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Collaborating in Growth - Partnerships in Contracting

1.Introduction

Five Lamps
Won £8.5 million of contracts in last twelve months

Doubled our staffing (45 - 90)
Geographic growth – service growth – new products (30 months ago first loan, this year 10000 totalling £4.3million) – 4 business divisions - Employability; Enterprise; Young People; Financial Inclusion
Not an overnight phenomenon – 7 years of building

30 different partners in contracting in last three years - led a learning consortium; accountable body on a major key skills initiative; prime contractor; building capacity through sub-contracting; member of NEEAL (the eight north east enterprise agencies); sub-contractor; group of CDFIs;  10 third sector orgs benefitting from a recent asset transfer from a local authority to us; ‘last resort’ business loans to third sector organisations.
Good and bad experiences …. Learned from the bad …. And from the good
1. Know Your Business - Know Your Place
· Where do you fit - Prime Contractor; Sub-contractor; Signposter/referrer; Venue - We are all 4 in different contracts/partnerships
· On your own or in partnership

· Mission Vision Values - Get these right
· Know your USP – Established links with communities; social and political awareness; understand clients’ needs; independence and freedom from institutional pressures; passion and commitment; innovation; non-stigmatised; personal; quality; responsive; niche - most in our sector share these qualities
· What business are you in? The lift question - describe your organisation in twenty seconds
· Your products and capacity  - Modelling;  Continuous improvement : The Betamax Syndrome - The world’s moved on to Blu Ray!;   Meeting need;    Market research/Know Your Market.
· How does your product improve/add value to the way services are delivered?

· How are you viewed?

· Are you local, borough, sub-regional, regional?
· What is the standard cost of a unit of your activity?
· Contracts or grants? - Are you bothered?  You should be - they are different.
· Surviving or thriving?   How would you know?
· Strategic Plan - Have you got one?
· Argenti - Symptoms of Corporate Collapse  - More Later
· Governance   Right Model?  Right Board?  Great book - The Fish Rots From The Head by Bob Garratt
· Are there opportunities out there?    How do you know?
· Able to do the PQQ?     Honestly
· Fewer contracts  available   What does that mean for you?
2. Win Win Partnerships

· Five Lamps’ 6 strategic priorities all underpinned by partnership - Growth; Winning Contracts; Asset Base; Impact; Building a Stronger VCS; and …

· ‘Building Brilliant Partnerships’
· Our definition is – A relationship, based on mutual trust, in which each partner invests towards shared success consistent with their respective business strategies – and which levers a step change in delivery, performance and wider impact
· 7 years ago our Senior Team identified 148 partnerships - only 8 were win win!    Last check 29 ‘win win’

[image: image1]
· Map it yourself - It’ll give you a true focus for your partnership working - Don’t waste scarce time in unproductive activity! 
· Do you understand today which of your top relationships are most important over the next five years and why?

· Do you know who you really want to partner with? Think one step before & one step beyond your service
· Do you know who might want to partner you? 
· You won’t have met them all yet! ….. and they won’t all be third sector - think CSR!
· Remember in partnerships as in business mergers - two turkeys don’t make an eagle!

· Make time to form relationships and manage them - sometimes outcomes are urgent  eg   The bid deadline scenario
· Mutual trust - sharing plans, people, processes and resources, doesn’t replace due diligence      Check partners out – Know what success would look like
· The staircase of trust - Shared Vision > Shared Values > Act with Integrity > Clear Communication/Honesty/Creative & Constructive Dialogue > High Quality Information Exchange > Familiarity   

· Also factor in - Innovation; Possibility; Learning Together; Making A Difference; Freewheeling Opportunism; Enthusiasm; ‘One Reason to Do It’; Understanding Risk; Adaptability.

· Measure the performance of the partnership –Enjoy it 
· Too often - Stairway of Distrust - I’ll change him; conflicting needs; dishonesty; lack of familiarity; the third sector - ‘better critics than creators’
· ‘Win win’ isn’t just about money

· It’s about scale, reputation, quality, social impact, in-kind support, new geography, integration, progression of customers

· The third sector partnership conversation - too often focuses on negative, downward spiralling language, closed signals and bad body language - Problems; No new ideas; Inside the Box; Friends and Enemies/Them and Us/Goodies and Baddies - Five Lamps used to be goodies - then we won a few contracts! Rubbishing other orgs - ‘we’re better than them’. 
· Competition - scarcity and need for funding drives desperation - at  potential partnership events we’ve had people wanting to be our partner because ‘we need a new cooker for Acacia Avenue’ or, given the potential redundancy of a staff member telling us ‘I don’t know who’ll be Father Christmas in the community centre this year’.

· We’ve had two ‘desperate’ organisations seeking to be substantial partners on large contracts - who ‘lied’ about accreditations, capacity etc – both are now out of business
· Success is too often described in win-lose terms
· Why not - A conversation based on transforming problems into opportunities; Building Capacity - ‘Contracts Matter’ - get signed up now; Possibility/Innovation - outside the box; We and Us; Supportive/celebrate success/ tell great stories; recognise your strengths and competitive advantage; Inclusive; Win Win. It can be infectious!!!
3. Fit for Purpose

· To be a brilliant partner - your organisation must be fit for purpose 
· An easy to do exercise is to check your organisation against 6 headings.

