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1. FOREWORD

GETTING A BETTER 
PURCHASE

Public sector procurement reform is, according to the Government, making 

progress. Yet our second survey of members suggests many firms aren’t 

necessarily seeing evidence of this yet on the ground. 

Why might this be the case? The changes introduced – such as the commitment 

to a ‘single market’ for government, the procurement pipelines and the creation 

of the Crown Commercial Service – are welcomed by business and offer the 

prospect of sustained improvement. But changing the way government deals 

with suppliers will take time to bear fruit consistent across the public sector.

There is also a feeling that better procurement processes, while important, are 

not sufficient. The whole approach to using markets needs to evolve.

With a much reduced scope for further cuts and reductions in margins after the 

next spending round, government will need a more sophisticated approach to 

working with suppliers – moving from simply managing them to collaborating 

more deeply and generating a new appetite for managing risk. It will also face 

challenges around control: for example, will the Crown Commercial Service be 

able to create more consistent local government procurement?

Business believes the public sector must, alongside better processes, do more 

to boost competition, accessibility and transparency in public sector markets. 

With half of the £40bn of central government spend lying with just 39 suppliers, 

there is certainly scope for a more diverse supplier base and the Cabinet Office 

recognises the need for such a fundamental shift.

Procurement reform is a crucial staging post towards this. It must be 

implemented as widely and early as possible. Firms are still worried about a drop 

in momentum as the Election nears: this cannot be allowed to happen.

Jim Bligh

Head of Public Services
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SECOND ANNUAL MEMBER SURVEY 
ON PUBLIC SECTOR PROCUREMENT
SUMMARY



2. KEY MESSAGES

GETTING A BETTER 
PURCHASE

● Good procurement leads to better public service delivery and outcomes, 

boosting government finances and contributing to economic growth

● The Government has put in place the right systems to create a fundamental 

shift in the way government does business – such as the Crown Commercial 

Service, the commercial skills training, and Mystery Shopper – but members 

perceive progress to be slow

● Firms see some improvements in performance in specific areas, but overall 

are not yet yet regarding public sector procurement as efficient or effective, 

reflecting perhaps that change on such a scale will take time

● There is concern that recent negative rhetoric concerning ‘big business’ and 

government markets is sending out the wrong message to the market and 

inhibiting investment in new services

● Strong leadership is needed from ministers and officials to ensure the existing 

strategy is implemented. A permanent change is needed in the way the public 

sector manages its relationships with suppliers, with a move to a more 

collaborative procurement strategy that will unlock savings and improvements.
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3. WHAT FIRMS WANT 

GOVT TO FOCUS ON

GETTING A BETTER 
PURCHASE

618/02/2014

More standardised 

procurement

67% of firms feel 

government’s performance in 

standardising procurement 

processes is poor - there’s 

still too much variation in 

firms’ experiences

Better 

commercial 

understanding
61% see no evidence 

yet of public sector skills 

improving

A changed tone
Government must be 

careful its rhetoric does 

not undermine supplier 

confidence 

Less bureaucracy

35% of firms say they are still 

facing longer PQQs, despite 

the reforms introduced

Make more 

of Mystery 

Shopper

Firms find it 

helpful, but 

there’s a need 

to make it more 

attractive for 

smaller firms to 

use regularly

Effective 

frameworks
Firms worry that some 

are not  well-managed

A relentless focus on making

procurement simpler
One member commented: “The public sector has to 

focus on improving and shortening the tendering 

process, which can be overly prescriptive, lengthy, 

complex and expensive for bidders”



4. RECOMMENDATIONS

THE WAY FORWARD FOR 
PROCUREMENT

• Review the moratorium on accessing external skills until the public sector’s own skills gap is 
addressed

• Continue efforts to increase access for small & medium-sized firms, but do so in a way that is 
consistent with the goal of securing savings and attracting external investment

• Use the new Procurement Directive Regulations and training programmes to encourage a shift 
away from lowest-price in contract decisions towards whole-life costing and quality

Maintain a relentless drive to improve commercial skills and practice

• Ensure the EU Procurement Directive transposition delivers genuinely simpler processes

• The Crown Commercial Service must have control mechanisms to ensure reforms are followed 
and implemented across the wider public sector

• Guidance and training from the Cabinet Office to all public sector contracting bodies must 
encourage a more consistent application of procurement guidelines

