://collaboratecic.com/exploring-the-new-world-practical-insights-for-funding-commissioning-and-managing-in-complexity-20a0c53b89aa


*Ewan Ferlie, Lynn Ashburner, Louise Fitzgerald, and Andrew Pettigrew, The New Public Management in Action, 
1996. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
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Context
Reforms over the last generation have “spurred the development of a transactional model of 

service delivery, with an often rigid focus on quantifiable costs, volumes, and timescales rather 
than on the relationships, flexibility, and patience which the reality of life for many people and 

communities demands.” – Civil Society Strategy, 2018

After decades of New Public Management characterised by markets, measures and 
metrics*, more and more places across the UK are recognising the need for a new 
approach to commissioning public services. 

Segmenting people’s lives into discrete problems to be ‘fixed’ by standardised
services ignores the interconnected nature of social issues. People can cycle from one 
service to the next, getting stuck in a transactional system that delivers siloed 
interventions, rather than getting the personalised, joined-up support they need to 
help them improve their lives for the long term. This increases demand on public 
services, and ultimately the public purse. At the same time, providers are often pitted 
against each other, competing to meet targets, rather than working together to offer 
coordinated support.

An alternative: Collaborative Commissioning
Over the past four years, Collaborate and Newcastle Business School have worked 
with places across the UK to develop an understanding of what an alternative, 
collaborative approach to commissioning looks like in practice. Our first report, A 
Whole New World, and latest report, Exploring the New World, have gained national 
and international attention – for the sense of possibility they provide that 
commissioning can be done differently, and for the practical insights and examples to 
support those who want to work in this way. Hundreds of commissioners, public 
service reformers, practitioners, charities and researchers have joined us at events 
across the UK and expressed their interest in being part of a ‘movement’ for change.

In many cases, emerging new approaches to commissioning build on developments in 
the policy and commissioning landscape that offer an opportunity to do things 
differently. These include community-led approaches (e.g. participatory budgeting, 
citizen commissioners), place-based budgets and new contracting tools that support 
collaboration (e.g. alliance contracting and innovation partnerships).

However, adopting new tools and processes alone is not enough. Organisations, 
places and partnerships that are working in a collaborative, person-centred way have 
found that it requires a fundamental shift in mindset – rethinking both the purpose of 
commissioning (and public services more widely) and the ways of working required to 
achieve this purpose.

In Exploring the New World, we identify three core features of these new 
Collaborative Commissioning models: they enable more Human approaches based 
on relationships and trust; promote Learning and adaption; and are based on deep 
collaboration (between organisations, professionals, and people who access support) 
to create a healthier System.

https://collaboratecic.com/a-whole-new-world-funding-and-commissioning-in-complexity-12b6bdc2abd8
https://collaboratecic.com/exploring-the-new-world-practical-insights-for-funding-commissioning-and-managing-in-complexity-20a0c53b89aa


3

The focus is on:
• working collaboratively to understand the system from diverse perspectives;
• bringing together actors to develop their common purpose;
• experimenting and adapting to continuously improve;
• developing new approaches to governance that enables greater accountability to 

the people the system seeks to support.

Collaborative Commissioning: implementing a Human Learning Systems 
approach 
While the process of developing a Human Learning Systems (HLS) approach needs to 
be tailored to context, there are some key steps common to organisations and places 
working in this way that are distinct from traditional commissioning approaches.

The process of change: developing a HLS approach
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Supporting the development of Collaborative Commissioning
Collaborate partners with places across the UK to help create the conditions for local 
systems change as a route to improving outcomes. Commissioning is one of the key 
building blocks for local systems change.
Below we outline how Collaborate can support organisations, partnerships and places 
to develop Collaborative Commissioning.

Our approach
Our approach is underpinned by the following principles which are based on our 
experience of what it takes to effectively work in a HLS way. We will support partners 
we work with to apply these principles.
• Start with purpose – focus on the change you are trying to achieve not budgets 

or services. Then consider how best to use available resources to invest in these 
outcomes.

