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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

Staff mutuals are a part of a wider process of change in service delivery. Government is 
committed to giving public sector employees new rights to bid or request to take over the 
services they deliver. This includes supporting the right for NHS staff to provide services 
through staff-led social enterprises. We can see examples of this in the development of GP 
and nurse-led services and in the growing number of employee-led organisations developing 
out of primary care trusts. The localism agenda further encourages the transfer of services 
by supporting community involvement and promoting the diversification of public service 
delivery. This includes the right to challenge included in the Localism Act 2011.

Whether we are assessing new delivery options or working with and supporting existing staff 
mutuals, it is important we are clear about what staff mutuals are; what benefits they can 
bring to service provision; the legal forms they take; and what issues arise when considering 
working with them. This guide seeks to address these and other areas and looks at definitions of 
mutuals; the different types of staff mutual; the evidence on the benefits associated with them; 
legal structures; governance; financing; and tax and accounting matters. It also considers the 
emphases placed by different staff mutuals on social purposes; stakeholder participation; profit 
retention; rewarding stakeholders; and the anchoring of capital to the goals of the enterprise.

USINg THIS PUBLICATION
This publication is a resource for people working in or with staff mutuals engaged in 
delivering public services, and for those who are involved in considering setting up a new 
staff mutual. It will be useful for managers and officers involved in commissioning services 
or looking at new service delivery models. It can be read as a whole or dipped into for 
information on specific areas. 

It is not intended as a mutuals roadmap or ‘how-to’ guide, but rather it describes the various 
types of staff mutual engaging in public service delivery and their particular features and 
characteristics. This includes information on differences between the various types and legal 
forms and the impact that this can have on, for example, financing options, governance, tax 
and reporting requirements.

Many of the chapters include a summary and a list of resources and sources of further 
information. These are to be found at the end of each chapter. Other resources not linked to a 
particular chapter are included in chapter thirteen.

Chapter two looks at current definitions of ‘mutual’ and ‘staff mutual’ with a view to clarifying 
their key characteristics and how staff mutuals differ from other organisations involved 
in public service delivery. The chapter also looks at the variety of types of staff mutual – 
from those where the staff are one of a number of different stakeholder groups who share 
ownership of the mutual, to those where staff own 100% of the mutual.
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Chapter three considers some of the recent evidence on the benefits associated with staff 
mutuals. It looks at the benefits linked to member ownership and engagement and to social 
goals.

Chapter four looks at making the business case for establishing a staff mutual, and provides 
an overview of areas to cover, including suitability of the mutual model. Also included in 
this chapter is information on the Mutual Business Detector, which aims to help with ‘… 
identifying those services where a mutual approach [is] most likely to be successful.’1

Chapter five runs through the range of legal structures available to staff mutuals. The focus 
is on incorporated structures, although trusts are also covered as they are sometimes used 
in combination with other legal structures to provide additional controls and safeguards over 
resources and decision making.

Chapter six looks at organisational governance in member-based organisations including 
an overview of governance matters relating to each of the legal structures available to 
staff mutuals. Also included in this chapter is information on applicable governance codes, 
including those specifically designed for member-based organisations.

Chapter seven considers the various sources of financing available to staff mutuals. While it 
does not provide details on every potential source, it does point to key areas and provides a 
list of useful links. This chapter also looks at how differences in the types of staff mutual can 
have some impact on their access to the various sources of finance.

Chapter eight takes a more detailed look at shares in staff mutuals. Not all mutuals issue 
shares and some of those that do limit it to nominal shareholding by each member. But those 
staff mutuals that are able to issue shares have various options regarding using this as a 
source of capital for the enterprise. Related concerns covered include who to offer shares to 
(eg members only or other stakeholders) and the rights attached to particular types of shares.

Chapter nine looks at accounting. While the accounting and reporting adopted by staff 
mutuals is often similar to that adopted by other businesses, there are some areas where 
differing approaches can arise. These are generally to do with member ownership and the way 
in which member benefit is reported.

Chapter ten concentrates on those areas of taxation where the rules and potential tax benefits 
are closely aligned to the type and legal structure of the staff mutual.

Chapter eleven looks at some aspects of commissioning including a brief introduction to 
aspects of procurement regulation. The chapter also covers recent government initiatives 
aimed at supporting diversity in service providers, including the right to provide, the right to 
challenge and the Public Services (Social value) Act 2011.  

Chapter twelve provides an overview of TUPE and pensions. This is a complex area and so 
the chapter offers an overview of the topic as well as highlighting some areas for further 
consideration.

1. Mutual Business Detector (Mutuo, 2011)  
(www.mutuo.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2011/10/Mutuals-Detector.pdf).
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Chapter thirteen provides information on a number of resources aimed at helping decision 
making as well as a list of additional resources not covered in the Resources sections in other 
chapters.

There are also examples of staff mutuals delivering public services included in various 
chapters. These examples provide a brief description of the enterprise and a web link to more 
information. Some chapters also include checklists or tables to assist with understanding and 
decision making. A glossary is included at the end of the publication.


