
Preparing for Adulthood: 
guide to joint 

commissioning resources



2

Contents
 

Introduction                                                                  3

Defining the key concepts: commissioning,                      4

joint commissioning and personalisation                                                        

Joint commissioning across transition to adult life             10

Linking individual and strategic commissioning                 11



3

Introduction

This is the first of the short suite of publications by the Preparing for Adulthood programme 
to help local authorities, CCGs and their partners to deliver on the joint commissioning 
expectation contained in the Children and Families Act 2014, with particular reference to the 
interface between children’s and adult services.  In order to achieve the stated Preparing for 
Adulthood outcomes of employment, independent living, community life and good health, 
approaches to joint commissioning need to engage not only the education, social care 
and health sectors but also wider ‘whole system’ partners such as those concerned with 
employment, housing and relationships – and to do this across both children’s and adult 
sectors. 

This short note summarises and draws on the evidence from literature and learning that (in 
particular) has been gained from over 20 years of seeking to implement joint commissioning 
in the adult sector.  Other materials will be published early in 2015 that will offer practical 
advice and support around the delivery and implementation of joint commissioning.
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Defining the key concepts: commissioning, joint commissioning and personalisation

Commissioning

The concept of ‘commissioning’ was established in health and adult social care by the 
early 1990s, developing in children’s services a decade later. The aims were to enhance 
understanding of population-level needs, clarify links between needs and public sector 
spending, redesign pathways and services accordingly, and change the balance of power 
between those responsible for spending public sector funds and those responsible for 
providing services. In adult social care this was accompanied by a strong focus on 
individualised care management.

The Commissioning Support Programme (2010a) described public sector commissioning as 
‘maturing’ and offered this description of commissioning in children’s services:

“Commissioning is the process for deciding how to use the total resource available 
for families in order to improve outcomes in the most efficient, effective, equitable 
and sustainable way.”

In the same document the authors sought to distil learning about the principles and key 
components of commissioning. Their diagram of the commissioning cycle (similar to the 
cycle described in earlier Department of Health guidance) had an outline of activities 
attached to each segment:

Figure 1: The commissioning cycle

They also described different levels of commissioning: strategic, operational and individual. 
The commissioning cycle can be replicated at each level. This is set out in detail in ‘Making It 
Personal 2’ (Lazarus et al, 2014).
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Descriptions of the activities that comprise the commissioning cycle vary slightly from one    
resource to another, but can be summarised under the headings used in the cycle in Figure 1 
as:

 

 Understand

•  finding out what the population wants and needs, and how that compares with the   
current strategic framework

•  using intelligence to develop a shared vision and agenda for change, with agreement of 
what outcomes commissioning is designed to achieve

•  mapping and gapping (funding, amenities, services – quality and costs)

 Plan

•  agreeing priorities for change and for investment/disinvestment

•  workforce development planning (including for personal budget holders)

•  planning changes needed to the local market of services and supports

•  agreeing processes to support personalised planning and budgeting

 Do

•  developing the market (including for personal budget holders)

•  developing community capacity 

•  procurement and contracts

 Review

• checking quality and outcomes

• feeding in learning from individual plans and experiences.

Two more activities underpin the whole cycle:

•  engaging with young people and their families

•  engaging with the range of partner organisations that have roles to play.

New standards for commissioning, with a self assessment tool, are being piloted in 
adult social care during 2014/15 (see: http://www.thinklocalactpersonal.org.uk/Latest/
Resource/?cid=10354 )
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Joint commissioning

Joint commissioning at a strategic level was advocated from the early days of commissioning 
development. There are examples of successful arrangements and positive impact, with 
evidence from the literature and our experience of:

•  stronger focus on listening to people and their families

•  better sharing of information for planning ahead

•  reduced arguments about funding for individuals

•  stronger shared strategy

•  clearer messages to the market about the changes that are wanted.

There are also some common difficulties and traps:

•  pursuing ‘integration’ as an end in itself instead of a means to achieve better outcomes

•  abrogation of responsibility by one partner

•  focus on service management instead of commissioning

•  focus on purchasing instead of commissioning (the wider set of activities described 
above)

•  not listening to practitioners and providers

•  believing there is one ‘right’ model and waiting for that to become clear

•  trying to do too much too early instead of building confidence with smaller steps.