• Ensure the Mystery Shopper initiative is well marketed to firms

Complete the radical overhaul of public sector procurement processes

• Ensure commercial teams are involved much earlier in the policy development process

• Ministers must be held accountable for the implementation of the reform programme and senior 
responsible offices must be more visible at key stages of major contracts

• Government communications with suppliers must avoid divisive rhetoric and focus on creating 
competitive, accountable and transparent markets

Leadership from the centre is essential for successful commercial market reform 

718/02/2014



SECOND ANNUAL MEMBER SURVEY 
ON PUBLIC SECTOR PROCUREMENT
THE MAIN FINDINGS AND MESSAGES



BUSINESS’S PRIORITIES FOR 

PUBLIC SECTOR PROCUREMENT

18/02/2014 9

Get procurement reform right: it’s crucial for maintaining quality services and 

sustaining economic growth

● Demands on services are increasing while resources are increasingly constrained –

better procurement practice is a key part of the solution to this policy challenge, but 

this must be as part of a wider shift to improving the way in which the public sector 

uses markets to better effect

● The Crown Commercial Service must be given the capacity to lead the change 

process across the public sector and promote lasting changes in behaviour

● The new EU Procurement Directive should be a catalyst for encouraging more 

diverse, competitive markets that create the right incentives for firms to enter and 

invest in more innovative and cost-effective goods and services, by simplifying 

existing processes and giving commissioners a wider range of criteria by which to 

evaluate tender

● Despite progress since 2011, Government still has much to do

- As the recent National Audit Office report on managing government suppliers reported, 

“below the senior levels there is little commercial experience. This has restricted the 

extent to which the Cabinet Office has been able to build industry knowledge”

● Effective procurement must be part of a bigger change in the way the public sector 

operates as a commercial partner, using markets and procurement strategies that 

bring mutually beneficial outcomes for purchaser, provider and user alike



BUSINESS’S PRIORITIES FOR 

PUBLIC SECTOR PROCUREMENT
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The procurement reform agenda is on the right track: the Government must stick 

to its guns and avoid delays in implementation

● One year on from our first procurement survey report, Buying a Brighter Future, CBI 

members remain satisfied with the direction of travel adopted by the Government

● Since 2011, business has welcomed some major policy initiatives:

- Pipelines of upcoming government purchasing decisions, part of the Procurement Pledge

- A commitment to reduce the average procurement from 200 to 120 days by reducing the 

length of pre-qualification questionnaires (PQQs)

- The introduction of LEAN procurement techniques and the opening of the Commissioning 

Academy to increase skill levels across central government purchasing

- A Crown Commercial Service to aggregate the purchasing power of central government

● It is positive that a number of the recommendations in our Buying a Brighter Future 

report have been implemented in whole or part by the Government:

- ‘Provide better metrics on SME access to procurement’: the Cabinet Office’s Two Years 

On report shows the percentage of central government direct spend through small & 

medium-sized businesses rising from 6.5% to 10.5%, with 9.4% of indirect spending 

flowing to such companies through supply chains

- ‘Review standard contractual terms & conditions’: the Cabinet Office is finalising a new 

set of standard T&Cs, in consultation with providers which will allow both partners to 

measure risk more effectively and price products more in line with standard

commercial practice



BUSINESS’S PRIORITIES FOR 

PUBLIC SECTOR PROCUREMENT
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Turn policy into practice. The scale of the challenge facing the Government is 

significant: it must have a relentless focus on implementation of its reforms

● Business is not yet seeing the changes in approach implicit in the Government’s 

plans – they don’t yet see associate government with consistently displaying the 

behaviours associated with being a world-class customer

● While progress has been made, firms feel central government is not yet consistently 

acting as a single, intelligent customer. Also, there is concern that improvements 

seen at the centre may not yet be translating into more consistent procurement 

practice outside of central government

● Supplier opinion of the Government’s effectiveness in implementing its reform is, on 

the whole, slightly down on last year’s results, indicating a concern about whether 

the reforms are bearing fruit fast enough

● Some recommendations in Buying a Brighter Future have seen limited action so far:

- ‘Government departments should commission an annual assessment of their 

performance by suppliers’: the development of commercial skills training will be more 

effectively determined by feedback from commercial partners

- ‘Pipeline notices should be conceptual, based on specific outcomes sought’: while the 

