
 

 

SCC’s Commissioning Driven Approach: Vision & 
Operating Model 

 
 

1. What is this document and who is it for? 
 

1.1 This document summarises what we mean by commissioning in 
Somerset County Council; why we do it, how we do it, and what we need 
to do differently to get even better at it.  This document does not 
describe who does what – it describes how we work in order to deliver 
our objectives.  

 
1.2 It is aimed at all staff and members within SCC, but aims to be 

understandable to our partners, the market, stakeholders and customers. 
It will inform:  
o How we explain to these different audiences how we work (e.g. via 

the Council’s Market Position Statement) 
o What we do in order to improve the quality and consistency of our 

commissioning practice (in particular shaping the work of the 
Commissioning Development team) 

o How we develop our business processes and strategies (e.g. the 
people strategy) so that they support the organisations goals 

 
1.3 The Commissioning Operating Model is owned by the Commissioning 

Board who review it each year. Since 2012, when SCC first introduced a 
commissioning operating model, it has been revised twice: 
o In April 2016 it was revised to simplify and clarify our approach to 

commissioning 
o In September 2017 it was revised to emphasise how this way of 

working applies to everyone in SCC, and to emphasise the need to 
take a place based approach which focuses on outcomes, system 
leadership and co-production. 

 

2. Why do we commission? 
 

2.1 The Chief Executive is clear that SCC’s vision is to become a 
commissioning driven authority. This is because this is the best way we 
can: 
o Deliver the Council’s priorities as set out in the County Vision 
o Live within our means in the face of sustained public spending cuts  
o Take an informed approach to allocating and prioritising scarce 

resources  
o Undertake the unprecedented rethinking of public services (and our 

relationship with the public) that is necessary at scale and at pace 
o Truly understand the needs of our population and different places 
o Make best use of all available resources (not just those we directly 

control)  
o Continually challenge ourselves on the impact we are having and the 

extent to which we are achieving the outcomes that matter most 
 
 
 



 

3. What does SCC mean by ‘commissioning’? 
 

3.1 SCC defines commissioning as “How we identify needs and creatively 
work with everyone involved to make things happen to meet those 
needs in the most appropriate and cost-effective way”   

 
3.2 Commissioning involves being focussed on the three pillars of 

commissioning (see definitions in figure 1 below) in all activity we do and 
at all points of the commissioning cycle: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Figure 1: Definitions of SCC’s three pillars of commissioning 
 

3.3 Underpinning these three pillars of commissioning is the need to work 
together with others to achieve the outcomes that matter to a particular 
place or population. Doing this means that we don’t do things to people 
(we do things with people), we don’t always do things for people (we 
need to rebalance our relationship with the public) and we don’t assume 
we’re best to do it (we are focussed on outcomes not services). 

 
3.4 When we talk about commissioning we mean: 

o A way of doing things and not an organisational structure: whilst 
clear accountabilities and responsibilities are required this doesn’t 
mean that only people who are called commissioners are involved in 
commissioning; the commissioning principles apply to everyone in 
SCC.  

o A mindset underpinned by a approach: it’s fundamentally about 
asking the right questions and keeping focussed on understanding 
what matters to people and communities and the difference we are 
trying to make for the customer. The commissioning cycle simply 
helps enable this.  

Outcome  Focus  /ˈaʊtkʌm ˈfəʊkəs/ 
• The impact, result or effect of an intervention on an individual or community  
• We are agnostic about how we achieve outcomes e.g. in-house, contracted, 

grant funded, partnership, community delivery 
Synonyms: result, consequence, upshot, effect, the way things turn out 
Antonyms: What is produced (an output), how it is produced (e.g. a service) 

System Leadership    /ˈsɪstəm liːdəʃIp/      
• We focus on securing the best outcomes for our local communities by making 

best use of all available resources and all our levers 
• We don’t just look in isolation at individual services/the Council’s part in a 

system/customer pathway 
Synonyms: place shaper, customer focussed, thinking about the Somerset Pound 
Antonyms: top down, silo working 