Some documents describe the ‘Do’ part of the commissioning cycle in terms of service 
delivery, rather than the commissioning activities required to make a reality of the planning 
phase. For instance, the establishment of joint operational teams is sometimes given as 
an example of joint commissioning, whereas this is more usefully framed as one way of 
responding to the outcomes that commissioning seeks to achieve.

The most recent research on joint commissioning (Dickinson et al, 2013) noted that it was 
generally perceived as ‘a good thing’, although there were differing interpretations of what it 
involved and little evidence of connections between particular approaches and impact. Joint 
commissioning is now mandated in the Children and Families Act 2014 – across children’s and 
adult services as well as across agencies.

Our summary definition, drawing on research and accounts of practice, is:

•  a method for two or more partner agencies to commission collaboratively to secure 
better outcomes for a defined population than either can achieve on their own.

Given the lack of evidence on a ‘right’ approach, we suggest that it is more useful to focus on 
local agreement about clear boundaries around joint commissioning – what is in, what is out 
and (if appropriate) doing small things together rather than whole system, big bang, change. 
The key activities for joint commissioning are the same as are listed above for commissioning, 
but undertaken in collaboration with relevant partners and underpinned by:

• capacity to lead/develop joint commissioning 

• governance that keeps partners focused on outcomes, ensures accountability, resolves 
disputes.
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As noted in the Introduction above, joint commissioning to deliver the range of Preparing for 
Adulthood outcomes needs to encompass the wider ‘whole system’ partners such as those 
concerned with employment, housing and relationships.

Personalisation

The 2007 ‘Putting People First’ concordat committed the Government, councils and the 
NHS to a programme of public sector reform to transform adult social care (subsequently 
extended to the NHS and to children’s services). The aim was:

“...to build on best practice and replace paternalistic, reactive care of variable 
quality with a mainstream system focussed on prevention, early intervention, 
enablement, and high quality personally tailored services. In the future, we want 
people to have maximum choice, control and power over the support services they 
receive.”

Personalisation was described as comprising four interdependent elements, each of which 
needed to be in place for the whole to work, as shown in this diagram:

Figure 2: Personalisation wheel

Slightly different versions have been promoted in other publications, based on the same concepts 
of “understanding what families and communities do, and could do, to achieve outcomes, 
and remodelling universal and targeted services and community activities to support them” 
(Lazarus et al, 2014).

Personalisation is now mandated in the Care Act and the Children and Families Act and is 
strongly promoted in the NHS. The new Integrated Personal Commissioning initiative seeks 
to build on learning from personal budgets and personal health budgets to promote a joint 
approach to personalised commissioning. The term ‘personalisation’ is sometimes used to 
mean simply personal budgets or even just direct payments, but this misses out some very 
important elements.
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Useful resources

Details Why might this be useful? Where can I find it?
Bennett, S. (2008) 
Commissioning for 
Personalisation: 
A Framework for 
Local Authority 
Commissioners

Sets out a series of 
considerations for 
commissioners to make a 
reality of personalisation, 
with examples

http://www.
groundswellpartnership.co.uk/
Generalresources 

Commissioning 
Support Programme 
(2010) Good 
commissioning: 
principles and practice

Describes the commissioning 
cycle, principles and 
activities, together with 
levels of commissioning. Sets 
out skills and competencies. 
Illustrated with examples.

https://www.gov.uk/government/
publications/good-commissioning-
principles-and-practice 

Community Catalysts 
and Shared Lives Plus 
(2013) Commissioning 
for provider diversity: 
a guide

Sets out model and 
activities for encouraging a 
wider range of small scale 
support providers capable of 
supporting personalisation

http://www.thinklocalactpersonal.
org.uk/Browse/
marketdevelopment/developing/?p
arent=8567&child=9517 

Department for 
Children, Schools and 
Families (2007) Better 
outcomes for children’s 
services through 
joint funding. A best 
practice guide

Practical advice on 
considering, setting up and 
managing joint funding 
agreements; still relevant.

Template and case studies 
available on same web page.

