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Policymakers  in  England  are increasingly  encouraging  the  formation  of ‘large-scale’  general  practice
provider  collaborations  with  the expectation  that  this  will  help  deliver  better  quality  services  and  gen-
erate  economies  of  scale.  However,  solid  evidence  that  these  expectations  will be  met  is  limited.  This
paper  reviews  evidence  from  other  inter-organisational  healthcare  collaborations  with  similarities  in
their development  or anticipated  impact  to  identify  lessons.

Medline.  SSCI,  Embase  and  HMIC  database  searches  identified  a range  of  initiatives  which  could  pro-
vide  transferable  evidence.  Iterative  searching  was  undertaken  to identify  further  relevant  evidence.
Thematic  analysis  was used  to identify  areas  to consider  in  the  development  of large-scale  general  prac-
tice  providers.  Framework  analysis  was  used  to identify  challenges  which  may  affect  the  ability  of  such
providers  to  achieve  their  anticipated  impact.  A narrative  approach  was  used  to  synthesise  the  evidence.

Trade-offs  exist  in ‘scaling-up’  between  mandated  and  voluntary  collaboration;  networks  versus  single
organisations;  small  versus  large  collaborations;  and  different  types  of governance  structures  in terms  of

sustainability  and  performance.  While  positive  impact  seems  plausible,  evidence  suggests  that  it  is not
a  given  that clinical  outcomes  or patient  experience  will  improve,  nor  that  cost  savings  will  be  achieved
as  a result  of  increasing  organisational  size.  Since  the  impact  and  potential  unintended  consequences  are
not yet  clear,  it would  be advisable  for policymakers  to move  with  caution,  and  be informed  by  ongoing
evaluation.

© 2018  Published  by  Elsevier  B.V.
. Background

The 2012 Health and Social Care Act in England mandated the
evelopment of around 200 General Practitioner (GP) led National
ealth Service (NHS) statutory bodies called Clinical Commis-

ioning Groups (CCGs). CCGs have since been responsible for the
commissioning’ (i.e. planning and purchasing) of most secondary
nd community healthcare services for local populations and are
esponsible for spending around two thirds of the total NHS budget

n England [1]. In the background, over the past decade, new forms
f ‘large-scale’ GP-led provider collaborations have evolved in Eng-
and. These GP-led provider collaborations have largely emerged

∗ Corresponding author at: Department of Health Services Research and Policy,
ondon School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, 15-17 Tavistock Place, London,

C1H 9SH, UK.
E-mail address: luisa.pettigrew@lshtm.ac.uk (L.M. Pettigrew).

ttps://doi.org/10.1016/j.healthpol.2018.10.017
168-8510/© 2018 Published by Elsevier B.V.
organically and have brought together traditionally independent
GP practices for the provision of services.

Various terms have been used to describe these new forms
of provider collaboration between GP practices, including: GP
groups, clusters, consortia, family care networks, networks, feder-
ations, alliances, joint ventures, super-partnerships, multi-practice
organisations, community health organisations, scaled-up general
practice and large-scale general practice [2–7]. The terms have
not always been used consistently, and the governance structures
underlying the various organisational models are notably hetero-
geneous. However, in essence, they can be considered to be forms
of collaboration between GP practices that exhibit different degrees
of financial and administrative interdependency for the provision
of care. In the paper we will broadly refer to them as scaled-up or

large-scale general practice collaborations.

In 2017, four-fifths of respondents to a survey of GPs and
GP practice managers in England were working in some form of

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.healthpol.2018.10.017
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/01688510
http://www.elsevier.com/locate/healthpol
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.healthpol.2018.10.017&domain=pdf
mailto:luisa.pettigrew@lshtm.ac.uk
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.healthpol.2018.10.017
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Fig. 1. Emerging forms of ‘large-scale’ general practice

nter-practice collaboration for the provision of care. Over half of
hese were reported to have formed only in the preceding two
ears [8]. So far, provider collaborations have principally taken the
orm of what have been described as ‘networks’ and ‘federations’,
ith GP practices retaining their individual NHS service contracts,
hilst sharing some administrative and/or clinical functions. In

ome cases, they have set up parallel organisations to deliver
xtended community-based services on contract to the NHS (Fig. 1).
arge single general practice provider organisations, in the form of
super-partnerships’ or ‘multi-site practice organisations’, have also
merged recently. They typically have a more hierarchical gover-
ance structure with a central body controlling the contract(s) for
ore general practice services of the constituent practices. Whilst
hey remain in the minority, they appear to be on the rise, with
% of survey respondents describing their inter-practice collabora-
ions as ‘super-partnerships’ or ‘multi-site practice organisations’
n 2015, whereas 13% did so in 2017 [8,9].

These initiatives have built on existing relationships between
Ps established through other activities, such as out-of-hours coop-
ratives or GP-led commissioning of other health services. Until
ecently they had mainly been driven by GPs themselves, often
y local leaders, who were looking for new ways to try to cope
ith a growing number of pressures, including reduced funding,

ncreasing patient demand, growing administrative and regulatory
equirements, as well as challenges in the recruitment and reten-
ion of general practice staff [2,3,6,11,12].

