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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
For some years the council has invested in important services delivered by the voluntary, 
community and faith sector and the arts sector, to improve the quality of life, the local 
economy and the health and well being of local people.   
 
The council’s current investment supports a wide range of activities and there are many 
examples of success.  Overall, the council’s monitoring of this investment has indicated 
that some very helpful, value for money services have been delivered that have made a 
crucial difference to the lives of local people and have helped to attract visitors to the 
district.   
 
Building on this, the council wishes to re-invest via a commissioning framework in the 
voluntary, community and faith sector and the arts sector to help them to deliver services 
for the district. This will provide an opportunity to refresh priorities for investment in line 
with current council priorities, as expressed in the council’s Corporate Plan 2012 – 2015.  
In the context of many changes affecting people’s lives and the support they need, a 
commissioning framework will also allow for a re-assessment of current and anticipated 
needs, existing service provision and potential gaps in services.  New providers or new 
services can be recognised and an improved understanding gained about what really 
works and makes a difference to people’s lives.  The council would like to see its 
commissioning arrangements providing a platform for collaboration, enabling 
organisations to work together to deliver services.   
 
A significant element of commissioning relates to engagement with partners.  Where 
procurement or grant giving identify what services are desired and provide investment, 
commissioning is developed by working with people and providers to gain an 
understanding of needs, existing services and gaps.  The council would like to reinforce 
good communications and partnership links by working closely with partners as part of the 
commissioning process to ensure that investment can be used to add the most value and 
to make a difference in ways that matter. 
 
The council has stated that: 
 
“Support for voluntary, community and faith (and arts and culture) groups has continued in 
2011/ 2012 and the council wants to continue to work with these sectors in the future to 
consider how together we can ensure important services for the district are delivered”  

Lancaster City Council Corporate Plan 2012- 2015 
 
 

 



 
PURPOSE AND COMMITMENTS  

 

Core purpose 
The core purpose of our commissioning arrangements is to ensure that the council’s 
investment in VCFS and Arts services has the maximum positive impact on the lives of 
people in the district and the local economy. 

 
Commissioned services will be expected to align with the council’s Priorities as identified in 
the Corporate Plan. For 2012 – 2015 these are;  
 
Economic Growth 
Health and Well Being 
Clean, Green and Safe Places 
Community Leadership 
 
The intention to protect the most vulnerable in our society is a thread that runs through all of 
the council’s Priorities and provides an important emphasis for development of 
commissioned services.   
 
The cross cutting themes of Working Together in Partnership, Managing the Council’s 
Resources and Environmental Sustainability indicate clear principles for the way in which 
the council will undertake commissioning and are reflected in the commissioning principles 
and core criteria for assessment of service options.   
 
Lancaster City Council’s Corporate Plan can be viewed at: 
http://www.lancaster.gov.uk/council-and-democracy/council-priorities-and-key-
documents/corporate-plan-2012-15/ 
 
 
 

 

What is Commissioning? 
At this stage, the council has developed a locality based commissioning model for its own 
investment in specific services at the local level.  This is likely to lead to opportunities for 
more strategic commissioning in the future where, in some cases, the council’s investment is 
considered as part of the overall investment in the district. 

 
There are many definitions of commissioning but for the purposes of the council’s approach 
to commissioning services from the VCF and arts sectors, Commissioning is: 
 
The process of specifying, securing and monitoring services to meet people’s needs at a 
strategic level and in an efficient, effective, equitable and sustainable way.  

 

http://www.lancaster.gov.uk/council-and-democracy/council-priorities-and-key-documents/corporate-plan-2012-15/
http://www.lancaster.gov.uk/council-and-democracy/council-priorities-and-key-documents/corporate-plan-2012-15/


 

 
 
 

COMMISSIONING PRINCIPLES 
 



THE COMMISSIONING CYCLE 
        
              

                    
 
 
Commissioning is not just procurement but is a much broader recurring cycle.  The key 
stages in the council’s commissioning cycle are:   

 

UNDERSTANDING  
 Engagement  

The council wishes to take many opportunities to engage with partners, service providers 
and individuals or their representatives, in order to ensure that there is ongoing dialogue and 
a genuine understanding of needs, opportunities and emerging changes.  This will occur at 
various times through planned engagement exercises and informally via opportunities that 
arise day to day.  As part of the commissioning cycle there will be engagement with service 
providers at all stages via planning delivering and monitoring arrangements.  
 