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.
gov.uk/20100202103622/http://
dcsf.gov.uk/everychildmatters/
strategy/managersandleaders/
planningandcommissioning/
jointfunding/jointfund/ 

Dickinson, H., 
Glasby, J., Nicholds, 
A., Jeffares, S., 
Robinson, S. and 
Sullivan, H. (2013) 
Joint commissioning 
in health and social 
care: an exploration of 
definitions, processes, 
services and outcomes

Research report on study 
of joint commissioning 
in practice in five 
different authorities, 
including processes and 
relationships to support joint 
commissioning

http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/
schools/social-policy/departments/
health-services-management-
centre/news/2013/01/health-and-
social-care-commissioning.aspx 

Health Services 
Management Centre 
and Institute of Local 
Government Studies 
(2014) Commissioning 
for Better Outcomes: A 
Route Map

Sets out standards for 
commissioning, together with 
a self assessment tool and 
further resources

http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/
schools/social-policy/departments/
health-services-management-
centre/news/2014/11/new-set-of-
standards-to-improve-adult-social-
care-commissioning.aspx 

Lazarus, C., Miller, C. 
and Smyth, J. (2014) 
Making it Personal 2. 
How to commission 
for personalisation: 
Guidance for 
commissioners and 
others in children 
and young people’s 
services

Comprehensive guidance 
on the activities required 
at each stage and level of 
the commissioning cycle in 
order to make a reality of 
personalisation. Illustrated 
with examples from practice 

http://www.kids.org.uk/mip2 
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Mott MacDonald 
(2014) SEND 
Pathfinder Information 
Pack Version 4, 
April 2014 – Joint 
Commissioning

Draws together learning from 
Pathfinder case studies and 
offers top tips and resources

http://www.sendpathfinder.co.uk/
infopacks/jc/ 

National Collaborative 
for Integrated Care 
and Support

Network of organisational 
sponsors plus 14 integration 
pioneers. SCIE website hosts 
a range of research findings, 
guidance and practical tools

http://www.scie.org.uk/
publications/integratedworking/
integration-pioneers.asp 

New Economics 
Foundation (2014) 
Commissioning for 
outcomes and co-
production: A practical 
guide for local 
authorities

Includes practical guide to 
embedding co-production 
and a focus on outcomes 
in each phase of the 
commissioning cycle

http://www.neweconomics.org/
publications/entry/commissioning-
for-outcomes-co-production 

SE7 and inControl 
(2013) Joint 
commissioning for 
children and young 
people with SEND

Practical guide to key 
features, based on 
experience in the seven 
authorities collaborating as a 
Pathfinder

http://www.in-control.org.uk/
what-we-do/children-and-young-
people/useful-resources/joint-
commissioning.aspx 

Smyth, J. (2007) 
Integrated 
commissioning for 
children’s services: 
A practical guide to 
the development of 
simple commissioning 
frameworks and 
clear structures for 
children’s services 
authorities. London: 
Office for Public 
Management

Includes tool for thinking 
about commissioning 
levers and performance 
management with a 
range of partners. Sample 
commissioning framework.

http://www.opm.co.uk/
publications/integrated-
commissioning-for-childrens-
services/ 

Walker, J. and 
Donaldson, C. (2010) 
Intervening to 
improve outcomes 
for vulnerable young 
people: a review of the 
evidence. Newcastle: 
Department for 
Education

Draws on research evidence 
to summarise elements of 
effective practice, including 
in multi-agency collaboration 
and joint commissioning

https://www.gov.uk/government/
publications/intervening-to-
improve-outcomes-for-vulnerable-
young-people-a-review-of-the-
evidence 
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Joint commissioning across transition to adult life

Most of the joint commissioning experience reflected in research and accounts 
of practice relates either to children’s services or to adult services. Joint 
commissioning across the transition to adult life started to receive more attention 
as part of the Preparing for Adulthood and Pathfinder programmes. The SEND 
Pathfinder Information Pack on joint commissioning (Mott MacDonald, 2014) notes 
that collation of intelligence about aspirations from Education, Health and Care 
Plans and early transition planning with young people and their families should 
“feed into commissioning cycles so that there are strong and aspirational post-16 
options”. Thus commissioning activities need to be focused on the aspirations and 
outcomes for life as an adult, such as getting a job, thinking about where to live, 
and developing adult relationships. The Preparing for Adulthood programme guide 
(Preparing for Adulthood, 2013) expands on this to point out the range of agencies 
that needs to be involved in joint commissioning for young people to ensure that, 
for example, housing and employment are included as well as health, education and 
social care. Youth Access (2014) noted also the opportunity to use evidence (about 
needs and preferences as well as ‘what works’) to decommission and remodel 
services, recognising that young people (e.g. people in their late teens and early 
20s) may well want different opportunities and support compared to what is wanted 
by others who are supported by adult services.

