Does the adoption of regionally controlled multi activity contracts within the MOD offer a better overall service than smaller distributed contracts.
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Abstract
The Army and wider MOD have gone through several  significant changes with catering contracts over the past twenty years. These changes have been well documented and discussed however the impact of these upon soldiers has not been fully investigated, and as such there is a potential that the decreases in cost are also resulting in a decrease in morale, heatlh operational effectiveness and subsequently combat power causing an overall reduction in value for money.  Over the coming months introduction regional contracts will commence, in order to centralise and standardise food service provision within regions. This research proposal recommends use of surveys and case studies of  the resulting effects enacted upon the end user following the contract merger in order to better understand the true value for money of contract mergers and economies of scale with Private Public Partnership Contracts.
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1.1 Research Context

Over  the next few weeks the implementation of Project Hestia will see the merger of local services contracts into regional ones, the MOD justification for this change is in order to attain value for money. (https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/project-hestia, accessed 2018)  similar contract ventures to attain value for money have happened in the past such as the introduction of pay as you dine. One of the key justifications for the introduction of the 'Pay as You Dine' concept was that it would offer the same service to soldiers as before but on an optional basis, where the cost of food was not automatically deducted from wages. However since implementation there has been significantly varying food quality, which has received negative Media and Social Media coverage. (Dunn, www.dailymail.co.uk, accessed 2018)(Wood, www.express.co.uk, accessed 2018)
The Army and subsequently the rest of the MOD will combine local Multi Activity Contracts, which include leisure, retail, catering, some hotel services and other functions into fewer regionally managed contracts. (CITE) The assumed benefits to this are economies of scale, reduced overall costs, standardisation of regional food provision, reduced contract management requirement  and mutual benefits to the contract service provider. (CITE) Equally standardisation of a contract aimed at several locations with different requirements, may result in a contract which does not meet the needs of all parties, there is a danger that regional contract managers could become overburdened, and  while economies of scale can be beneficial to a contractor, the recent collapse of Carillion suggests that in some circumstances this expansion may not be sustainable. (https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/project-hestia, accessed 2018)  
While there is a significant amount of research and discussion in the implementation of 'Pay as You Dine' in the military and the use of Private Public Partnerships on the service provider there is little available research into the effects of regional control of contracts, this research aims to hone in on the effects of this transition within the MOD by studying the opinion of the end user during and following the transition phase.
If there has been a significant reduction of services available following the venture of the introduction of the regional contracts then a significant number of respondents will perceive  it. This may be through either a shift in opinion, a reduction in services , or a reduction in service quality all leading to a potential reduction in morale, combat effectiveness and fighting power negating notions of value for money. Adversely a retention or increase in perception of services could demonstrate there is value for money in mergers of this nature.
1.2 Research Questions