 Local Assessment 
The Needs Assessment underpinning the commissioning process has a number of elements.  
Desktop research is fairly high level and provides information from a range of sources to 
provide contextual background on the demography and economy of the district as well 
information as on social and environmental factors.  Qualitative information is used where 
this is available and may include local research and information relating to user feedback on 
needs and existing services.  The council’s engagement work provides context, feedback, 
ideas and commentary from individuals, communities and service providers and this is seen 
as vital in terms of developing service specifications for the future.  
 

 Existing Service Provision   
Mapping existing services in the district is challenging for many reasons.  Both demand and 
services change and adapt and currently some services are being lost due to financial and 
other pressures.  However, understanding the nature of current provision, including its quality 
and impact, is important if the impact of any investment is to be understood.  The council will 
seek to understand existing service provision by monitoring relevant policy and funding, via 
its engagement work and from its ongoing communications with service providers.  
 



 Gap Analysis 
Understanding need and existing service provision are pre-requisites in terms of 
understanding the gap and the opportunities to add value to what currently exists.  
In terms of VCFS and Arts, there are existing statutory, mainstream and funded services and 
the council’s investment needs to add value to these. Data available from the Local 
Assessment and engagement work provides more narrative and a qualitative view of what is 
changing, is still needed most and also where there are opportunities to achieve significant 
impact.  
 

PLAN  
 Options Appraisal  

Once needs and opportunities are identified, it is possible to identify what options are 
feasible to deliver the outcomes required and the levels of investment needed to achieve the 
desired impact.  Engagement work is key to this stage of commissioning.  In most 
circumstances, funds will be limited and it is vital that due consideration is give to achieving 
the best possible and most relevant outcomes for the investment that is available.  Core 
criteria, for the council’s commissioning arrangements including Value for Money, Added 
Value and Sustainability support this.  
 

 Service Design  
Service design needs to involve and include sector partners on a broad basis to ensure 
relevant expertise and knowledge is brought into the process and planned services are 
feasible, realistic and deliverable as well as achieving the outcomes and impact desired. The 
council wishes to focus on Value, that is, a return on investment that includes Social Value, 
not just transactional value, and Added Value, where investment complements and 
enhances existing provision.   

 
 

DO 
 Procurement 

Procurement of services will be required in line with the council’s normal procurement 
guidance and regulations and processes will be clear and transparent.  Appropriate 
procurement underpins service standards and value for money.  Whilst cost will always be a 
consideration, the council has established core criteria for commissioned services that 
include a range of quality factors that will form the basis of any assessment and appraisal 
process. 
 
To ensure that the procurement process is fair, transparent and inclusive the council will 
publish all relevant information and will publicise tendering or bidding opportunities as widely 
as possible.  Impartial advice and guidance will be provided and workshops will be arranged 
and available to all applicants to provide opportunities to gain further details on procurement 
arrangements, quality standards and timescales.  
 



 

Core criteria for commissioned services 
 

Links to corporate priorities 
and other approved strategies 
 

Services will assist the council in delivering its 
priorities and desired outcomes and support 
delivery of other relevant, approved strategies 
 

Deliverability 
 

No major barriers exist that could negatively affect 
delivery of services 
 

Quality Assurance 
 

Services can be delivered within budget, timescale 
and to the required quality standards 
 

Value for Money 
 

Services are economic, efficient and effective and 
the return on investment can be clearly identified. 
Leverage and match funding from other sources 
has been achieved wherever possible 
 

Added value/ additionality Opportunities to add value to other initiatives in the 
district have been sought and acted upon 
wherever possible and that duplication is avoided  
 

Sustainability 
 

Services can become more self sustaining in the 
future with a reducing reliance on public sector 
funding. Efficiencies have been achieved where 
possible 
 