Pipelines Programme has progressed, members still rate the public sector’s use of

outcomes-based contracting as on balance ‘poor’ or ‘very poor’



BUSINESS’S PRIORITIES FOR 

PUBLIC SECTOR PROCUREMENT
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Better procurement is important, but insufficient – it must be part of a more 

commercial approach to the whole commissioning cycle

● Even with better procurement, it will be tougher for the public sector to find savings 

under the next spending round. Many obvious cuts have already been made. The 

Government has also reviewed most of its contracts and significantly reduced 

supplier margins on many; but there is only so much further it can go before it 

makes future contracts uncommercial for all but the largest providers

● After the next spending round government bodies will need to arm themselves with 

more sophisticated approaches than those currently adopted, and be prepared to 

look at procurement in a longer-term context. This is something which the National 

Audit Office has already challenged it to do in its report, Managing government 

suppliers:

- “In its drive to deliver against savings targets, there is a risk that the Cabinet Office’s 

commercial relationships strategy incentivises a short-term approach to engagement with 

suppliers.”

● Better and deeper engagement means government at all levels will need to adopt a 

more commercial mind-set and strike up a different conversation with the market. 

For example, it could look again at its appetite for risk sharing and its capacity to 

encourage innovation in service design (and its propensity to allow experiments to 

fail) through more sophisticated conversations with suppliers.



THE PRIORITIES FOR SUCCESSFUL 

IMPLEMENTATION OF THE COMMERCIAL 

REFORM PROGRAMME
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The survey identifies three priority areas for action by the Government in implementing 

its procurement reform agenda:

1. A relentless drive 
to address the gaps 
in the public sector’s 
procurement skills 
and behaviours

2. Complete the 
radical overhaul of 
public sector  
procurement 
processes

3. Show leadership 
to promote 
government as a 
trusted commercial 
partner



A RELENTLESS DRIVE TO ADDRESS 

THE GAPS IN PUBLIC SECTOR SKILLS 

AND BEHAVIOURS

18/02/2014 14

Business wants to see significant gains in commercial skills

● Having access to the right skills is crucial if the public sector is to get full 

value from contracts with external provider. The National Audit Office 

report on government contract management recently highlighted significant 

gaps in commercial skills as contributing to failures in the management of 

major contracts. This must be a priority for the Crown Commercial Service

● 61% of CBI members surveyed see ‘no change’ in evidence of 

commercial skills

- This may be explained in part by a hollowing out of government’s capacity to 

access skills it needs for major procurements following the 85% reduction in 

external consultancy usage in 2010, which have led to high-profile failures

- The CBI is concerned the brakes may have gone on too hard in retrospect, 

creating a gap in major contract management skills that will take time to 

address across the public sector and will require the recruitment of staff with 

the right levels of commercial skills

● 67% think lowest cost is still driving most contract decisions, at the 

expense of factors such as whole-life cost and service quality

● The public sector still over-specifies or seeks bespoke solutions where ‘off-

the-shelf’ is still an option, each of which has an impact on cost. Improved 

commercial skills will address this by identifying the impact on bidders of 

different decisions

- One member commented: “Too often government wants a government iPhone, 

when all it really needs is just an iPhone for government”

Recommendation 1
Review the moratorium on 

accessing external skills until 

the public sector’s own skills 

gap is addressed

Recommendation 2
Continue efforts to increase 

access for small & medium-

sized firms, but do so in a 

way that is consistent with  

securing savings and 

attracting external investment 

Recommendation 3
Use the new Procurement 

Directive Regulations and 

training to encourage a shift 

away from lowest-price in 

contract decisions, towards 

whole-life costing and quality



COMPLETE THE RADICAL 

OVERHAUL OF PUBLIC SECTOR 

PROCUREMENT PROCESS
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Inconsistency frustrates firms and adds cost

● There is variability in the application of existing guidelines, meaning each 

procurement experience can be significantly different depending on which 

part of the public sector one deals with

- One member commented: “When I shop at Tesco or Sainsbury’s, whichever 

part of the country I’m in the experience is the same. When I contract with the 

public sector, it’s different every time and that means higher costs.”