In July 2016, NHS England proposed a new voluntary ‘Mul-
ispecialty Community Provider’ contract. This aimed to further
ncentivise the formation of large-scale general practice and com-

unity provider organisations across England, which would cover
 population of at least 100,000 and be based on large-scale gen-
ral practice collaborations of 30,000–50,000 registered patients
cross different GP practice sites [13]. This would be a substantial
hange to the organisational size and structure of the traditional
P practice in England, where in 2016 the average GP practice had
521 registered patients. GP practices in England have typically
een managed as a small business partnerships with leading GPs
olding a NHS contract to provide NHS funded general practice ser-
ices through a mixture of capitation, pay-for-performance and fee
or service payments [14,15].

Scaling-up of the traditional ‘corner-shop’ model of general

ractice is increasingly being framed by policymakers in Eng-

and as a necessary step to make general practice ‘sustainable’
n the NHS. The argument is that through working at scale gen-
ral practice providers will be better placed to: strengthen the
iders in England (adapted from Rosen et al 2016 [10]).

workforce to cope with increasing workload and workforce pres-
sures; increase patient access and extend services to meet growing
patient demand; more consistently improve quality and reduce
unwarranted variations in care; and, create economies of scale
and efficiencies within what is currently widely viewed as a diffi-
cult financial climate for the NHS [2,3,6,7,10–13,16–22]. However,
while there are growing reports of the potential benefits of large-
scale general practice provider collaborations in England [23–27],
at the time of this review there was limited good quality research
directly examining their development and impact in England to
support what seem like plausible assumptions about what scaling-
up general practice provider collaborations may  achieve [28]. We
therefore examined evidence from other initiatives in England and
elsewhere with similarities in their development and aims to iden-
tify potential lessons.

2. Methods

NHS England policy documents, UK health ‘think tank’ publi-
cations (e.g. Health Foundation, King’s Fund, Nuffield Trust), and
guidance published by professional bodies (e.g. British Medical
Association, National Association of Primary Care, Royal College of
General Practitioners) on new forms of large-scale general practice
provider collaborations in England were initially reviewed to iden-
tify the various organisational forms which have emerged over the
past decade, the expectations placed upon them, and the context
within which they have emerged. This informed the development
of database search strategies which were undertaken by a librarian
specialised in health services research (RP). Medline, Social Sci-
ences Citation Index, Embase and Health Management Information
Consortium were searched between January 1996 and March 2016,
and re-run from April 2016 to January 2017 (see Appendix 1). The
database searches aimed to systematically capture peer-reviewed
literature evaluating large-scale general practice provider collab-
orations. Two  distinct types of literature were found: a small set
of studies examined the impacts of established large-scale gen-
eral practice collaborations in England, which we have reviewed
elsewhere [28]; and, the focus of this paper, a much broader
set of papers containing international evidence from a range of
inter-organisational collaborations which shared similarities with
large-scale general practice collaborations in England – namely a

similarity in the processes required to create large-scale general
practice provider collaborations (e.g. a need to form new working
relationships between small independent entities) and/or a similar-
ity in their anticipated impacts through scaling-up organisational
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Table 1
Areas for policymakers to consider in the development of ‘large-scale’ general prac-
tice providers.

Mandated or Voluntary Formation
• Voluntary formation can help harness clinician engagement and

stimulate locally responsive innovation.
• Mandated formation can help provide clarity of purpose and

channels of accountability.
•  The distinction between voluntary and mandated formation is not

always clear cut.

Organisational Size
• There is no clear consistent relationship between the size of

healthcare organisations and performance.
• Optimal size is likely to depend on intended functions and how

performance is measured.
•  Trade-offs exist when defining the individual size, number and

location of collaborating GP practices, as well as the population
covered.

Governance and Ownership
• Good leadership, a shared vision of purpose and trusting

relationships are key ingredients to the development of
inter-organisational collaborations.

• Non-hierarchical and hierarchical organisations will bring about
change through different internal mechanisms. They are likely to
have different organisational goals and require different levers to
maximise performance.

• Conflicts of interest can emerge when providers also act as
commissioners of services.

• When any form of provider becomes ‘too big to fail’, public funds
L.M. Pettigrew et al. / He

ize (e.g. an expectation to produce cost savings through economies
f scale).

The initiatives we examine in this paper include specialist clini-
al networks, GP-led commissioning, out-of-hours GP cooperatives
nd integrated care initiatives in England and elsewhere. Due to the
readth and heterogeneous nature of the evidence, in particular
he terms used to describe inter-organisational healthcare collab-
rations, an iterative process to search further grey and academic
iterature was necessary (see Appendix 2). This focused specifically
n identifying [1] design principles for the organisational develop-
ent of large-scale general practice provider collaborations; and

2] potential challenges to delivering the positive impacts expected
y policymakers in England. Reference tracking, key word search-

ng on relevant organisational websites, Google Scholar, Google and
xpert advice were used to structure the iterative searches from
ny date up to July 2016. In reviews of complex evidence this pro-
ess of ‘snowball’ searching and seeking guidance from experts has
een shown to increase the yield of relevant results [29]. Evidence
as specifically sought from peer reviewed journals, research

ommissioned by the Department of Health, National Institute
f Health Research and Health Services and Delivery Research
rogramme in England, independent evaluations of national pro-
rammes in England, and grey literature from health ‘think tank’
eports, relevant professional bodies, news reports and organi-
ational websites. Titles and abstracts, executive summaries and
ebsites were screened for relevance, and full articles were read if

hey appeared likely to provide lessons on the design principles rel-
vant for development or potential challenges which may  hinder
he anticipated impact of large-scale general practice collabora-
ions in England. This process was led by one reviewer (LP) and
haped by iterative review and guidance from other authors.