Co-production   /kəʊprəˈdʌkʃ(ə)n/  
•  A way of working whereby decision makers, customers, families, carers and 

service providers collaborate to create solutions which work for them all. 
Synonyms: collaborative, partnership, treating customers and providers as equals 
Antonyms: paternalistic, thinking we know best, risk-averse 



 

 
3.5 SCC recognises that commissioning is a term that means different things 

to different people. It is often confused with: 
o Procurement: whilst this is a vitally important tool, commissioning 

covers a much wider range of activity and may not even involve a 
procurement 

o Outsourcing: this might be an appropriate solution in some 
circumstances, but it is not the default answer. What matters is 
finding the optimum way to achieve the desired outcomes (i.e. form 
should follow function).  

 
3.6 SCC is not alone in having evolved its approach to commissioning over 

time, as figure 2 below demonstrates: 
 

 
 

Figure 2: How commissioning has evolved (Beyond Big Contracts – Institute for Government) 

 
3.7 Appendix 1 shows how commissioning within SCC drives strategy 

development and delivery.  We aim to create a strategic approach to the 
whole system ensuring there is a golden tread from the County Vision to 
front line delivery. 

 
4. How do we commission in SCC? 

 
4.1 How we commission across all parts of SCC is defined in three parts: 

o Our three pillars of commissioning (figure 1) 
o Our nine commissioning principles (figure 3) 
o Our commissioning cycle (figure 4) 

 
4.2 We believe that if our nine commissioning principles are followed 

throughout the commissioning cycle we will basically be commissioning 
well.    

 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3: SCC’s Commissioning Principles 

 
4.3 What we do when we commission is defined in the four stages of the 

commissioning cycle shown below. At each stage of the commissioning 
cycle many different activities are undertaken (for example the ‘do’ stage 
might involve a procurement, out-sourcing, in-sourcing, shaping a 
market, restructuring).   We will also ask different questions as we 
progress around the cycle.  Some examples are presented in appendix 
2. 

 
 

Figure 4: SCC’s Commissioning Cycle 

 
4.4 Whilst there are many variants of commissioning cycles in different 

organisations, what is important about the cycle is that it is: 
o Sequential and cyclical: All stages are equally as important and our 

commissioning principles apply throughout. We need to test and learn 
from what we’ve done and continuously improve. 

OUTCOME FOCUS SYSTEM LEADERSHIP CO-PRODUCTION 

A. We are flexible about how we 
achieve outcomes, focusing 
on quality and impact 
 

B. We aim to reduce inequalities 
and enable others 

 
 
C. All activity is needs and 

evidence based and we build 
new evidence through 
evaluation 

A. Our role is to ensure value for 
money (incl. social value) 
across whole systems  
 

B. We seek to prioritise 
prevention and early 
intervention 

 
C. We build  relationships, 

culture and partnerships to 
work across systems and 
pathways  
 

 
D.  

A. We actively involve people, 
partners and providers by 
building on their strengths 
 

B. We balance working in 
partnership with the need to act 
commercially 

 
C. Our approach will be open, 

transparent and collaborative 
throughout the commissioning 
cycle 



 

o Customer centred: Good commissioning means we need to 
understand legislation, our financial envelope, political priorities, our 
partners priorities, the state of the market, demographics, healthcare 
and people’s needs. Most importantly though, we need to keep the 
person’s (or customer’s) needs and the outcomes they want to 
achieve at the centre of every stage of the process.  