● Pre-qualification questionnaires are still a challenge: 35% of firms are 

being asked more questions (up from 30%), despite the Government’s 

commitment to reduce the bureaucracy associated with tendering

- There are positive signs: 19% of firms, up from 15% in 2012’s survey, feel 

procurements are becoming quicker to complete

● Two thirds of firms surveyed feel frameworks aren’t always used well 

and can close off markets to firms for many years. Local government is 

too often cancelling frameworks in favour of new competitions

- Many firms feel the Government Procurement Service is not yet convincing 

authorities its frameworks are flexible and provide choice. As a result, they 

see many local authorities turning to their own procurement models

● The Mystery Shopper is helping market performance, but some firms 

(particularly SMEs) remain unaware of it

● The new EU Procurement Directive will help simplify many procurement 

processes and reduce complexity for firms and the CBI supports a swift 

transposition into UK regulation

Recommendation 4
Ensure the Procurement 

Directive transposition 

delivers genuinely simpler 

processes

Recommendation 6
Guidance and training from 

the Cabinet Office to all 

public sector contracting 

bodies must encourage more 

consistent application of 

procurement guidelines

Recommendation 7
Ensure the Mystery Shopper 

initiative is marketed 

effectively to firms

Recommendation 5
Ensure CCS has the control 

mechanisms to ensure 

reform is implemented across 

the wider public sector



LEADERSHIP FROM THE CENTRE 

IS ESSENTIAL FOR SUCCESSFUL 

PROCUREMENT REFORM 
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Business wants to see a clearer vision for commercial reform

● Greater visibility of ministers and senior responsible officers during 

procurements would send a clear signal to the market about the vision for 

what they want a contract to achieve and the commitment to see it through

- Members report there is still too often a tendency in the public sector to adopt 

an approach of “leave it to the procurement team” in the management of major 

contract decisions

● 54% of members believe government does not currently have an effective 

approach to ensuring internal stakeholders in departments and non-

departmental bodies follow its new commercial strategy. The new Crown 

Commercial Service must have a clear leadership role in ensuring reforms 

are implemented consistently across the whole public sector

● The tone of Government’s relationship with major suppliers must move on 

from negative references to ‘big providers’ and work with them over the 

longer term to rebuild public confidence in outsourcing and promote greater 

accountability and collaboration across all contracts, an approach proposed 

in the National Audit Office’s report Managing government suppliers

● The Government’s use of ‘big’ vs ‘small firms’ rhetoric is damaging 

business confidence and overseas investment. It must talk more about the 

importance of ‘big and small firms: 

- Major providers are crucial to government meeting its SME spending targets 

and can manage the financial and operations risks associated with many large 

services which the SME sector does not has have the capacity to manage

Recommendation 8
Ensure commercial team are 

involved much earlier in the 

policy development process 

and senior responsible 

officers are more visible

Recommendation 9
Ministers must be held 

accountable for the 

successful implementation of 

the reform programme and 

senior responsible officers 

must be more visible at key 

stages of major projects

Recommendation 10
Government communications 

with the market must avoid 

divisive rhetoric and focus on 

transparency,  accountability 

and competitiveness and 

improving access for all 

suppliers



SECOND ANNUAL MEMBER SURVEY 
ON PUBLIC SECTOR PROCUREMENT
ANALYSIS OF THE RESULTS



THE OVERALL EFFECTIVENESS & EFFICIENCY OF 

GOVERNMENT PROCUREMENT

COMMERCIAL SKILLS IN 
GOVERNMENT PROCUREMENT
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A member view...

“There needs to be a focus on improving 

and shortening the current tendering 

process which is overly prescriptive, 

lengthy and expensive. The cost of 

bidding for a major government contract 

is 50% more expensive than similar-sized 

commercial contracts”

Why this is important:

Markets need resassurance that government is holding firm to its 

original procurement reform strategy and has a plan for its full 

execution. The performance of government procurement overall sends 

an important signal about the health and attractiveness of public sector 

markets to existing and new providers.

What the survey results tell us:

Firms see procurement as on balance neither particularly efficient nor 

effective, but there is improvement on the results in the previous survey. 

Though more firms do see things getting better, the figures suggest that 

further change is needed to ensure the changes have a more visible 

effect on the ground, particularly outside of central government.

The implications for implementation of reforms:

The Government must continue to embed in, and push out from the 

centre its existing reform programme and ensure the commercial 

benefits of the changes are understood by the market, evidenced in the 

way in which government at all levels discusses market opportunities 

with providers.