The search for evidence was stopped when publications which
ad already been identified repeatedly appeared in the searches
nd additional publications failed to generate new findings. All
orms of evidence from England and elsewhere were used to
dentify themes and inform findings regarding the develop-

ent and impact of inter-organisational healthcare collaborations.
eer reviewed publications, independent evaluations of relevant
ational programmes in England, research commissioned by the
epartment of Health, and National Institute of Health Research
nd Health Services and Delivery Research Programme in England
here given extra weight in the synthesis of the evidence due to

heir relevance to the English context. Thematic analysis was  used
o synthesise the evidence on organisational ‘development’ and
ramework analysis, which used the four domains of anticipated
impact’ drawn from initial literature searches, was used to iden-
ify potential challenges in achieving these. A narrative approach
as taken to present the findings [30].

Through the use of deductive and inductive approaches to iden-
ify recurrent themes and examples of unintended consequences
rom other initiatives with similarities to ‘scaling-up’ general prac-
ice provider organisations in England, this paper aims to help
olicymakers identify important areas for consideration when pur-
uing polices to ‘scale-up’ general practice, as well as areas of future
esearch interest. It does not aim to provide conclusions about the
ize of effect which large-scale general practice collaborations may
ave.

. Findings

After the exclusion of duplicates, the database searches iden-

ified 1516 papers. Based on the screening of titles and abstracts
or potentially relevant publications, 46 of these were read in full.
rom the iterative searches, a further 277 publications were read
n full. Within the evidence that would inform the development of
may  need to be used to sustain them.

large-scale general practice collaborations, themes were identified
regarding trade-offs between (i) mandated or voluntary forma-
tion, (ii) organisational size, and (iii) governance and ownership
structure (Table 1). Within the evidence on potential challenges
affecting their anticipated impact, themes were aligned with the
expectations of what large-scale general practice is expected to
achieve in England. These covered (i) strengthening the workforce,
(ii) increasing patient access and extending services, (iii) improving
quality of care and reducing variation, and (iv) creating economies
of scale and efficiencies (Table 2) [2,3,6,7,10–13,16–21].

3.1. Development of collaborative organisations

3.1.1. Mandated or voluntary formation
Inter-organisational collaborations can be broadly considered

in terms of whether they emerge voluntarily, ‘bottom-up’, or are
mandated, ‘top-down’. Experiences over the past two decades in
Australia (Divisions of General Practice, Medicare Locals), New
Zealand (Independent Practitioner Associations) and Canada (var-
ious forms of Family Physician networks), in which participation
in a GP network has been incentivised by policymakers, but not
mandated, suggests that whilst voluntary membership can help
harness clinician engagement, 15–30% of GPs will never join a net-
work voluntarily, and that it can be difficult to bring about focused
change through such networks [31–38]. Mandated initiatives on
the other hand may  be better placed to provide clarity of purpose
and guidance on the process of development. However mandated
collaborations risk clinicians’ disengagement and even resistance
[39–44].

In practice however, the distinction between mandated and
voluntary is not always clear cut, nor mutually exclusive when com-
plex large-scale change is sought [45]. While there is no current

policy requirement for the further development of large-scale gen-
eral practice collaborations in England, there are clearly growing
policy, peer and financial pressures driving GP practices to become
part of larger groups [3,6,11–13,46]. Scaling-up may  require both
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andatory policy changes (e.g. to funding structures) alongside
oluntary grassroots leadership. There is therefore a careful bal-
nce to be struck between allowing sufficient flexibility to stimulate
ocally responsive grassroots innovation, but minimising duplica-
ion and organisational complexity that may  result from natural
volution; versus creating a mandate with the aim of providing
larity of purpose and channels of accountability, but which risks
tifling innovation.

.1.2. Organisational size
There is no clear consistent relationship between the size of

ealthcare organisations and performance in the literature [47–51].
herefore, the optimal size of general practice provider groups is
ikely to depend on their intended functions and how performance
s measured. Multiple factors beyond size alone including leader-
hip, resources available and the health economy in which they
perate are likely to influence performance.

However, the evidence does highlight several issues to consider
egarding organisational size. Trade-offs exist between being small
nough to maintain flexible and inclusive decision-making pro-
esses, and being of sufficient size to influence the local health
conomy, bear financial risks, and meet the administrative require-
ents of regulation [52,53]. In professional partnerships and

on-hierarchical organisations, once there are ten or more part-
ers evidence suggests that dis-economies of scale emerge due to
hallenges in coordinating decisions, and partners becoming less
esponsive to external requirements and incentives [54,55]. With
aution, this evidence could be applied to large-scale general prac-
ice collaborations in England, such as super-partnerships, where
ach GP practice could be considered as one business partner. With
his in mind, scaled-up general practice providers that wish to func-
ion as a form of business partnership similar to traditional GP
artnerships, may  struggle to do so with more than ten GP practices.

In terms of the size of population needed to manage clinical
isks and associated costs, this depends on the range of services
hat the organisation is responsible for and the pre-existing health
f the population [56–58]. Drawing on primary care budget holding
xperience in England, a minimum population of around 100,000
s generally regarded as necessary to enable adequate risk shar-
ng of pooled budgets across primary and secondary care, subject
o exactly which services are provided, for which populations,
nd the financial risk related to these [59–61]. This aligns with
he minimum population covered by the proposed ‘Multispecialty
ommunity Provider’ contract [13].