· Argenti - Symptoms of Corporate Collapse (1976) – the not for profit sector is not immune! These are inarguable truths. 2 out of 6 is bad news for any organisation.
· One Man Rule – one person cannot possess the wisdom to do what is best indefinitely

· Passive non-participating board

· Unbalanced top team – diversity is the key

· Lack of management depth

· Weak finance function – cash, asset and risk management are critical so is the failure to control costs ruthlessly

· Combined chair and chief exec role (separating day to day from strategy)

· The seventh one – Poor response to change (Are you addressing identified need? Got a coherent and current strategic direction)

· Once that quick exercise has scared you (in my experience many in our sector score 4 out of 6) - Take a look at the following

· Your infrastructure

· Service quality

· Health & Safety

· Equality and Diversity

· Environmental policy
· Insurances

· Risk Mgt

· Skills & Qualifications

· Strategy

· Financial controls

· Full Cost Recovery

· Sustaining beyond initial funding

· Greater volumes - can you cope? Impact of? 
· Regularly ask yourself - Why are we going for contracts - DESPERATION;  ITS EXPECTED … IT FEELS GOOD … ITS WHAT BUSINESSES DO … ‘THE SPEC WAS WRITTEN FOR US’  (ps It probably wasn’t!) … PROFIT … 3 YEAR DEAL … SUSTAINABILITY … CONTINUITY … GROWTH … INTEGRATION … NEW RELATIONSHIPS & ALLIANCES … QUALITY

· When did you last meet the potential purchaser of your services? … were the people you met directly responsible for procurement or involved in the big decision? ie a commissioner / procurer not Mavis the Health Visitor!
· Do you think the potential purchaser of your service understands your business?
· Did you get any clarity about timescales, funding, the specification, expected quality?

· When are you meeting again?

· Risk

· What resources do you need to deliver the contract/partnership - do you need to create new assets?

· Up front costs?

· How are you paid and when? It will probably be performance-based
· Reporting requirements?

· Pipeline, footfall, referrals in and out?

· What if you fail?

· Who is at risk - you or your partner?

· Are your board/trustees/you comfortable with every aspect of the partnership?
· Other implications are sometimes less obvious and create a new range of personal/organisational pressures
· What forums do I need to attend?

· Would accreditation be an advantage?
· How do I develop me or my workforce?

4. Evidence Evidence Evidence/Measuring Impact
· Track Record

· Auditors report/trustee report

· Timeline – key events

· Key Stats – you’ll be asked again and again

· Impact – Social Accounts - It should be our strength
· Distance Travelled by beneficiaries
· Customer Feedback and Quality Assurance - do it and do it often
· Tools for Measurement
· Great stories

· Write a book (maybe just an annual report)
· Cuttings; great quotes; multimedia

· Get them on the website – ‘the digital footprint’
· Social networking
5. Quality Assurance

· Accreditations  (current if you don’t mind)
· IIP; matrix; customer first; ofsted and others - we find that having one reaccreditation a year stimulates our organisation and drives continuous improvement - these are badges/medals to be worn with pride!
· Memberships

· Insurances

· We are always keen to point people towards NECC membership - especially to get the legal /HR cover
· Statutory compliance – Health & Safety; Disabled access

· Audit reports & customer feedback

· Have it readily available

6. Scanning the Horizon
· Network (cliché but true) – best to build your own
· Get involved in the relevant bit of Local Strategic Partnership thematic sub-structure

· Mailing Lists
· Contract Alerts - NEPO
· Trade Press - examples of great projects; policy context etc
· Informal learning sets - buddying - a study trip
· ‘Contracts Matter’ - get signed up now
· Personal & Professional Development - its invaluable and drives change
· ‘The Learning Organisation’ – Is the pace of your organisation’s learning greater than the pace of change in your operating environment?  It must be   
· Manifestos – lottery changes; right to bid to run; right to buy; a measure for wellbeing; payment on results to get people into work; a fair deal on grants; A Big Society Bank (Tories). A national youth community service; transfer of land and buildings; incentives for philanthropic support; takeover of under-performing schools; social impact bonds; ownership of pubs and clubs; community land trusts; running local amenities; participatory budgeting (Labour)
· We might be up to our necks in opportunities!
7. Winning next time

· Ask for feedback, you’re entitled to it
· Act on it 
· Action Plan

· Workforce Development Plan
8. Key Messages

· Build relationships with partners and purchasers

· Be Fit for Purpose - Remember Argenti’s ‘Symptoms of Corporate Collapse’
· Identify a Strategic Direction
· Invest in Quality Assurance

· Develop a range of relevant Key Performance Indicators
· Scan the Horizon

· Know your capabilities and your limitations

· Maintain a Fresh & Relevant product

· Don’t sell yourself short – Full Cost Recovery

· Assess and understand risks

· Invest in ‘Win Win’ Partnerships

· Become a Leader from any chair – Read the ‘Art of Possibility’ by Ben Zander
· Collect evidence of impact

Do All That & You Will Have Partners Knocking Your Door Down!
9. Barriers to Success

· No involvement in consultation/networks 

· Victim of poorly packaged and unattractive procurements

· Insufficient recognition of strengths and skills - by you and the commissioner/procurer
· Procurers are risk averse – build your case (3Es Evidence, Evidence, Evidence)

· Poor organisational infrastructure - can’t respond in time - can’t respond ever
· Can’t get enough information - can’t supply it either
· Struggling to build alliances 
· Competition - and not being able to cope with it
· Prime contractors don’t know who you are

· Not knowing your business
· The ‘Betamax’ Syndrome
· Can’t recover full costs - or worse, not understanding your cost base!
· Can’t assure quality

· Insufficient learning

Our sector does some truly marvellous and transformational things. Just think how much more we could achieve by truly Collaborating for Growth and Becoming Brilliant Partners.

Graeme Oram. April 2010
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