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5. Lessons from Other Jurisdictions 

Internationally, co-operative and mutual models have been successful and also faced challenges 

when used to deliver public services. Successful approaches are recognised as occurring within 

supportive government environments, which are pro-active in developing enabling frameworks for 

co-operatives and mutuals.145 Key supportive elements identified through a review of international 

practices include: 

���� Enabling legal and fiscal frameworks 

���� Positive approaches to commissioning and procurement 

���� Access to capital 

���� Successful organisational models 

���� Specialist business support 

Several international examples are provided in this section that demonstrate how successful 

models have been supported in one or more of these elements. A more detailed review of the use 

of mutuals in the United Kingdom follows. 

A 2007 Canadian report into child care PSMs identified approximately 526 child care PSMs (both 

formal and informal organisations).146 The research identified benefits of PSM child care as 

enhancing parent participation, staff retention, and community connectivity. The report also 

highlights similar practices internationally, including in New Zealand and Sweden. In New Zealand, 

the Federation of New Zealand Playcentres represents 12 per cent of licenced child care centres, 

and supports 33 regional associations, each made up of 20 to 40 individual co-operative 

Playcentres. In Sweden PSMs provide 7 per cent of day care services through 1,200 co-operatives.147 

In many European countries including both Spain and Italy, PSMs are extensively used for 

mainstream economic and financial service activities providing a strong context for public service 

delivery through mutuals. Lessons from the use of the PSM model in Spain demonstrate both 

successful operation and challenges, as a result of presence or lack of policy support. The PSM 

model is applied to approximately 550 schools in Spain, which have benefited from long-term 

thinking from the government, which provides land and contract periods of up to forty years.148 The 

focus of the employee-led co-operatives is to meet local needs, allowing for local language and 

culture to be included in school curriculums, and providing services for students with special needs. 

The driver for the development of these PSMs, in addition to meeting local needs, has been 

addressing economic challenges both for teachers and government. Therefore it is expected the 

model will continue to be used as local governments are unable to provide sufficient funding for 

traditional models. The model has also been used in residential care in Valencia however these are 
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in decline. Challenges for the sector have been faced where capital funding needs to meet changes 

in contract requirements (to construct as well as run residential care centres) have been unable to 

be met by PSM organisations. 

A growth in the use of PSMs in social care, health, and employment services in Italy, from 650 in 

1985 to over 7,000 in 2011, has been supported by reduced rates of taxation.149 The regulatory 

framework to support this defines the purpose of PSMs is to “pursue the general interest of the 

community in promoting human concerns and in the social integration of citizens”.150 Members of 

the PSMs include employees, service users and families, volunteers, and funding members who 

provide capital. The driver for the application of the PSM model was government failure in terms of 

a lack of service provision (outside of health and education) from local authorities, reducing role of 

the family in providing support, and risk of corruption in other arrangements. 

In the European Union, procurement practices that support broader value than purely financial 

have provided support to consideration of mutual arrangements. This was highlighted through a 

Green Paper on modernising European Union procurement, which led to a draft resolution from 

the European Parliament to award contracts to the ‘most advantageous tender in terms of 

economic, social and environmental benefits, taking into account the entire life-cycle costs of the 

goods, service or work’.151 This supports a greater focus on positive outcomes in public services, 

which could be achieved through mutual arrangements, as demonstrated in this and the following 

section. 

5.1. Lessons from the United Kingdom  

The United Kingdom has significant examples of the use of co-operatives and mutuals for public 

service delivery. Co-operatives and mutuals have played a long standing and significant role in the 

provision of social and affordable housing. More recently co-operatives and mutuals have been 

supported by substantial changes in government policy.  