Firms are evidently not yet seeing the full 

effects of procurement reforms



THE EASE OF DOING PROCUREMENT WITH GOVERNMENT

COMMERCIAL SKILLS IN 
GOVERNMENT PROCUREMENT

1918/02/2014

A member view...

“Tenders are still massively laborious and 

therefore still very demanding of 

resources for organisations like mine 

which bid infrequently”

Why this is important:

Any firm or organisation choosing to tender for a government contract is  

making a cost/benefit decision. The easier that the market believes a 

procurement will be, the more likely it is that a wider range of existing 

and new providers, including small & medium-sized firms, will see the 

value in bidding for more contracts, making a more dynamic market.

What the survey results tell us:

There is an overall slight improvement in how firms see the ease of 

doing procurement with the public sector (due mostly to good scores for 

the Government Procurement Service). On balance, more members 

see signs or deterioration in procurement processes than signs of 

improvement. Local government and the NHS overall scored worse than 

the other areas of the public sector

The implications for implementation of reforms:

The survey results suggest the impact of the current reform programme 

is not yet being felt sufficiently on the front line to change the general 

view of government procurement performannce. There is a particular 

concern among small & medium-sized firms about inconsistencies in 

approach across the public sector. This has implications for the success 

of government plans to boost SME access to government contracts

21%

55%

24%

Central Government

Significant/some
improvement

No change

Some/significant
deterioration

24%

41%

35%

Local Government

Significant/some
improvement

No change

Some/significant
deterioration

Firms have mixed experiences of the ease 

of procurement processes



THE QUALITY OF INFORMATION ABOUT NEW CONTRACT 

OPPORTUNITIES

COMMERCIAL SKILLS IN 
GOVERNMENT PROCUREMENT

2018/02/2014

A member view...

“There are instances of  frameworks 

being sold as a means of procuring 

multiple contracts at the point of bidding, 

but when it’s in place, the call-off 

contracts don’t materialise”

Why this is important:

The CBI supports the Cabinet Office’s focus on improving the 

information on government contracts available to businesses, 

particularly SMEs. Contracts Finder and appointing ministers to monitor 

SME participation are two important steps taken to make markets more 

attractive and improve the quality and variety of providers and bids.

What the survey results tell us:

Across the different public sectors members report either no change or, 

on balance, some improvement. In central government suppliers are 

recognising that market information is improving, but they need 

information which is business-friendly and assists firms in determining 

the benefits of bidding and understanding precisely the outcomes the 

public sector is seeking from the contract.

The implications for implementation of reforms:

The Government is on the right track in making markets more 

transparent and making it easier for firms to make decisions about 

investing in new or existing markets. Yet the feedback suggests more 

progress is needed to ensure businesses are fully aware of the public 

sector’s long-term transformation plans and can invest in new staff or 

innovative service solutions on the back of it.

27%

50%

23%

Central Government Departments

Significant/some
improvement

No change

Some/significant
deterioration

46%

46%

8%

Government Procurement Service

Significant/some
improvement

No change

Some/significant
deterioration

Information from central government to 

markets is starting to improve



THE EFFECTIVENESS OF PRE-PROCUREMENT DIALOGUE 

WITH PROVIDERS IN THE MARKET

COMMERCIAL SKILLS IN 
GOVERNMENT PROCUREMENT
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A member view...

“The client should be open to innovations 

and suggestions from successful 

applicants on a framework. There should 

be better supplier engagement and open 

dialogue with the business teams in the 

departments”

Why this is important:

It is crucial in helping public sector commissioners determine what 

exactly they need and what options and service innovations are 

available from the market before entering into a procurement process. 

This can lead to better, cheaper and quicker procurement processes 

through the avoidance of change specifications and subsequent 

contract renegotiations.

What the survey results tell us:

Over the whole of the public sector, members report on balance a slight 

improvement since the previous survey in the performance and 

frequently of pre-procurement dialogues. However, in local government 

and in the NHS, on balance firms see some or significant deterioration 

in the number and quality of dialogues with public sector 

commissioners.

The implications for implementation of reforms:

The Cabinet Office is taking positive steps to encourage public sector 

procurement teams to think beyond strict procurement rules and engage 

in commercial discussions with providers to inform their commissioning 

decisions based on an understanding of the market’s capacity to deliver 

not just lower costs but other objectives around skills, new service 

models and improved SME access.