Trade-offs related to organisational size may  also exist between
he ability to provide continuity of care and access for patients. The
mportance of retaining relational continuity of care in particular
nd ease of access for patients who most need these features of
eneral practice is often cited in the literature [62]. While a large
rganisation may  provide opportunities for new routes of access
discussed further below), these routes can also result in poorer
elational continuity of care between clinicians and patients. How-
ver, large organisational size and relational continuity of care are
ot mutually exclusive. Smaller networks can exist within larger
ollaborations, with mechanisms to develop teams within teams
o maintain relational, as well as other forms of, continuity of care
here needed [63].

.1.3. Governance and ownership
The degree of trust needed between GPs to embark on what

ay  involve joint managerial and financial commitments is sig-
ificant. It can influence how, and if, new provider collaborations

volve. Many of the more established large-scale general prac-
ice provider collaborations in England were founded by small
roups of GPs with good pre-existing working relationships and

 shared vision for ‘scaling-up’ [10]. The success or otherwise of
olicy 123 (2019) 51–61

previous initiatives that have brought GPs together, such as to
commission services, have been dependent on the state of rela-
tionships between GPs in local areas [43,45,64,65]. Credible and
competent leaders are repeatedly highlighted in the literature
as essential to help overcome some of these challenges and to
create environments where organisational change can take place
[1,41,45,55,65,66]. The development of a successful network has
been described as ‘craftsmanship’ and the literature emphasises
the fundamental importance of clinical-managerial hybrid leaders
with ‘soft’ skills [39]. Whilst leadership programmes have become
increasingly common in the NHS in recent years, historically, the
primary care workforce has been relatively unengaged in opportu-
nities for leadership training [18].

The majority of emerging GP provider collaborations in Eng-
land to date have come together as networks or federations of GP
practices, retaining individual practice ownership [10]. Networks
have typically been used to address complex health and social
issues across professional boundaries [39,41,67]. This is on the basis
that they have potential to improve innovation and responsive-
ness through collaboration based on trust and reciprocity amongst
a diverse range of members, without having to become a sin-
gle organisation. However, networks may  encounter barriers to
good governance more frequently than single organisations, such as
weak information flows and organisational links, unaligned finan-
cial incentives and targets, limited power to hold members to
account, and decisions being at risk of being overly influenced by
considerations of income allocation between members [68].

Some evidence suggests that non-hierarchical organisations,
co-operatives, and professional partnerships tend to compete for
contracts on quality rather than price, as they try to maintain their
members’ incomes and working conditions [54]. In comparison,
corporate provider organisations, which may  not face the same type
of pressures to maintain employees’ interests, may  be better placed
to compete for contracts on price. However, in doing so purchasers
may  need to rely on complex incentive schemes and short-term
contracts in order to better align the corporate provider’s organ-
isational goals with those of the NHS [54]. Such levers may  be
expensive to control and maintain in the long term. Therefore pol-
icymakers need to consider which organisational forms they wish
to encourage competing for contracts in NHS’s internal market,
and then consider the trade-offs between short-term savings, and
potential long-term costs associated with managing more complex
contract and changing providers.

Scaled-up provider collaborations between GP practices in Eng-
land can legally register as a variety of organisational forms
including partnership agreements, private companies and social
enterprises (Fig. 1). Each provides different limits to liability, profit
status and re-investment / distribution requirements; opportuni-
ties to hold different types of NHS contracts; and access to the NHS
pension scheme [3]. Many of the established provider collabora-
tions have set up parallel private limited companies to provide
additional community-based services. Some have set up commu-
nity interest companies, whilst maintaining individual practice
partnership contracts for the provision of core NHS general practice
services [10]. The use of private corporate providers for deliver-
ing core general practice, albeit still limited to date, has not led to
measurable improvements in quality or patient satisfaction [69,70].
Private corporate providers have and will likely continue to be con-
troversial in England, where although currently most GP practices
are small private partnerships, public and healthcare professional
antipathy exists towards large private companies providing NHS
services and high earning GPs [71–75].
In the US, large independent primary care medical groups have
also formed with ambitions similar to those described in England
for large-scale general practice collaborations. These groups are
often capital poor in comparison to hospitals or corporate buyers
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Table 2
Important challenges identified from the evidence which may be encountered
when trying to achieve desired impacts of ‘large-scale’ general practice providers in
England.

Strengthening the workforce
• The exchange of knowledge and learning is not a given through

scaling-up. Substantial time and resources are needed.
•  There are health system problems, such as the current national

shortage of general practitioners and nurses in England, that new GP
collaborations will not have the power to address.

• The expansion of the salaried workforce within large-scale general
practice organisations is likely to require an examination of
non-financial levers to motivate health professionals.

Increasing access and extending services
•  Increased and new routes of access to general practice may  not

significantly reduce accident and emergency and out-of-hours
attendance, nor improve patient satisfaction.

• GP groups will find it hard to make meaningful system-wide change
without aligned payment systems across general practice,
secondary care and social care.

• Policymakers and health professionals often drive organisational
change with limited patient and public involvement, resulting in
services that do not meet patient expectations.

Improving quality of care and reducing variation
• There is variation in networks’ abilities to make network level and

system-wide change, and therefore there will be variation their
ability to consistently improve care.

•  Striking a balance between individual autonomy over care delivery
and standardisation of practice can be challenging. Flexibility at GP
practice level in order to tailor care to meet local population needs
will always be important.