The presence of co-operatives and mutuals in the UK economy had declined over a long period, 

however this trend has reversed in recent years with the market share and profit of PSMs 

increasing.152 One driver of the growth of PSMs is the increasing recognition of the ability of co-

operative and mutual organisations to deliver public services and achieve both social and 

commercial goals.153 Public Service Mutuals emerged from the Labour government policy on ‘Right 

to Request in Health Services’, which encouraged and supported the spinning out of public services 

and public service teams to independent employee-owned social enterprises.154 The former and 

current Coalition government explicitly recognised the roles for PSMs in their Programme for 
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Government. This was restated in the 2011 Open Public Services White Paper where PSMs were 

identified as one option for ensuring that there was a diversity of service provision.155 This approach 

was enacted as the Public Services (Social Value) Act 2012.156 

The principles outlined in the White Paper (2011) were increasing choice, decentralising to lowest 

appropriate level, public services open to a range of providers, fair access, and accountability to 

users and taxpayers.157 The fundamental premise of the White Paper was that every public service 

has the potential to be delivered outside of government. This premise was the basis for a series of 

policies that have led to a rapid expansion of PSMs. The policy levers included:  

���� Right to Provide / Request: providing public sector employees the right to take over the 

delivery of services.158 

���� Community Right to Challenge: providing communities with a mechanism to take over 

control of the delivery of local services such as libraries.159 

���� Community Interest Companies (CIC): a new legal form for social enterprises to deliver 

public services or community benefit. CICs can be used by co-operatives and have an asset 

lock so that they will always benefit communities.160  

���� Co-operative Schools: the creation of new schools and the conversion of existing schools 

to independent status, which can include community ownership and governance.161 

���� Payment by Results, Payment by Outcomes and Social Impact Bonds: new funding 

mechanisms which focus on early intervention and breaking the cycle and where there 

are high levels of accountability, such as justice and children’s services.162  

The establishment and growth of Public Service Mutuals in the UK has been supported by a Mutuals 

Taskforce and a dedicated unit inside the Cabinet Office, which delivers the Mutuals Support 

Programme and Information Service. These initiatives have supported the development of a body 

of robust and accessible evidence, and a dedicated resource to transfer knowledge through 

capacity building and the development of living case studies.163  

An overview of the services provided through the Mutuals Support Programme and Information 

Service are provided in Figure 4. 
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Figure 4 - Services and support provided by the UK Cabinet Office for the development of PSMs 

The policy drivers and these supporting services have been summarised into the schematic diagram 

in Figure 5.  

These policies and supporting framework have resulted in the development of 71 PSMs employing 

35,000 people and delivering over $2 billion (£1.2 billion) of public services.164 PSMs are being 

established across a wide range of policy areas in the UK (Figure 6) including:  

���� Health –primary care, mental health, hospice 

���� Disability – independent living 

���� Human services – care services 

���� Emergency Services – fire services (see Cleveland Fire Brigade Service case study) 

���� Education – schools, adult education, vocational skills 

���� Justice – probation services  

���� Leisure – sports centres 

���� Housing – social housing 
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Figure 5 - Overview of policy drivers and supporting mechanisms for the development of UK PSMs  

 

Figure 6 – PSMs by sector in the UK165 
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5.2. Lessons for Australia 

The context, drivers, policy development and implementation of Public Service Mutuals in the UK 

over the last decade resonates with the recent recommendations of the Australian National 

Commission of Audit and the proposals presented in the Australian Government’s 2014 Budget 

Statement.  Although Australia has not experienced the same depth of problems of the Global 

Financial Crisis faced in the UK, there is now a strong focus on achieving long term fiscal 

sustainability, austerity and doing more with less. Like the UK, wicked social problems persist and 

are associated with continuing government, market and community failure, which prompts the 

need for innovation and alternative approaches including use of consumer choice and control to 

improve public services. 

The key areas of commonality in terms of policy are: 

���� the commitments to devolve, privatise and outsource public service delivery  

���� the move to local control and management of services  

���� the move to consumer-directed care such as the National Disability Insurance Scheme  

���� the building of civil partnerships with communities to build self-reliance, resilience, 

reciprocity, enterprising culture and self-interest.  

This suggests that there is considerable merit in exploring the potential for public service mutuals in 

Australia, but this will require contextualisation including the alignment of incentives and potential 

barriers for implementation in Australia. 

 

Key finding 7: Public service mutuals play a significant role in a number of jurisdictions, such as the UK, 

where there has been concerted effort through public policy levers and capacity building activities. The 

learning from other jurisdictions is considerable, but this needs to be contextualised for Australia through 

further investigation before opportunities can be capitalised upon. 

Consultation question 7: What learning from other jurisdictions is most relevant to co-operatives and 

mutuals delivering public services in Australia? 

 

  