 
4.5 Commissioning is part of how we work – but often it is something which 

is part of the organisational wiring. The following examples aim to show 
how key strands of work in different parts of the Council reflect our 
commissioning principles:  

 
 

 
Promoting Independence - People in Somerset tell us they want to live independent lives, 
and the national evidence tells us this is the most effective way of helping people. Too often 
the way we currently work and the services we currently provide actually create dependency. 
It will require us to work in a completely different way with individuals, the voluntary sector 
and communities. Making this change will also require us to procure different services from 
the market, create and shape new markets, work with partners (in the health system and 
also in children’s services) even more closely, and throughout focus resolutely on the 
outcomes that promote independence. One example of how Adult Social Care are 
embedding this approach is Community Connect. They co-produced with community groups 
and village agents in West Somerset to develop a new approach to help older people find 
community based solutions. It manages demand more effectively, helps people maintain 
their independence, and involve less reliance on traditional services like homecare. It 
delivers better outcomes for individuals and cost less.  

Somerset Waste Partnership - District Councils have responsibility for collecting household 
waste and the County Council is responsible for disposing of it. Recognising that we should 
be guided by what works, all Councils in Somerset came together in 2007 to form a 
Partnership to think about waste in a joined-up way. This led to a partnership which looks at 
the whole system together, and where the organisational form we have adopted secures 
value for money across the whole system and best helps achieve shared outcomes. 

Pathway to Independence (P2i) - P2I is an innovative partnership project between 
Somerset County Council, the five district councils (Sedgemoor, South Somerset, West 
Somerset, Mendip and Taunton Deane) and two major housing providers for young people 
across Somerset, YMCA Somerset Coast and YMCA Mendip.  The P2i service offers 
support for homeless and vulnerable young people aged between 16 to 25 (inclusive). The 
service will cover an assessment of needs, family mediation, housing advice, emergency 
accommodation, supported housing, floating support and sign posting to other services. 
Each district has a P2i ‘Hub’ providing a single point of access in each local area.  

 



 

5. What is the function of Strategic Commissioning? 
 
5.1 A key role of commissioners is to make creative use of existing 

resources and assets, no matter who controls them or what their original 
intended use was, weaving them together in order to generate new ways 
of achieving outcomes more efficiently, effectively and sustainably.  The 
roles of commissioners therefore include: 
o Developing vision and strategy: the ability to author and 

communicate compelling stories of how new approaches to achieving 
outcomes might work in the future in the absence of existing 
blueprints, by drawing on experience and critically appraising 
evidence from a range of sources (particularly from our customers 
themselves), and by looking across the whole system and bringing all 
parts of this system together. 

o Innovator: the ability to see beyond the norm, open up a new area 
for others to develop and grasp opportunities to transform the lives of 
the people of Somerset. This might mean building services around 
the user rather than the provider, or drawing on the huge potential of 
data and digital technologies, or tapping into the power of markets, 
new incentives, transparency, or the wisdom of crowds. In every 
case, it involves fresh ideas. 

o Entrepreneur/innovator: Challenging the status quo is an inherent 
part of commissioning – asking the right questions, redefining the 
issue, collaborating and listening to others throughout the cycle – 
distilling this together into new ways of achieving outcomes, and 
ensuring that we work together to make this happen. Being innovative 
often also involves taking more risk – and to support innovation we 
need to be effective at assessing and managing these risks, not 
simply avoiding them. Creativity and being commercial savvy will 
enable us to act more entrepreneurially. Through innovation, 
including where it doesn’t work as we expected, we can learn and 
add to our evidence base to refine our future commissioning 
approaches. 

 
5.2 A key strategic commissioning function is to challenge the status quo.  

This requires everyone to: 
o Understand their part in systems and to look beyond traditional ways 

that services have been delivered 
o Look beyond simple question of statutory duties 
o Achieve outcomes without spending our public money directly (e.g. 

influencing others, working with communities) 
o Build on the principle that those who need support or deliver services 

need to be involved in designing, creating and delivering sustainable 
and effective solutions it 

o Understand that people shouldn’t be passive recipients of services or 
consultees on decisions, and we need strategic relationships with 
markets not just procurement exercises  

o Understand that commissioning for outcomes cannot be done 
effectively in service or organisational silos. It requires joint working 
with members, partners, stakeholders and customers. 
Commissioners need to develop relationships, make connections, 
listen to and influence others and make creative use of existing 