• There are important lessons from previous failures in the
implementation new information technology systems in healthcare
for GP groups looking to use this to improve care when scaling-up.

Creating Efficiencies and Economies of Scale
• How much, if any, cost savings may be kept and conditions

regarding how these should be spent will affect GPs’ motivation.
•  Economies of scale from larger organisations may  not outweigh

diseconomies of scale which may emerge due to new more complex
governance and management processes.

•  Little evidence exists to suggest that integrated care initiatives have
L.M. Pettigrew et al. / He

f primary care practices. They must, therefore, continually decide
hether to remain independent or sell their organisation, which
ay  provide capital for development, as well as one-off income for

he leading doctors [76]. Within the models of large-scale general
ractice provider organisations which are emerging in England, this
ay also happen, highlighting the potential conflict of interest that

xists when GPs can be both commissioners and providers of ser-
ices [77]. It also highlights the risk that if GP practices become
bsorbed into much larger private providers of general practice
are, NHS Trusts or other forms of large-scale integrated provider
rganisations, they may  become ‘too big’ to fail, resulting in large
rivate provider organisations needing to be bailed out with public
unds or adding to NHS Trust deficits [78,79].

.2. Challenges which may  affect anticipated impact

.2.1. Strengthening the workforce
New forms of large-scale collaborations between GPs are

xpected to provide opportunities to improve the workforce, such
s through developing joint standardised training and education,
eer support and peer competition to achieve targets, investment

n a more diverse workforce, sharing staff and providing greater
areer progression opportunities [2,3,6,7,10–13,16–21].

However anticipated improvements in organisational learning
hrough professional exchange do not always materialise simply
n the basis of becoming a larger or networked organisation. Evi-
ence suggests it takes time for the exchange of knowledge and

earning to happen, for health professionals to gain confidence that
heir performance is being fairly assessed, and for leadership to
evelop a culture of learning and improvement in the organisation
67,80–82].

Health Education England’s 2015 Primary Care Workforce Com-
ission acknowledged that various forms of large scale general

ractice collaborations could enable the delivery of a wider range
f services, allow greater diversity of multi-disciplinary staff in
he delivery of primary care, offer better opportunities for staff
evelopment and training, and allow more effective relationships
ith commissioners, specialists, hospitals and social services. How-

ver, the Commission was cautious with its recommendations,
ighlighting that many of these assumptions were untested [18].
rucially, there are major factors that are beyond the power of new
P collaborations to address, such as the current national shortage
f general practitioners and nurses [15,83].

In the UK the proportion of GPs now working as salaried employ-
es, rather than GP partners responsible for the running of a GP
ractice, has grown in recent years from 8% in 2003 to 25% in 2014,
ith the greatest rise being seen in England [84]. Whilst the rea-

ons for this are multifactorial, the growing proportion of salaried
P workforce in England is likely a product of, and has served

he expansion of larger general practice providers and is likely to
ontinue to do so. This change in the make-up of the workforce
as implications for policymakers, in particular, the need to focus
ttention on how to motivate GPs and other salaried healthcare
rofessionals to deliver better care beyond the use of practice-level
ontracts and financial incentives [85,86].

.2.2. Increasing access and extending services
A wider skill-mix of staff and multi-disciplinary team work,

xtended opening hours, patient overflow hubs, centralised tele-
hone triage, and routine telephone and video-call appointments
re some of the mechanisms through which it has been proposed

hat access to core general practice services can be improved
nd which would be enabled by ‘scaling-up’ organisational size
2,3,6,7,10–13,16–21,87]. These ways of working are theoretically
etter delivered by large-scale GP providers than the traditional
reduced the use of services or generated cost savings.

smaller, individual GP practice, due to greater capacity for staff and
back-office functions.

Between 2013 and 2015 twenty pilot sites participated the
‘Prime Minister’s GP Access Fund’ which provided £50 million
to collaborations of GP practice sites to improve access to, and
stimulate innovation in general practice services in England. The
pilot phase covered 1100 GP practice sites and 7.5 million patients.
Aggregated data from the national evaluation demonstrated an
increase in access routes and availability of GP appointments
made possible by GP practices working together. However, despite
a 15% reduction in minor self-presenting hospital accident and
emergency department attendances, there were no measurable
improvements in patient satisfaction, reductions in emergency
hospital admissions or patient contacts with GP out-of-hours ser-
vices during the period of evaluation [88].

Large-scale general practice collaborations are also expected
to be able to expand services beyond core general practice, for
example, by increasing the skill-mix of staff and offering extended
services in the community or by improving clinical pathways across
primary, community and secondary care. There are expectations
that GP collaborations will be able to deliver care in partnership
with other providers, including secondary care, social care, private

and/or voluntary sectors through joint contracting and the receipt
of wide-ranging capitated budgets [13]. However, evidence to date
suggests that GPs have been most comfortable modifying services
related closely to general practice and most relevant to their daily
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ractice, such as prescribing and developing primary and com-
unity health services [31,43]. Similarly there is little evidence

o far that GP involvement in commissioning has improved the
elivery of secondary care services or overall outcomes [43]. This
uggests a limited ability of GP collaborations to make meaning-
ul system-wide change without significant financial investment
o help bear risks, cultural change within GP-led organisations,
nd better alignment between payment mechanisms for general
ractice and secondary care providers.