62%

58%

Dialogue with the market is increasing, 

albeit slowly

Number of firms in 

2013 taking part in pre-

procurement dialogues

Response to similar 

question in 2012 

survey



THE PUBLIC SECTOR’S COMMERCIAL SKILLS AND 

UNDERSTANDING

COMMERCIAL SKILLS IN 
GOVERNMENT PROCUREMENT
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A member view…

“We question if there are sufficiently 

rigorous commercial processes in place 

to help senior responsible officers assess 

if a given contract should or should not 

be filled by an SME, given the 

commercial and delivery risk profile”

Why this is important:

A culture change is needed across government. As a market steward it 

gets the best out of a market of providers by presenting opportunities 

that encourage the best to bid and offer the right price. Public sector 

teams need to understand the commercial parameters and incentives 

which determine bid decisions, and be more commercially astute. Too 

often, members feel lowest cost still overrides all other factors.

What the survey results tell us:

Members see no change yet in the quality or level of commercial skills 

in the wider public sector as a whole. Despite the introduction of LEAN 

procurement techniques and wider commercial training for senior staff, 

at present those firms survey are reporting seeing the positive effects of 

these changes in their procurement discussions on a consistent basis.

The implications for implementation of reforms:

Training is essential and providers are ready to work in partnership with 

government to ensure that procurement teams and senior decision 

makers in policy and delivery roles have the necessary understand of 

the commercial impacts of every choice they make. Programmes like 

the Commissioning Academy will help. The Crown Commercial Service 

has a leadership role in ensuring that training is applied consistently 

across central government and more widely across the public sector.

1% 17%

61%

15%

6%

Commercial skills across government

Significant
improvement

Some
improvement

No change

Some
deterioration

Significant
deterioration

Firms are not yet seeing major 

improvement in commercial skills



IMPROVING THE SPEED OF PROCUREMENTS

THE PROCESSES OF PUBLIC 
SECTOR PROCUREMENT

2318/02/2014

A member view...

“If we could make Competitive Dialogue 

more effective for contracts where it 

should be used, and give all the bidders 

the same information, we could halve the 

time and cost of submitting contracts in 

our sector”

Why this is important:

Historically, procurements in the UK have take much longer than in 

other European markets. The Government has has set itself a goal of 

reducing the average time to complete from 200 to 120 days. For 

suppliers, delays in completion add to bidding costs and reduce the 

commercial appetite to compete for new contracts – this is especially so 

for smaller companies.

What the survey results tell us:

Just over half the members surveyed thought procurements were taking 

about the same time to complete as two years ago and were seeing no 

improvement in completion times,  19% of companies however saw 

some improvement, with an overall slight rise in satisfaction levels from 

the previous survey. But a business view of sustained improvement will 

likely take longer to emerge.

The implications for implementation of reforms:

The Cabinet Office’s own data indicates that procurements are now 

quicker than in France and Germany; yet, the sense among surveyed 

members is that they are seeing only slight improvements at the sharp 

end (the results show significant variations across different parts of the 

public sector). This suggests business still needs convincing that 

procurements are becoming streamlined and more effective across the 

board.

55%

55%

35%

22%

15%

19%

0% 20% 40% 60%

2012

2013

Speeding up

Taking longer

No change

Despite welcome reforms, business isn’t 

consistently seeing faster procurements



PRE-QUALIFICATION QUESTIONNAIRES (PQQS)

THE PROCESSES OF PUBLIC 
SECTOR PROCUREMENT
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A member view...

“PQQs still vary greatly in detail and size 

depending on which part of government 

you’re dealing with. Some are mini 

tenders in their own right!”

Why this is important:

Reducing the complexity of the initial selection process will ensure that 

public sector commercial teams are able to access the widest possible 

range of providers and ideas, that should make it easier to deliver better 

outcomes at lower costs. Overcoming procurement complexity allows 

for a greater focus on the outcomes that the contract should deliver.

What the survey results tell us:

PQQs remain evidently a challenge for businesses of all sizes. They are 

regarded as a common barier to a more varied range of suppliers 

seeking to bid for government contracts. In this survey some members 

have reported that the length of PQQs has increased slightly, with this 

perception particularly strong among construction companies who 

completed the survey.