RQ1 Has the implementation of regionally controlled MACs adversely effected opinion of food quality.
RQ2 Has the implementation of regionally controlled MACs forced interference or significant changes in the routine operation of units.
RQ3 Has the implementation of regionally controlled MACs resulted in a reduction of services available.
2 Literature Review
In the Military the use of Multi Activity Contracts has become common place as with other Govt agencies such as the NHS. Cotton describes  how there has been a shift within the Public Sector from catering based contracts used to use of Multi Activity Contracts which offer a range of other services (Cotton, 2002) Since the introduction of EU Article 101 in 2003 Contract catering sector in the UK has expanded rapidly due to the EU Competition Law to ensure contractor competition and VFM. (ec.europa.eu, 2018) (Mervyn et al, 2001). Mervyn et al suggest this is in part due to the requirement for PPP and further this predicts how contractors will be forced to expand in order to win contracts by economies of scale.  (Mervyn et al, 2001)
The underlying aim and main principle of MOD contract resourcing is to attain value for money (contracts.mod.uk, 2018) this is perceived as crucial, due to the nature of MOD expenditure since it is at the cost of the taxpayer. Hartley demonstrates the importance of ensuring competition when Inviting To Tender in order to ensure Value for money (Hartley, 2004) (Mervyn et al, 2001)
The main vehicle for assessing MOD contract success is use of Key Performance Indicators KPIs (contracts.mod.uk, 2018) Chen evidences a direct correlation between high optimism of return of equity and abnormally low return on equity. this suggests that particularly within the catering sector performance indicators can be skewed in order to mask poor performance. (Chen, 2011) Schooner suggests that replacing Govt employees with contractors will not ultimately save money if the contracts are ineffectively managed and predicted an overall decrease in Value for money: (Schooner, 2004) and in 2005 reinforced this view while warning of the dangers of poor contract management and race to the bottom in terms of price. (Schooner, 2005) (Mervyn, 2001) Both of these means risk reduction in value for money if the contracts are not managed sufficiently.
Fenwick suggests that there changing roles within the public sector will result in poor and inexperienced contract management. (Fenwick, 1994) Schooner suggests that the way US contracts were managed in the 2007 Iraq Conflict was negligent. (Schooner, 2004) While contract negotiations may secure Value for Money for the MOD, at the contract negotiation stage (Hartley, 2004) there is a risk that poor management will erode value in terms of service. Furthermore there is evidence that suggests that introduction of commercial contractors in place of public sector workers may erode the service ethic. (McKenna, 1990)(Kolthoff, 2006)(Crane, 2016) This suggests that while value for money is at the heart of MOD sourcing, reduced cost as opposed better ratio of value for money is possible.
Following and analysis of a Finnish Military sample  a direct relationship between the health of food offered to soldiers in main food facilities and the overall health of soldiers is observed. (Bingham et al, 2012) while this research is conducted with trainees, it observes that overall health of the unit declines, regardless of other food availability. This stresses the importance of food health in a military setting.
While the principle aim of MOD Contract resourcing is to ensure Value for Money, MOD approach to this is to secure the lowest perceived through life cost and then to use contract maintenance to ensure Value for Money is maintained. (contracts.mod.uk, 2018) One of the problems with this approach is the fact that contract managers often complete a short term in role of two to four years then move on, leaving consistently inexperienced contract management at every level. Which as suggested by both Schooner and Mervyn can have negative effects. (Schooner, 2005) (Mervyn et al, 2001) This suggests that the two year posting cycle is not favourable for fostering experienced competent Contract Management required to ensure value for money.

The dangers of expansion discussed by both Schooner and Mervyn have had harrowing relevance to the recently publicised failures of Carillion and Capita, both of which have secured vast contracts, which have been poorly managed and suffered a poor Return on Equity. (Schooner, 2005) (Mervyn et al, 2001) (independant.co.uk, 2018)(bbc.co.uk, 2018)(telegraph.co.uk, 2018). Creating regional contracts will drive down costs in a similar manner, but has the potential to pose a similar risk if managed poorly.

Due to the current varying levels of food quality, there will likely be varying levels of perceived increase or decrease in the quality of the food however if there is overall a significant reduction in perceived food quality after the grace period then this will demonstrate a reduction in service quality. Bingham et al show a direct correlation between the food available in main eateries and the overall health of soldiers within the unit, (Bingham et al, 2012) If RQ1 shows a fall in performance then the introduction of regional contracts will risk a reduction in combat effectiveness through reduced health. This will to some extent negate the sought value for money.

Negotiating a contract to suit the requirement is imperative and despite similarities across military stations  each duty station and different location will have different requirements. (Bob cotton 2002) attempting to establish a multi activity contract that is suitable for a variety of different locations will be difficult, if either a significant number of total survey respondents or a significant number of respondents from more than one separate location perceive interference in operations then this will be a significant suggestion of a reduction in service.

following the shift from catering contracts to multi activity contracts, the assessment of contract performance and KPI's have remained the same, (contracts.mod.uk, 2018) meaning that hotel services and other aspects of the service are not performance incentivised.  There is a possibility that in an effort to reduce contract costs additional hotel services such as batting will be eroded  from the regional contract, or that since the hotel services aren't suitably performance measured unfulfilled service obligations may go unreported. in either eventuality a reduction in the services provided by the contract will show a reduction in value of the contract which will negate the perceived value for money shown by reduced cost. There is little research into this area, and as such the evidence from this research could provoke further research into contract maintenance and the the use of KPI's within the Army
3 Methodology