Collaboration 
 

 
Opportunities for collaborative working and shared 
delivery of services have been sought and 
proposals/ joint submissions developed where 
appropriate 
 

Service specific criteria 
 

Quality standards or particular requirements 
relevant to specific services 
 

 
 

 Service Delivery 
Service delivery arrangements will be based on clear contractual arrangements that express 
what investment is for, the outcomes expected, communications arrangements and the 
information that will be needed to inform progress and achievements.  The council will seek 
to create an honest and open dialogue, which is supportive of service deliverers but that 
provides scope and flexibility to adapt and develop services to meet changing needs, whilst 
maintaining quality.   

 

REVIEW 
 Performance monitoring    

Performance monitoring will be based on working closely and constructively with delivery 
partners. The council wishes to maintain strong ongoing communications to help to ensure 
that services achieve the best possible outcomes but also so that there is a constructive 
approach to managing important changes, risks and to capturing good practice.   
 
Whilst appropriate quality standards for delivery and for financial management remain, the 
emphasis of performance monitoring arrangements will be on Outcomes and Value.    



 Evaluation 
Ongoing monitoring and evaluation of progress and outcomes will be used not only to assess the 
impact of current investment but also to inform development of future service delivery. It will 
capture the overall impact, the current position of delivery partners, current and emerging needs in 
the sector or district and also what has been learned. 
 
The council will be working with partners to capture and review lessons from previous delivery to 
drive continuous improvement. The intelligence gathered through such evaluation will be 
invaluable in terms of designing future, high impact, services that are efficient, effective and 
economic that also add value to other existing provision. 

 

 
THE COMMISSIONING PLAN 

 
The Commissioning Plan is an associated document that provides much more detailed information 
on the council’s planned investment in services.  This includes outline specifications for the 
services the council wishes to commission, the levels of investment to be provided, expected 
outcomes and information relating to the procurement, contractual and performance management 
arrangements. 
 
Separate Commissioning Plans will be published in relation to the services delivered by the 
voluntary, community and faith sector and the arts sector and, when finalised, these will be 
available on the council’s website.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



GLOSSARY 

Commissioning  
The process for deciding how to use the resource available for improving individual, 
community and economic outcomes, in the most efficient, effective, equitable and 
sustainable way 
 
Commissioning Cycle 
Often shown as a diagram, this is the ongoing nature of commissioning, beyond a standard 
procurement exercise. In the context of Lancaster City Council this means the stages of 
Understand, Plan, Do and Review, which run in a recurring fashion. 
 
Commissioning Framework 
The key background document outlining the approach that is being taken for a particular 
commissioning area, which includes the purpose for such commissioning, the principles 
being followed for such a process, core criteria for commissioned services and the 
commissioning cycle. 
 
Commissioning Plan 
A document, associated with the Commissioning Framework, that provides much more 
detailed details of which services the council wishes to commission, the levels of investment 
to be provided, outcomes to be achieved and procurement, contractual and performance 
management arrangements 
 
Engagement 
Commissioning is an arrangement that requires close communication with service deliverers 
and an understanding of needs.   Engagement can be undertaken in various ways but 
primarily the council seeks to meet face to face in workshop style settings.  These events are 
helpful but are part of a wider approach that includes ongoing communications with a range 
of sector groups and individuals on a regular basis.   
 
Outcomes 
Outcomes are end results.  They can describe states of well being or they can refer to results 
achieved by a service or intervention over time.  For example, “a cleaner, greener 
environment” is an outcome achieved over time as a result of a range of activities such as 
street cleaning, environmental improvements, maintenance of parks and open spaces. 
 
Procurement 
The process of acquiring goods, works and services from suppliers 
 
Success Measure 
Success measures are often referred to as outputs or targets and can often be reported as 
performance indicators.  They are specific and quantifiable measurements that quantify 
achievement of, or progress towards, delivery of the outcomes.  They could include, for 
example, 2 hectares of public open land improved, 25 premises refurbished or 40 training 
sessions provided.  
 
VCFS  
Acronym used for the ‘Voluntary, Community and Faith Sector’ 
 
 