The implications for implementation of reforms:

The new EU Procurement Directive aims to simplify procurement and 

raise the thresholds below which PQQs are not required, which is a 

positive step. The rollout of LEAN procurement is also helping to 

simplify how PQQs are used, and new standard terms & conditions will 

make a difference. One area where improvement could be made is 

reducing the plethora of online portals: some members feel 

overwhelmed by the number and favour greater consolidation of them.

13%

35%
Members reporting 

increased numbers 

of PQQ questions in 

2013

Members 

reporting 

fewer PQQ 

questions

Member feedback suggests many firms 

are not observing any change in PQQs



THE OPERATION OF FRAMEWORK CONTRACTS

THE PROCESSES OF PUBLIC 
SECTOR PROCUREMENT
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A member view...

“All the effort goes into designing and 

letting new frameworks, such as PSN or 

G-Cloud – there’s not nearly enough 

focus after that on helping buyers 

understand how to best use them”

Why this is important:

These contracts – in which suitable providers are pre-selected as 

preferred suppliers – reduce the need for individual procurements on 

each contract called off a framework. As such they can be a route by 

which the public sector better manage the costs of procurement while 

maintaining a degree of competition between selected providers.

What the survey results tell us:

Members are broadly supportive of frameworks as a route to opening up 

more opportunities, but there are concerns they are not managed in an 

optimum way. In some cases, they are seen as a barrier to open 

competition and value for money. Nearly three quarters of respondents 

were on a framework; on balance, they are generating new business, 

but two thirds find the process of being on a framework a challenge 

due to poor management of the contracts.

The implications for implementation of reforms:

The Crown Commercial Service must ensure that its framework 

contracts are marketed well and used to the benefit of commissioners 

and providers right across the public sector. The main training challenge 

is to ensure commercial teams use frameworks appropriately –

mandating the use of framework, even if they are well designed, does 

not automatically lead to commercially astute procurement.

65%
of firms do not think 

framework contracts 

are well managed 

across the public 

sector as a whole

The Crown Commercial Service can 

ensure frameworks are used effectively



THE MYSTERY SHOPPER PROGRAMME

THE PROCESSES OF PUBLIC 
SECTOR PROCUREMENT
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A member view...

“The way it works is not business friendly. 

The first question is: what is the OJEU 

notice? If I don’t know it straight off, I’m 

likely not to go further. Why not ask me 

what my problem is first i.e. am I getting 

paid?”

Why this is important:

This initiative, managed by the Government Procurement Service, is 

seen as a vital tool for gathering feedback from suppliers that can be 

help officials understand how markets are working and address issues 

in a timely maner; it also has tremendous value for accountability. It 

provides a positive ready reckoner to determine if improvements are 

being achieved.

What the survey results tell us:

There are definite signs in the survey results of improved awareness of 

the Mystery Shopper programme among large suppliers and smaller 

and medium-sized firms. However, worryingly, many construction 

companies which responded were unaware of the service. The 

companies who use it seem largely satisfied with its effectiveness in 

solving problems with individual procurements.

The implications for implementation of reforms:

Mystery Shopper is an important initiative which needs to be nurtured 

and rolled-out more widely. Raising awareness in particular sectors 

where our data show evidence of low take-up is important. As a remedy 

the scheme has real value in identifying areas for improvements in 

procurement performance. It is important that any trends and strategic 

issues identified through the programme are reviewed and addressed 

effectively.

Business awareness of Mystery Shopper

Broader awareness will improve the 

competitiveness of markets



ACHIEVING VALUE FOR MONEY IN PROCUREMENT

THE PROCESSES OF PUBLIC 
SECTOR PROCUREMENT
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A member view…

“Too often public sector procurement 

teams remain overly focused on lowest 

price and least-risk outcomes, rather than 

the application of astute commercial 

evaluation against specific scenarios that 

result in a more balanced outcome.”

Why this is important:

Value is the primary goal for any procurement – a business model which 

secures the outcomes required at the right price and allows for 

innovations and long-term savings through addressing not just cost but 

wider value propositions. The public sector should prioritise value for 

money if it is to deliver the step change in savings required during the 

sustained period of lower public spending over coming decades.

What the survey results tell us:

This question provided the clearest response across the whole survey. 

Members feel that it is lowest cost which is driving the majority of 

procurement decisions, working against much of the Cabinet Office’s 

own procurement guidance. In construction particularly there is support 

for greater use of whole-life costing as the appropriate vehicle for 

decision making on public sector contracts.