In order to answer whether or not the service provided is better following introduction of regionally controlled contracts, This research proposal considers three research questions regarding perceived food quality, interference in routine and reduction in services available. 
While it is expected that there will be a bedding in period once the contract is established, in which standards will reduce, following this period which is given three months grace in an MOD contract (https://www.contracts.mod.uk/supplying-defence/procurement-at-mod, accessed 2018) the food quality should be perceived of a similar or greater quality than prior to the contract, there should not be persistent interference with routine and the number of services available should not be reduced. 
The null hypothesis of each question will be that there will be no change or an improvement in each of the areas. If the null hypothesis is proven false, and there is a reduction in performance in any of the areas then this will signify some reduction in the value of the contract negating to some extent the value for money of the enterprise.
3.1 Ontology

While strategies intended to secure value for money have sought to reduce costs and retain value, the extent to which the value of the service provided from the end users perspective has been retained has not thoroughly been assessed. Surveying opinion of a set of soldiers using both quantitative and qualitative data following the introduction of a new cost saving strategy, in this case the merger of services contracts, could assess the relative retention of value.
3.2 Epistemology

Surveying a cross section of a mix of ranks, locations, and regions for opinions of the transition using different values to answer each RQ will ascertain the perceived reduction or increase in value of the contract. In order to confirm whether any significant observations from the research have been due to the contract merger venture as opposed to other external effects significant anomolies should be investigated through interviews. 

[image: image1]
3.3 Research Paradigm 

The research paradigm adopted will post positivist interpretivism,  this will be through the use of surveying and subsequent investigative interviews if necessary to ascertain evidence of a direct correlation of the results and the merger. It is unlikely that a direct cause and effect can be proven, however the analysis of data could suggest causation and as such assist development of a theory as to whether or not the level of service has reduced and value for money has been retained. (Saunders et al, 2012)
4 Research Method 
The survey should be completed no earlier than three months following the adoption of the regional contract due to the bedding in period in which negative performance is tolerated by the contract. The test group should be significant enough to ensure representation of all of those who have undergone the transition in contract as such should aim to contain a fair amount of survey respondents from each region.

RQ1 In order to ascertain whether or not there has been a reduction in food quality a comparison of surveyed opinion of current food quality in comparison to food quality prior to the implementation of regional  contracts should be analysed.  Given that there is no survey prior to the implementation period it is important that the survey is worded in a manner to prevent cognitive bias. (Sudman et al, 1997)
RQ2 In order to ascertain whether or not there has been a significant change in routine operation in units, we need to survey opinion of whether or not there has been an interference in the routine operation in units resulting from the contract, then if true use data analysis to prove whether this is a universal perception or tied to a specific location. When contracts are managed per location, the contract agreement would be arranged to best suit the occupying unit, however if following the introduction of Regional contracts significant changes have to be made to routine either across the region or then this will demonstrate a negative effect of the introduction.

In the instance of a significant occurrence in a particular area this will be investigated further though assessment of the particular case.

RQ3 Assessment of whether there has been a perceived reduction in services could highlight a variety of issues. if there is a significant perceived reduction in services across the data set this may be due to a negotiation which did not include the services operating previously, or due to a discontinuation of need for the service. Alternatively if the reduction of services is perceived in one specific location then this is potentially due to the difference between the requirements of each unit. in either case significant anomalies should be 
6 Proposed Data Analysis

Ideally, this data would be better collected over a period both before and after the venture, in order to compare opinion before and after statistically compare the before and after effects, however due to the imminence of the  venture this will not be possible, as such a data should be collected as one grouping over an extended period and use Pearson's Chi Squared Test to validate the data and assess the significance of it. In the event there are significant anomalies interviews should be conducted to ensure these anomalies are due to the contract merger venture.
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