Increasing access and extending services in the community are
xpected to improve patient experience. However, examples exist
n the literature of unexpected results, such as limited patient
ptake of GP appointments at weekends despite an apparent prob-

em with access [87,88]. Similarly there are examples of unexpected
utcomes in the implementation of new routes of access and fail-
res in the use of new information technology, sometimes notably
esulting in a fall in patient satisfaction [89–92]. In many areas, evi-
ence regarding the use of information technology for the provision
f general practice still remains sparse [93,94].

Perceptions of the impact of changes to how health services
re organised on quality of care may  differ between policymakers,
ealthcare providers and patients. Evaluations of integrated care

nitiatives show that whilst staff perceived a sense of improvement
erived from new ways of working across professional groups,
atients did not share this [88,95]. Changes to how health ser-
ices are organised have often been driven by professionals’ or
olicymakers’ priorities rather than those of patients [41,95]. This
aises the question about the nature of patient and public involve-
ent in service change. Despite recognition of its importance in

haping the NHS, meaningful patient and public involvement has
een often absent in shaping decisions regarding large-scale organ-

sational changes [58,95–98]. Therefore, utilising patient and public
nvolvement in the evolution of large-scale general practice collab-
rations in England to ensure they are designed to best meet patient
eeds is likely to prove challenging.

.2.3. Improving quality of care and reducing variation
It has been proposed that large-scale general practice collabo-

ations will be better placed to improve clinical quality and reduce
nwarranted variations in care between practices and GPs by, for
xample, investing in technology (also discussed above), strength-
ning clinical governance, standardising procedures, performance
onitoring and benchmarking, peer review and feedback, spread-

ng best practice, and having a population-based approach to
ervices [2,3,6,7,10–13,16–21].

Even after adjusting for case-mix, variation in care (for example,
eferral rates and prescribing behaviour) has been well docu-
ented between GPs, both within the same GP practice and

etween different practices, and the reasons for variation are not
lways clear [99,100]. While the use of, for example, organisation-
ide protocols and inter-practice learning or benchmarking should

n theory reduce unwarranted variation, there are still likely to be
ifferences in clinical behaviour beyond the influence of large-scale
eneral practice collaborations.

The evaluation of the integrated care pilots in England reported
eductions in outpatient attendances and elective admissions, but
o reductions in emergency admissions [95]. Clinical networks
an be effective vehicles for improving the delivery of healthcare
cross a range of disciplines. However, there is a lack of rigor-
us quantitative research on their impact with notable variation
n networks’ abilities to make meaningful network or system-

ide change [39,41,67,82]. Collaborations that emerge voluntarily,

ithout being fully inclusive of all GP practices in a locality, may

ccentuate unwarranted variation between GP practices in and
ut of the collaboration. Striking a balance between individual
utonomy over care delivery and standardisation of practice can
olicy 123 (2019) 51–61

be challenging. Allowing flexibility at GP practice level in order
to tailor care to meet local needs is important, versus mandating
requirements in an effort to reduce variations in care.

Significant expectations have been placed on the ability of large-
scale general practice collaborations in England to make better use
of technology to improve access, as well as to improve the quality of
care through the use of more widely shared electronic records and
performance data. However, experience highlights that important
information governance issues and incompatible information sys-
tems may  limit the potential of information technology to improve
the quality of care. Many of these challenges relate to national poli-
cies and systems beyond the control of local groups. The costs of
implementing new information technology often exceed predicted
estimates, with a drop in efficiency likely during the initial stages as
people learn to use new systems. These challenges have been seen
across evaluations of GP-led commissioning, clinical networks and
integrated care initiatives [42,67,68,88,97]. Therefore, while larger
scale general practice collaborations may  provide a setting where
changes in information technology to support quality improvement
activity can be rolled out at scale, NHS experience to date suggests
caution about the anticipated speed and cost at which these can be
achieved.

3.2.4. Creating efficiencies and economies of scale
Large-scale collaborations between general practices are

expected to create efficiencies and economies of scale through, for
example, sharing common back-office functions, sharing training
and staffing, task shifting within the workforce, joint investment
in technology, purchasing at scale and better integration of care
[2,3,6,7,10–13,16–21].

Some of the potential issues regarding efficiencies expected
through changes to the workforce and technology have already
been discussed above. Evidence from GP-led commissioning sug-
gests that if groups of GPs have some influence over budgets of
local hospitals, they can improve the responsiveness of hospital
services resulting in shorter waiting times and quicker feedback to
GPs on their patients’ hospital care. However, their power to move
care out of hospital and truly influence funding flows has not been
substantiated [43]. Recent research into CCGs has identified signifi-
cant variation in their level of engagement with providers, patients
and local authorities, alongside examples of clouded channels of
accountability and failure to best utilise GPs’ time and expertise
[45,64,101].

In New Zealand, the development of Independent Practitioner
Associations (privately owned networks of GPs) in the 1990s was in
part driven by ambitions of creating greater efficiencies. Evidence
suggests that they were typically able to make 5–10% savings over
the first two years on laboratory and pharmaceutical expenditure
which they previously had not been responsible for [40]. In most
cases they were allowed to retain these savings. This points to some
short-term gains to be made in areas where GPs previously have
not had responsibility for budgets and possible gains through pur-
chasing at scale (e.g. vaccines, dispensable supplies). It also raises
the question of how much, if any, of the cost savings GPs should
be allowed to keep and conditions regarding how these should be
spent.