The implications for implementation of reforms:

Commercial teams need to ensure they are spending taxpayers’ cash 

wisely. While a focus on lowest cost is, in the current circumstances, 

understandable, by not considering whole-life costing, particularly on 

major projects, public sector bodies are simply storing up problems in 

the future of unaccounted-for improvements and costs driven up by 

demand, with any focus on service quality lost.
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Value for
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Other factors

A drive for lowest cost limits the scope 

for generating savings over the long term



IMPROVING ACCESS FOR SMALLER PROVIDERS

THE ROLE OF GOVERNMENT 
AS A CUSTOMER
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A member view...

“It is often extremely challenging to 

match the need to optimise savings on a 

significant scale with the need to support 

small and medium-sized firms.”

Why this is important:

The best procurement outcomes come from competitive markets with a 

diversity of providers. SMEs are an important factor in them and the CBI 

supports Lord Young’s recommendations to improve access to 

government markets. SMEs are the answer to many procurement 

challenges, but not the sole solution and government must be realistic: it 

will always need the financial security and capacity of major providers to 

deliver major transformational projects and manage risk.

What the survey results tell us:

Despite the Government’s headline programmes, members aren’t 

reporting major change. Surprisingly, a good number think government 

contracts have become less accessible to smaller & medium-sized 

firms, particularly so among construction members. There is clear scope 

for the Government to do more to improve awareness of the support 

available for smaller and medium-sized firms.

The implications for implementation of reforms:

The CBI supports Government plans to improve access for SMEs. 

However, the capacity of some SMEs to deliver major contracts directly 

can be limited (due to concerns about operational and financial risk). It 

will take time to develop their capacity to do so, in competition with and 

in partnership with major providers. The eco-system of public sector 

contracting is one of interdependence of large and small; government 

strategy and strategy should reflect that.

2012

25%
2013

20%

The proportion of CBI members 

surveyed who think government 

contracts are more accessible to 

small & medium-sized businesses

Increasing SME access is a prerequisite 

of increase market competitiveness



GOVERNMENT MUST DEMONSTRATE THE BEHAVIOURS OF 

A WORLD-CLASS CUSTOMER

THE ROLE OF GOVERNMENT 
AS A CUSTOMER
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A member view...

“There is a great variability across 

government agencies and departments with 

regard to their effectiveness and efficiency; 

overall, procurement processes are still 

longer and much more expensive that those 

in the private sector.”

Why this is important:

As its role shifts from provider to market maker and commissioner, 

government will get the best results from the markets it uses through 

behaviours associated with world-class commissioning in the private 

sector. It will do this through improving its commercial capabilities and 

adopting more collaborative approaches with suppliers, a need identified 

in the NAO’s recent report Managing government suppliers.

What the survey results tell us:

Members were asked to score government as a whole against seven 

behaviours often associated with world-class procurement. On strategic 

behaviours of being commercially astute, managing effective supplier 

relationship, sourcing suppliers effectively, outcomes-based contracting 

and good internal stakeholder management, members do not yet see 

signs that these are ingrained behaviours across the public sector. This 

is the area of reform that will take longest to change.

The implications for implementation of reforms:

Government is moving in the right direction of demonstrating behaviours 

that businesses want to see in managers of public sector markets. But 

companies feel these behaviours are not engrained or consistently 

applied. Leadership from the top of government is essential to ensure 

that, over time, these behaviours become the norm for all public sector 

procurement practice and businesses, irrespective of where firms 

interact with government on a commercial basis.

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

Rated Very
Good/Quite Good

Rated Poor/Very
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Internal stakeholder management

Outcomes-based

Timely engagement with market

Supplier sourcing

Payment on time

Supplier relationships

Commercial astuteness

Training must focus on building the 

public sector’s commercial insight



ABOUT THE SURVEY

2014 PUBLIC SECTOR 
PROCUREMENT REPORT

● The CBI invited over 450 member companies to complete this year’s survey; 100 

companies responded to the request to complete the survey

● Respondents comprised many of the major providers contracting with government at a 

national and local level along with a range of small and medium sized firms (46% of 

respondents).

● A third of those companies had a turnover of £500m or more. Respondents operated 

across a range of public sector markets including construction, facilities management, 

support services, healthcare and shared services.

● The survey was completed online between July and October 2013
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