 

resources (not just cash) in order to deliver the changes we 
collectively want to achieve. It’s about looking at the whole system 
and connecting the right people and resources together at the right 
time to make the right things happen in order to make best use of the 
‘Somerset £Pound’.  

o Understand that commissioning is about bringing together the right 
package of mechanisms, and this might involve SCC delivering a 
service itself (and transforming to do it in a different way), an external 
provider, the voluntary sector, or the outcomes may be achieved 
without SCC being involved in the direct delivery or procurement of a 
service. The diagram in appendix 1 aims to highlight the importance 
of a clear evidence-based commercially aware and coordinated 
approach to our strategic direction, and that commissioning does not 
and should not always result in a procurement – how we rebalance 
our relationship with communities and the transformation and change 
activities managed through the Core Council Programme are other 
key ways of achieving outcomes, and most system changes will 
require a mix of measures and delivery approaches. 

o Understand that commissioning isn’t just about the cash that SCC 
has to spend and the services we procure externally or deliver 
internally. It’s about optimising and prioritising all resources potentially 
available – be that revenue or capital, our workforce, working jointly 
with partners (including the voluntary, charitable and social enterprise 
sector), shaping the market, helping strengthen our communities, 
encouraging behavioural change, and seeing our customers (and 
their families) as an integral part of the system that we should work 
with (co-production) to develop our approaches rather than just 
people we provide services to. We are rarely the only organisation 
involved in a system, so we should always seek to understand and 
redesign systems, jointly with others wherever possible, to deliver 
outcomes in the most efficient, effective and sustainable ways. 

o Understand that as the appropriate geographical level at which we 
commission can vary depending upon what we are commissioning 
(and because we are often commissioning from a market which 
operates at different geographies), we can also rarely commission 
without understanding what and how our neighbours are 
commissioning. 

 
5.3 To commission effectively we need to be skilled at Innovation and 

persuasion.  This means that commissioners need to be  
o effective storytellers in order to engage customers and communities. 
o think creatively with others, reframe problems, combine and use all 

resources (and not just SCC’s financial resources) potentially 
available in different ways. 

 
5.4 Another key function is commercial astuteness: Whilst a procurement 

or an outsourcing is not the only way of commissioning effectively, we 
need to understand the market in order to be able to shape it, need to be 
proactively engaged with the market in order to grasp opportunities and 
turn them to our advantage, and need to work across the Council and 
with our partners effectively so that we have joined up conversations with 



 

the market. We also need to understand where the market isn’t the right 
answer (a ‘make or buy’ decision).  

 
5.5 In order to ensure quality of delivery we need to be skilled at contract 

and performance management: Where commissioning results in a 
procurement it isn’t just about selecting the right provider but about 
incentivising, managing, motivating and inspiring them to deliver, and 
constantly asking whether we’re delivering the outcomes planned. Good 
contract management ensures that outcomes are delivered and value for 
money achieved throughout the lifetime of a contract. Commissioning is 
about securing quality today whilst leading transformation for tomorrow. 
Improving the way we use data and involve our customers in order to 
understand the real impact of what we are doing, ensuing we are 
targeting our efforts at the areas of greatest need, and predicting where 
our preventative work will have the greatest impact are vital to ensure 
that we deliver quality today. 

 

6. Where are we on our journey? 
 

6.1 SCC introduced a new operating model introduced in 2013 which 
separated strategic commissioning from service delivery but which 
recognised the value of operational service input. This aimed to deliver: 
o Informed commissioning (evidence based and outcome focussed) 
o A better customer experience 
o Stronger local engagement. 
o Value for money 

 
6.2 Our four main business areas (Adult Social Care, Children and Young 

People, Economic and Community Infrastructure, Public Health) are all 
structured differently, but all are expected to adhere consistently to the 
same commissioning approach. Much of our commissioning happens 
outside of these areas (for example in customers and communities) and 
all parts of the Council play a role in commissioning. 