The ability to use cost savings, as well as wider issues of owner-
ship of new organisations, discussed earlier, are likely to influence
the motivation of local leaders to invest time and resources in devel-
oping new relationships, investing in technology and facilities, or
creating efficiencies. Evidence from the US suggests that hospital-
owned primary care doctor organisations can increase some forms

of care coordination, but can be associated with higher total expen-
diture [102], and that hospital-owned practices may have more
preventable admissions than doctor-owned primary care practices
[103]. This again highlights the importance of aligning incentives
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Box 1: Key messages to stakeholders.
Key considerations in scaling up general practice service deliv-
ery

• Balance trade-offs in development.  There are trade-offs
which need to be considered in terms of performance and
organisational sustainability when ‘scaling-up’ general prac-
tice between: voluntary and mandated formation; larger- and
smaller-scale collaborations; networks and single organisa-
tions; and different forms of ownership.

• Have clear and realistic goals.  These are essential to
guide direction and focus efforts for new inter-practice collab-
orations. Goals also need to align with those of the clinicians
involved to secure their engagement.

• Invest in local relationships.  Pre-existing relationships
can make  or break the development of a new collabora-
tion. Significant time and effort are needed to establish and
strengthen local relationships between GP practices.

• Support leadership development.  Credible and compe-
tent leaders, particularly clinical-managerial hybrids, who  are
able to engage members within and outside the group are
key. It is important to ensure support and succession plan-
ning for these pivotal roles.

• Remember patient and public involvement.  Ongoing
patient and public involvement is hard to do well. Sufficient
resources and careful planning are needed to do this mean-
ingfully. Not doing so may  result in changes to services that
will not meet local needs and expectations.

• Apply appropriate evaluation methods.  Integration of
different organisations takes time, often decades, to deliver
benefits and these benefits are often hard to measure. Eval-
uations of large-scale general practice providers need to
ensure adequate research methods are used to produce
meaningful findings.

• Consider all the risks. Not all efforts to collaborate will
be fruitful and not all stakeholders will benefit equally
from efforts to collaborate. Therefore, careful consideration
should be given to the opportunity costs involved in their
development, potential unintended consequences and the
L.M. Pettigrew et al. / He

etween primary and secondary care, to mitigate unintended con-
equences.

There is little evidence that integrated care initiatives, involv-
ng inter-organisational collaborations and mergers, have reduced
he use of services or generated cost savings [54,56,95,97,104].
n some cases the opposite has happened. Economies of scale
rom larger organisations may  not always outweigh diseconomies
f scale which may  emerge due to new more complex gover-
ance and management processes. The concept of ‘integrated care’
as been described as ‘polymorphous’ in nature and evidence

ndicates that it should not be assumed that the integration of
ervices is a straightforward intervention which will improve cost-
ffectiveness or save money [104]. Rather it should be viewed
s a range of complex interventions aiming to achieve long-term
hanges in the way health services are delivered. There are notable
arallels here with large-scale general practice in England.

. Discussion

.1. What does this mean for the future of ‘large-scale’ general
ractice providers in England?

Over the past two decades, the time and resources required
y GPs to provide adequate clinical care has increased as a result
f an ageing population, the growing burden of chronic diseases,
mproved standards of care, higher public expectations of care
nd a shift of services from hospital based settings into pri-
ary care. In parallel, the number of GP responsibilities which do

ot involve direct patient care have also substantially increased.
xamples include participation in CCG activities, Quality and Out-
omes Framework targets, Care Quality Commission inspections,
atient participation groups, appraisal and revalidation, collabo-
ation with and supervision of multi-disciplinary general practice
eam members, as well as practice management and employer
esponsibilities. These clinical and non-clinical responsibilities
nevitably reduce the time available for GPs to focus on chang-
ng organisational scale and structure. However, these challenges
lso make finding alternative ways of working more pressing, and
hey illustrate how much of what general practice is expected to
eliver has changed in the past thirty years, when the traditional

corner-shop’ model of general practice prevailed.
In the current financially constrained NHS environment with

ell documented workforce shortages, achieving and demonstrat-
ng cost savings are the most frequently cited and ambitious of
he expectations placed on large-scale general practice providers in
ngland. However, robust evidence that large-scale general prac-
ice collaborations in England will achieve the expectations placed
n them is limited [28], and evidence identified in this review from
imilar initiatives outside general practice suggests that achieving
ost savings and better quality care through large-scale organi-
ational change may  not be easy. Initiatives which have brought
Ps together for other reasons such as the commissioning of ser-
ices and out-of-hours co-operatives emphasise that the strength
f previous relationships between GPs and pre-existing collabora-
ions in local areas will influence how and if new ways of working
ogether are successful. Experience from other countries, including
ivisions of General Practice in Australia and Integrated Managed
are organisations in the US, also indicate that to bring together
eparate primary care providers to collaborate effectively with one
nother and/or with secondary care providers can take decades,
nd may  not always deliver the anticipated benefits.
The numbers of initiatives over the last 20 years that have aimed
o ‘transform’ various parts of the English NHS are significant. The
apid succession of these initiatives may  have lowered morale,
indered innovation and created confusion [45,56,65,80]. Merg-
compromises that will need to be made.

ers between provider organisations have often failed to deliver
the anticipated benefits in terms of cost savings and improved
quality of services, including patient satisfaction. They have also
resulted in unintended consequences, including negative effects on
the delivery of services because attention has been diverted during
the merger process [56–58,105].

