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 - ESRC Festival of Social Science 2008

7th March 2008
Elizabeth Gaskell Building, Hathersage Road Manchester, M13 0JA. 

Summary Report

The event was  a workshop based on  a project entitled Delivering public services in the mixed economy of welfare: Putting research into practice (September 2007 – March 2008) . The project team from Nottingham Trent, Manchester Metropolitan, and Newcastle Universities, and Age Concern England worked closely with policy makers, statutory sector commissioners and third sector organisations in the North East and East Midlands.  The festival event was intended to share lessons learned  and  to invite critical feedback from participants in the North West.  Cherie Semper joined the research team to talk about change management for social enterprises. Presentations were followed by a working lunch and “knowledge café”, during which all participants had the opportunity to contribute, comment and challenge.

The 19 participants were mainly from social enterprises in the North West. Local authorities and the Strategic Health authority were also represented

Professor Irene Hardill  from Nottingham Trent University welcomed attendees and set the scene by introducing the Festival of Social Science. Susan Baines presented a short overview of work to date on Delivering public services in the mixed economy of welfare focussing in particular on the outcomes of regional workshops attended by Third Sector organisations and public sector commissioners in the East Midlands and the North East of England. For more information and slides from the workshops see http://www.socialwelfareservicedelivery.org.uk/
Cherie Semper talked about learning and change in social enterprises drawing on a local case study. Her presentation emphasised successful outcomes of partnership between social enterprise and Higher Education. 
Discussion points
· What is the working definition of a ‘social enterprise’ and is there any important distinction between Social Enterprise and the wider Third Sector? In general participants thought that action was more important than definitions
· ‘Social clauses’ in contracts have been proposed as a way to prioritise social and community needs. Social clauses were not well known to attendees – some thought there should be more emphasis on social 
enterprises understanding and meeting  the requirements of commissioners, rather than attempting to influence commissioning agenda at this stage.
“Knowledge café” 
Discussions in breakout groups were asked to focus on 

· The notion of ‘an environment for a thriving third sector’ - what will / should it look like?
· What needs to change to ensure that social enterprises and public sector agencies become ‘better partners’
· What organisations in the public sector, HE and Third sector can do

An environment for a thriving Third Sector (including Social Enterprises)

· Not all Third Sector Organisations can or should participate in contracts with the public sector

· Grants funding needs to remain in place – particularly important for innovation

· Trust between commissioners and deliverers

· Transparency in the process of commissioning

· Third Sector and Public Sector acknowledge each others’ strengths

What needs to change?

· More examples of social enterprise co-operating with each other 

· Governance within social enterprises needs to improve (commissioners are now looking more closely at governance in any tender process)

· More joined up thinking at regional level – eg  regional development agencies, Third Sector umbrella bodies, health commissioners and local authorities

· More sustained funding ie three to  five years  - monitored and evidenced (Compacts seen as on the right lines but not much confidence in their policing)

· Better communication within  a local authority area

· Promote professionalism – recognise that ‘voluntary’ does not mean amateur
Moving forward – specific ideas

· Training to support social enterprises in becoming ‘contract ready’

· Commissioners to learn about the Third Sector, perhaps  using umbrella organisations  for their ‘education’
· Training and  business support to focus on social enterprises as ‘learning organisations’

· A local federation of social enterprises to foster partnerships, collective tenders and shared resources

· A ‘facebook’  or other local networking vehicle for social enterprises to support information / ideas sharing and joint bidding

Round up discussion

· The notion of the third sector as innovators - prevalent in rhetoric - does not sit well with commissioning agenda – commissioners buy what they want and won’t or can’t  risk the untried.

· Much more needs to be done to articulate evidence for what Third Sector service providers achieve 
· There needs to be more commonly understood language – but some insist that the seller needs to become more fluent in the buyer’s language and aware of their desired outcomes as in any selling situation
· Too much scoping and mapping and revisiting this and not enough convincing measured evidence of making a difference

· The event did not  focus on ‘local economy multipliers’ – social enterprises can increase local spend and help avoid leakage of money from the local economies
Conclusion 

In order for partnerships to develop and succeed there is work to be done by all elements of the potential partnership. 

Commissioners – need to ensure they are clear and open in their briefing and tendering processes

Social enterprises – need to really understand the commissioners challenges and respond to these and ensure they can deliver solutions/outcomes which are proven and of the highest measured and documented quality standards.

Support is required in order to assist Social enterprises gear up for the new commissioning arena (As recognised in  the recent report from the Office of the Third Sector). 
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