A specific opportunity in joint commissioning across traditional age boundaries is to 
ensure that early support and services for children and young people are focused 
on maximising independence in adult life. This involves thinking ahead to desired 
outcomes, as noted above, but also potentially changing the ways resources are 
invested. This is acknowledged in ‘Making It Personal 2’ (Lazarus et al, 2014) and is 
a strong focus of ‘Making integration a reality’ (Youth Access, 2014).

Useful resources

Details Why might this be 
useful?

Where can I find it?

Preparing for Adulthood 
(2013) Delivering support 
and aspiration for disabled 
young people

Chapter on joint 
commissioning, with 
examples, links to 
resources and tips 
on getting started

http://www.
preparingforadulthood.org.
uk/resources/pfa-resources/
delivering-support-and-
aspiration-for-disabled-young-
people 

Preparing for Adulthood 
(2014) PfA Factsheet: The 
Links Between The Children 
and Families Act 2014 and 
The Care Act 2014

Section on joint 
commissioning 
compares 
requirements in the 
two Acts and offers 
advice on activity to 
join these up

http://www.
preparingforadulthood.org.
uk/resources/pfa-resources/
factsheet-the-children-and-
families-act-and-the-care-act 

Preparing for Adulthood 
(2014) PfA Factsheet: 
Personal Budgets for 
Post-16 Provision and FE 
Colleges

Examples and 
scenarios about how 
personal budgets 
can be used for 
post-16 education

http://www.
preparingforadulthood.org.
uk/resources/pfa-resources/
factsheet-personal-budgets-
for-post-16-provision-and-fe-
colleges 
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Linking individual and strategic commissioning

As noted above, several resources refer to the different levels at which 
commissioning needs to take place. ‘Making It Personal 2’ (Lazarus et al, 2014) 
details the commissioning activities required at each level, at each stage of the 
commissioning cycle. None of the resources offer detailed guidance on how to link 
individual commissioning activities with the operational or strategic levels. However, 
there are two recurrent themes:

•  the need for strategic commissioning to create the ‘conditions for success’ 
for individual commissioning, e.g. through market development, community 
capacity building, delegation of budgets and modification of traditional 
procurement processes

•  the importance of using information and learning from individual plans and 
outcomes to feed into and shape strategic and operational planning.

Useful resources

Details Why might this be 
useful?

Where can I find it?

Foundation for People with 
Learning Disabilities (2005) 
Shaping the future together. 
A strategic planning tool for 
services supporting people with 
learning disabilities. London: 
Foundation for People with 
Learning Disabilities

Pack to help 
commissioners 
develop services 
and supports 
by providing a 
systematic link 
between individual 
and strategic 
planning 

http://www.
learningdisabilities.org.uk/
publications/shaping-the-
future/ 

Bennett, S. and Sanderson, H. 
(2009) Working together for 
change: using person-centred 
information for commissioning. 
London: Department of Health

Practical guide to a 
method for collating 
and analysing 
person-centred 
information for 
use in strategic 
commissioning

http://www.
thinklocalactpersonal.
org.uk/Browse/
marketdevelopment/copro
ducing/?parent=8566&chi
ld=5802 
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About this publication

This factsheet was produced by the Preparing for Adulthood programme. 
Prepared by Alison Giraud-Saunders, Associate, NDTi with Naomi Harflett and 
Rob Greig. The Preparing for Adulthood programme is funded by the Department 
for Education as part of the delivery support for the SEN and disability reforms. 
The Preparing for Adulthood programme is delivered by a partnership between 
The National Development Team for inclusion and The Council for Disabled 
Children. 

This guide was first published in January 2015. 

Extracts from this factsheet may be reproduced for non-commercial research, 
education or training purposes on the condition that the source is acknowledged. 
For any other use please contact us.  

If you have any questions about the Preparing for Adulthood programme please 
contact us:

Phone: 0207 843 6348

Email: info@preparingforadulthood.org.uk

Web: www.preparingforadulthood.org.uk 

Twitter: www.twitter.com/PfA_tweets

Facebook: www.facebook.com/preparingforadulthood