Examining the evidence from initiatives with parallels to the
development and anticipated impact of large-scale general practice
provision in England has identified a number of areas to care-
fully consider in the design of large-scale general practice provider
collaborations. It has also identified potential challenges and unin-
tended consequences. Key lessons from this evidence may  help
inform policymakers, general practitioners, the public, and other
stakeholders. These are presented in Box 1.

Ultimately, which organisational model(s) of general practice
will dominate in England will depend on: the funding mechanisms
and contractual opportunities made available by NHS England and
CCGs; how financial risks and conflicts of interest are managed
between commissioners and emerging large-scale provider groups;
and how aligned stakeholders views are with the direction of NHS
England policy.
4.2. Strengths and limitations of the review

The findings of this review are the result of a comprehensive
search of a complex body of evidence. The review has attempted
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o extract useful learning from the analysis of similar collaborative
nitiatives in England and elsewhere. It is therefore as comprehen-
ive a literature review as was feasible, and provides a base to which
urther evidence could be added. This review cannot, however, be
uaranteed to be exhaustive since the terminology used to describe
ifferent forms of inter-organisational healthcare collaborations is
o varied.

Drawing on the literature from a range of other similar ini-
iatives has strengths, but also limitations for application to
arge-scale general practice provider collaborations. For exam-
le, the majority of clinical networks which have been studied
ave been specialised, such as, focusing on elderly care or car-
iac services. Other initiatives, such as the integrated care pilots,
ave depended on the participation of secondary care services.
his may  make them less relevant to the principal activities of
arge-scale general practice provider collaborations. Also, much of
he evidence on collaboration between GP practices has focused
n the involvement of general practice in official NHS commis-
ioning organisations. By contrast, the majority of the currently
merging large-scale general practice collaborations have emerged
rganically, and are principally focused on the provision of general
ractice, albeit with an ambitious set of objectives for the contribu-
ion of at-scale general practice to the wider NHS. The majority of
he literature that this review has been able to draw on is observa-
ional, often without comparison organisations or populations, and
n a context of frequent policy changes. This limits the strength of
ndings. In addition, the literature in general, and thus this review,

s notably biased towards English-speaking countries, but there
re further opportunities to learn from other countries which have
imilarities to general practice in the UK [7,106,107].

Finally, it should be emphasised that this review does not aim
o conclude that large-scale general practice collaborations cannot
chieve the expectations placed on them; it illustrates the chal-
enges that may  be encountered. There are a significant number
f contextual variables that may  influence their success or other-
ise, and many of these collaborations are still in their early stages,
aking their success or otherwise unpredictable.

.3. The wider picture, developments since this review, and future
esearch

Since this review was undertaken, the desired direction of travel
or NHS England policymakers has been clearly stated as being
owards the formation of ‘Accountable Care’ type provider organi-
ations in which large-scale GP organisations, holding a registered
atient list, would be the basic unit of service delivery [108]. NHS
ngland has also continued to provide financial and in-kind support
o new provider bodies that involve some form of collaboration
etween GP practices, as well as with other providers of health
nd social care [109]. In August 2018 a public consultation was
aunched on an ‘Integrated Care Provider’ contract through which
ervice delivery would be organised around the registered lists of
arge-scale general practice organisations. This replaced the pro-
osed ‘Multispecialty Community Provider’ contract referred to
arlier in this review, and would allow commissioners to pur-
hase services from a single integrated provider using an annual
opulation-based budget covering all or most health services (gen-
ral practice, community, hospital-based) and in some cases, public
ealth and long-term care services [110]. It is still unclear however
ow willing commissioners and providers will be to use such new
ontracting approaches.

Future research should aim to systematically identify and syn-

hesise new evidence on large-scale provider organisations with a
ocus on general practice, some of this work has already started
10,111–115]. In particular research into their impact on patient
utcomes and costs is needed. Researchers should apply research
olicy 123 (2019) 51–61

methods appropriate for the evaluation of major and complex
organisational change across different settings, with sufficient
follow-up period (that is, more than the one to three years, which
has been the case with most of the evaluations of pilots discussed
in this paper). Comparisons with other countries where ‘large-
scale’ general practice provider collaborations are the norm or have
evolved in recent years would also be of value, in particular, with
other countries in the UK, such as Scotland where there is a govern-
ment mandate for the development general practice ‘clusters’, but
with a narrower initial focus on quality improvement [116–120].

5. Conclusion

Expectations of what large-scale general practice provider col-
laborations in England may  be able to achieve are significant. There
is, however, little research into these new forms of collaborations
to confirm or refute whether these expectations are realistic. At
present, we must draw on evidence from other initiatives which
offer parallels to the development and anticipated impacts of large-
scale general practice provider collaborations.

National and international experience underlines that the
engagement of GPs is essential to increase the likelihood of col-
laborations succeeding. For this, GPs must feel they have sufficient
autonomy and influence over any new groupings. Yet such flexi-
bility may  result in failed attempts, duplicated efforts, undesirable
variation in performance and clouded channels of accountability.
Large-scale reorganisations of health services delivery have not
always delivered the anticipated benefits, and can distract from
maintaining high quality services.

How local and national contracting arrangements evolve, and
how emerging GP groupings respond to these, may represent a tip-
ping point for general practice away from the small partnership
model in England. Whilst this may  have the potential to improve
the sustainability and quality of general practice in England, the full
implications of this are not yet clear. This review has highlighted
some of the potential risks. In view of these it would therefore be
advisable for policymakers to move in this direction with caution
and informed by ongoing evaluation.
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