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Commercial skills 

This presentation seeks to place commercial skills in a 
broader public sector context. It sets out: 

 
 the NAO’s strategic focus as the public sector’s auditor 

 where commercial skills sit within this strategy 

 barriers and issues with commercial skills 

 medium-term solutions 

 systemic closing thoughts 
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NAO Strategy 

Our aim: 

 

 

What do we mean 
by lasting 
improvement? 

 

 

 

 

 

To apply the unique perspective of public audit to help 
Parliament and Government drive lasting improvement in public 
services. 

 
 Decisions are made on irrefutable evidence 
 Public money is better directed and controlled 
 Financial management is more robust 
 Government spends wisely 
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The three elements of our strategy 

Performance 

issues 

• Build a deeper  

(cross-government) picture 

performance issues and risks  

• Focus on systemic issues  

• Develop standard approaches 

and methodologies 

• Develop skills 

• Engage like minded 

stakeholders 

Public service  

improvement 

Developing and applying our 

knowledge 

Increasing our 

influence 
Delivering high 

performance 

•  Form unambiguous, 

evidence-based views 

•  Build strong relations, based 

on trust 

•  Apply expertise to client 

needs 

•  Use a range of interventions 

•  Deliver the messages 

•  Forthright, expert and independent 

•  Follow up to assess the impact 

•  Maintain the dialogue 
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Cross government themes 

Three cross-government themes: 

 Informed government  

 Financial management and reporting  

 Cost effective delivery 
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The strategic importance of commercial skills 

 

 Cost effective delivery 
– Delivering complex projects to budget and deadline 

 Informed government 
– Gathering information on commercial skills capacity to develop an optimal skills allciation 

plan 
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Four framing propositions for NAO 
work on  commercial skills 

1. We define commercial skills as the ability to interact on equal and 
professional terms with contractual counterparties in the 
procurement and management of programmes and projects 

2. Commercial skills are critical to achieve VFM on approx £200 
billion value of governments Major Project Portfolio 

3. It’s not just public-to-private 

4. It’s not just technical know-how; more important is the ability to 
understand and manage relationships with counterparties 
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Commercial Skills for Complex Projects: The problem 

 The UK’s Office of Government Commerce conducts 
Procurement Capability Reviews 

– OGC findings: commercial skills generally weak across all central 
departments. 

 In November 2009 the NAO produced a report on 
‘commercial skills for complex government projects’ 

– NAO findings: endorsed the OGC conclusion 
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Commercial Skills for Complex Projects: The barriers 

 Experience 
– Not qualifications 

– Not private sector 

– Repeated exposure to contractual situations 

– Policy is king?  

 Turnover 
– Channel Tunnel Rail Link 

– National Physical Laboratory 

– Average period for public sector Senior Responsible Officer: 18 months 



HELPING THE NATION SPEND WISELY 

Commercial Skills for Complex Projects: The consequences 

 High ratio of interims and temporary staff 
– Over a third of public sector commercial staff are temporary 

 Value of information 
– Informed Government 

– UK Trade and Investment 

 Nature of relationships 
– Metronet 

 Gaming 
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Recommendations 

 Immediate actions 

 Medium-term challenges 

– Leadership on public sector boards 

– The public sector recognising what it doesn’t know 

– Understanding relationships 

– Standardisation 
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Closing thoughts 

 The fallacy of the policy/delivery split 

 Empowerment 

 Public v private – an Anglo-Saxon orthodoxy? 



HELPING THE NATION SPEND WISELY 

 
OECD Annual meeting on  
Public Private Partnerships 

 
 
 

Necessary skills and the broader public sector 
capabilities for complex procurement  

 
 

  Ed Humpherson, Assistant Auditor General,  
National Audit Office 

 