 
6.3 We have made significant progress towards becoming a commissioning 

driven authority since 2013, but we are not yet as good at it as we can 
be. There will always be further we can go to become a commissioning 
driven authority so our journey will be one of constant reflection, learning 
and change. The table below sets out where we are now and where we 
want to get to. It is not a plan for delivering this but an ideal future that we 
will evolve towards. 

 
 

Where do we want to be? What might this involve? 

We secure the best 
outcomes for our local 
communities by making 
best use of all available 
resources and all our 
levers 

We are clear on our strategic priorities, how all parts of the system can 
work together to achieve this, and we are innovative and creative in how 
we make things happen 

We actively manage our contracts and our key relationships – speaking 
as one rather than having separate conversations, taking a partnership 
approach to performance management wherever possible 

Our approach to financial planning (for both capital and revenue) is 
genuinely commissioning driven, and all our systems, processes and 
ways of working align effectively 



 

We recognise and build on 
the contribution that our 
communities and 
customers can make 
through all public services 
working together 

We work across the whole system to develop stronger communities and 
are focussed on prevention 

We are clear on our risk appetite and this informs our strategic and day to 
day commissioning, commercial and operational approaches 

We are commercially savvy but don’t see commissioning narrowly as 
leading to a procurement, and we are clear what we will no longer do 
ourselves, why, and what impact this will have 

We commission 
consistently well across 
the whole organisation and 
with our partners, 
communities and 
customers 

We are clear on what we want to achieve and we ask the right questions 
at the right point – adopting a ‘gateway’ approach as we progress 
through the commissioning cycle 

We understand the contribution everyone makes to achieving outcomes, 
whether they are in operational or ‘back office’ roles, different 
organisations or in our communities themselves 



 

 

Appendix 1: How commissioning drives strategy and delivery in SCC 

Commissioning Plans
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The Vision for our 

Community

HOW?:
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approach to 

whole system 
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achieve & the 

high level 

approach to 

achieve this e.g. 

make or buy 
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MAKING IT 

HAPPEN

Key Partner 

Visions

Somerset Growth Plan

Lobbying / 
Influence

Behavioural 
Change

O
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T
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INPUTS: Revenue, Capital, Workforce, Members

Markets, VCSE, Partners, Customers, Families, Communities 

Prevention / 
Early Help

Co-Production



 

Appendix 2: Key Questions to ask at each stage of the commissioning cycle  



 

Appendix 3: FAQs 

 
a. How does this fit with the County Vision? 
The County Vision sets out our vision for communities, and our commissioning driven approach in 
SCC is our key enabler for making this happen. 
 

b. Isn’t commissioning the same as shopping? 
No. Buying things is about saying ‘this is what I want’ but commissioning is fundamentally about 
saying ‘this is the change I want to achieve’. 
 

c. Isn’t it all about procurement and outsourcing? 
No. It might but the ‘doing’ part of the commissioning cycle might equally involve:  

• Managing demand through the use of information, advice, guidance and behaviour change 

• Influencing via changes in rules, regulations, practices, grants and through relationships with 
other partners 

• Developing community capacity and or resilience and/or devolving commissioning/budgets 
to communities or individuals 

• Decommissioning 

• Creating/working with mutuals, social enterprises 

• Shaping the market 

• Commissioning jointly with others, pooling budgets or transferring funding for others to 
deliver 

• Using capital expenditure to avoid the need for future revenue spend 
 
Procurement is an important part of a commissioner’s toolkit, but procurement and contracting is 
only one mechanism that a commissioner might use in order to achieve the outcomes that they 
have defined. Commissioning is the context within which commercial considerations, procurement 
and contracting may take place. Commissioners should engage with the Commercial Advisory 
and/or Procurement teams at a very early stage in the commissioning cycle in order to access their 
market knowledge and their expertise in market and provider development, relationship 
management, category management and contract management. 
 
