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Discussion document 

“Smaller hospitals will have new options to help them remain viable,
including forming partnerships with other hospitals further afield, and
partnering with specialist hospitals to provide more local services.”

Five Year Forward View1 

The Five Year Forward View and Next Steps sets out NHS England’s vision for a modern, integrated NHS, placing 
significant emphasis on the importance of collaboration and partnership in achieving the triple aim of improving 
health and wellbeing, transforming quality of care delivery, and ensuring sustainable finances.2 

In order to realise these ambitions, and building on pre-existing work around the country, the Five Year Forward 
View also outlined a set of new care models, the development of which it was felt would ensure that services were 
better integrated and patient experience and care improved. These included Acute Care Collaboration (ACC) 
vanguards through which thirteen organisations were selected to take the lead in developing ways in which NHS 
organisations could work together to improve clinical and financial viability, and to find solutions to shared 
challenges. 

Focus has been given to models that can be scaled across the NHS and the options explored have ranged from 
buddying, partnerships and federations, through to formal consolidation through mergers and acquisitions. 
Although evaluation of the vanguards is ongoing, NHS Improvement report that: 

The ACC have made huge progress, learning from each other to make improvements in the quality of care. This 
has meant that savings of over £13 million have been made over the second year of the programme (2016/17).3 

NHS England have also undertaken an analysis of the learning from the ACC vanguards. This has highlighted six 
common means through which collaborative working is driving improvement:

1) Standardising clinical practice
2) Optimising clinical support services
3) Optimising corporate support services
4) Making the best use of workforce and developing talent
5) Building innovative external partnerships
6) Supporting integrated health systems4 

These studies are beginning to demonstrate the value of partnership working, including buddying, to the NHS, 
as well providing a basis for deciding in which instances these could best be pursued in the future.

1) NHS England, Five Year Forward View
2) Ibid
3) NHS England, Acute collaboration vanguards
4) NHS England, No hospital is an island: Learning from the Acute Care Collaboration vanguards
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Importantly, in contrast to traditional buddying arrangements within the NHS, these arrangements have not simply 
fostered partnerships between high- and low-performing organisations and have helped to ensure that learning 
and best practice is shared across local systems. For example, The Working Together Partnership in Yorkshire has 
developed a strategy for shared services that spans its seven acute trusts as well as local mental health and 
community trusts.5 Areas of focus include human resources, payroll, finance and procurement. The trusts are 
participating to improve efficiency by sharing best practice and maximising economies of scale, and a joint 
procurement and common approach to usage has already generated £2 million savings.6 

Whether through the Vanguard programme of Sustainability and Transformation Partnerships, NHS organisations 
will increasingly be expected to work in partnership with each other in the future. Given this, it is important that 
such arrangements are effectively evaluated and learning shared across the system.

Our engagement activity to date, including debate at the last meeting of the working group, indicates the 
following should be considered in any debate around partnership and buddying arrangements for the future:

 • When an organisation struggles it is often a reflection of wider system challenges and so   
  partnership arrangements, including buddying, must be cognisant of relationships and contexts  
  across the patch
 • Recognising this, a greater role for commissioning organisations must be built into buddying  
  arrangements
 • Partnership and collaboration is clearly integral to the success of Integrated Care Systems but it  
  will be important to ensure that best practice is captured and shared
 • Likewise, there is significant learning from the experiences of those who have already entered  
  into buddying arrangements in the NHS. This must be reflected on more fully in the context on  
  integrated care

Key questions for organisations to consider

 • What is the role of a unitary Board in stimulating effective partnerships?  
 • How can the obstacles to partnership working be overcome in the current NHS/wider environment?
 • How relevant is getting good governance in place around partnership from the outset – or is it better  
  to get started and “retro-fit” governance on the back of local experience and appetite?
 • What needs to change to stimulate greater “cross border” working between professional staff, given  
  the inherent barriers built into their respective cultures?
 • How important a factor are the local and national political accountabilities and election cycles to  
  securing true partnerships beyond the NHS?
 • System leadership involves using influence and lateral connections to achieve shared objectives in  
  new ways – is this a core skill set which needs further investment and development support in   
  NHS/LA/Charitable sectors?
 • Is partnership best driven by a clear single shared outcome (a concrete aspiration articulated in direct  
  terms – e.g. transformation of a primary care practice, the care of frail older people or a set of care  
  homes) or a set of principles from which the concrete projects and benefits can emerge?

5) The principal organisations involved are Barnsley Hospital NHS Foundation Trust, Chesterfield Royal Hospital NHS Foundation Trust, Doncaster and Bassetlaw 
Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust, Mid Yorkshire Hospitals NHS Trust, Rotherham NHS Foundation Trust, Sheffield Children’s NHS Foundation Trust, Sheffield 
Teaching Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust
6) NHS England, No hospital is an island: Learning from the Acute Care Collaboration vanguards
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