• Think about resources as a whole – look beyond service and organisational 
budgets to draw on all available resource in the system, including the strengths, 
assets and resources in communities.

• Bring together diverse insights to deepen and broaden our understanding of 
how the system works currently and what needs to change. Involve actors from 
across the system throughout, including people who access support.

• Share power with those closest to the issues (people providing support and 
people accessing support) to enable better outcomes.

• Think beyond commissioning – people and departments involved in delivery and 
support functions such as procurement, legal and audit need to be engaged as 
early as possible to enable meaningful change.

• Create the right incentives – be intentional about the context you create to 
incentivise, rather than undermine, desired new ways of working.

• Seize opportunities, whatever the starting point – consider opportunities for 
incremental change as well as the longer-term, large-scale shifts needed to 
enable more collaborative commissioning at scale.

How we can help
We can provide expert support and advice at all or some of the stages of the process 
of change (see diagram on previous page). The support outlined can be focused at 
multiple levels:
1. Developing a collaborative commissioning approach for a specific 

purpose/outcome/demographic group e.g. relating to youth or housing
2. Developing an overarching collaborative commissioning framework and 

approach for organisations that commission across multiple services/focus areas.

The following table sets out some specific examples of the type of support we can 
provide.  

https://collaboratecic.com/building-collaborative-places-infrastructure-for-system-change-50329af06498
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What How

Making the case for 
change

• Present Exploring the New World findings to stakeholders to 
demonstrate what’s possible, share learning from elsewhere and inspire 
ideas relevant to your specific context

• Bring together quantitative data on service use and costs, and 
ethnographic insights to understand the experiences of people 
accessing services to identify why you may need to rethink your purpose 
and the potential benefits of Collaborative Commissioning.

• Design and facilitate a collaborative process to understand how the 
system currently works and key priorities for change

• Bring together insights and facilitate workshops to identify and coalesce 
different system actors behind a shared purpose

• Build relationships and trust among partners (internal and external) to 
enable new ways of working.

Develop 
collaborative culture 

and behaviours

• Work with partners to develop principles and behaviours that will 
underpin the new ways of working 

• Support culture change at all levels, from system leadership training for 
senior leaders to capability building and coaching to build the 
confidence, mindsets, and skills of teams to work in new ways.

Based on the understanding of the system, and identified shared purpose:
• Work with partners to identify the conditions for long-term change and 

help develop the necessary strategies
• Identify immediate practical opportunities to test new commissioning 

approaches
• Support development and testing of new approaches, including 

facilitation of learning sessions to enable ongoing adaption and advice 
on overcoming any challenges with traditional procurement approaches.

Implementation • Building on insights from the initial co-design phase, support the design 
and implementation of a new commissioning approach

• Facilitate collaboration and learning among partners across the system 
to enable ongoing adaption and improvement – this could range from 
workshops for leaders to peer learning sessions for practitioners.

Develop governance • Support the development of collaborative governance models with a 
focus on ongoing learning to improve outcomes

• Design and facilitate governance sessions to promote and embed new 
collaborative behaviours and mindsets.

• Review emerging learning to help identify opportunities to embed and 
spread new ways of working, either directly or through influencing 
others to adopt new practices and behaviours.

In addition to the above, we will connect you to Collaborate and Newcastle Business School’s 
programme of research and network of places across the UK testing new approaches to 
Human Learning Systems commissioning, funding and delivery.

Types of support
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If you would like to learn more about our work on Collaborative Commissioning and 
how Collaborate can support you, please contact Dawn Plimmer
dawn@collaboratecic.com.

Exploring the New World, and Collaborate’s work more generally, spans beyond 
commissioning, including work with public services, charitable funders, charities and 
community groups. If you’d like to discuss our work in any of these areas, please get 
in touch: enquiries@collaboratecic.com

mailto:dawn@collaboratecic.com
https://collaboratecic.com/
mailto:enquiries@collaboratecic.com