The activities required to improve outcomes should be delivered by those who are best placed to do 
it at the best price. By understanding our customers, their needs, the commercial considerations 
and involving key stakeholders in the design stage – current and potential service users, staff, 
potential providers – we can be more confident that what we are proposing to do will have the most 
impact and will inform any specification. It does not necessarily mean an external provider and SCC 
remains committed to a mixed economy of service delivery – meaning that delivery may be through 
the public, private or voluntary sector. 
 

d. Have you changed the definition of commissioning? 
Our approach to commissioning has matured since we introduced the new operating model. We 
now more clearly recognise that the most important aspect of commissioning is the mindset and 
way of working, that commissioning well doesn’t mean commissioning a service, that it is everyone’s 
role, and that there are a number of key principles which underpin effective commissioning. 
 

 

e. What happened to operational, local and micro commissioning? 
We still recognise that commissioning takes place at different levels and is undertaken by different 
people. However, feedback was that these definitions were not helpful and often caused confusion 
– we sometimes talked about operational commissioning when we really meant contract 
management. We aim to recognise how all parts of the organisation can be involved in 
commissioning by emphasising that we are a commissioning driven organisation. 
 



 

f. Have you changed the commissioning cycle? 
In essence ‘no’, but feedback from commissioners and other staff was that the previous 
commissioning cycle as documented was too complicated. Our approach to commissioning hasn’t 
fundamentally changed; we are just trying to communicate it in a different way. 
 

g. What is an operating model? 
An operating model is the design of an organisation that enables it to deliver its aims. It isn’t an 
organisational structure chart or about what we do. 
 

h. Why have you changed the operating model? 
The previous operating model was written in 2012 and focussed on the structural changes that had 
just been introduced. These are now well understood but what we need to make clearer is how we 
work.  

 
i. Why are we structured differently in adults, childrens and E&CI? 
The different structures in different parts of the organisation reflect different pressures and the fact 
that we are still on a journey to becoming a commissioning driven authority. What matters is that we 
are clear on who does what and that we commission in a consistent way, no matter how we are 
structured. Our organisational structure is also likely to evolve over time – for example as we 
commission services differently, such as the Heritage Trust, Learning Disabilities or Somerset 
Together. 
 

j. How does this align with the personalisation agenda? 
When services are personalised it means that the customer or their family is in effect defining the 
outcomes they want to achieve (as they are often best placed to do so) and commissioning the 
services to enable them to achieve those outcomes. Our role becomes more one of supporting, 
enabling and empowering them to do this – and understanding whether this is having the desired 
impact. In social care people increasingly define the outcomes they want to achieve through 
discussion and interaction with social care staff, i.e. social care staff may guide and prompt the 
discussion but the person needs to confirm and agree the outcomes so that they “own” them. This is 
critical if we want the outcomes to be achieved. 
 

k. How does commissioning fit with the democratic process? 
Commissioning is a key enabler for delivering political priorities as outlined in the County Vision. It 
enables us to supports the pace of radical change needed to enable the Council's vision and 
priorities rather than the status quo of what services we currently provide. Decision making (whether 
by full council, cabinet, an individual cabinet member or officer) should demonstrate that the 
Council’s commissioning approach has been followed. 
 

l. Isn’t it just the latest meaningless buzzword? 
No, but it isn’t rocket science either. Much of what is in the commissioning cycle is good practice 
that we’ve been doing for a long time. What is important is the rigour that codifying this set of 
practices brings, and this is fundamentally what commissioning is about. 
 

m. What is the governance structure to monitor and review how SCC becomes a 
commissioning driven authority 

 
The Commissioning Board has the responsibility for delivering the Council’s vision of becoming a 
commissioning driven authority and ensuring that we commission effectively across the whole 
organisation. The terms of reference for the Board are available on the intranet. 
 
 


