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Abstract:  

The understanding of the role of the contracting authority in public procurement is important 
to understand the underused potential of public procurement to contribute to the sustainable 
development of society. In particular, the concept of public-private cooperation was suggested 
to increase this potential, but not enough is known about how the interaction has to take place 
in order to address the behavioural factors that cause the barriers to sustainable public 
procurement.  
The results of this research showed that the leading role of the contracting authority could 
facilitate sustainable procurement by increasing engagement, interaction and collaboration. A 
strategic planning approach to support the public-private cooperation in the procurement 
process is needed. Based on the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development, a support 
for the contracting authority was designed to guide the strategic planning of the procurement 
process. The suggested design of Support for Strategic Sustainable Procurement was evaluated 
and found likely to support the contracting authority in strategically leading the public 
procurement process to leverage the potential of public procurement on the transition towards 
sustainable society. 

 

Keywords: sustainable public procurement, public-private cooperation, transdisciplinary 
collaboration, complexity, knowledge exchange, strategic leadership, sustainable 
development, transition towards a sustainable society. 
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Executive Summary 
The objective of this research was to design a support for Contracting Authorities (CA) to 
strategically use the potential of Public Procurement (PP) as an instrument to stimulate the 
development towards a sustainable society. Data indicates that member governments of the 
European Union (EU), spend on average more than 20% of their budgets on public 
procurement. This relates to approximately 13% of GDP (OECD 2017) that indicates the 
potential impact of PP (in Europe) on the transition towards a sustainable society if the 
purchasing power of PP is utilised and aiming for sustainable outcomes. 

Introduction  

The global socio-ecological system faces an increasing number of environmental and social 
challenges, that are summarised as the global sustainability challenge. The increase of global 
human activity is approaching social and ecological thresholds that, subsequently, will have a 
profound impact on the way society is able to fulfil its needs. Due to the complexity that 
emerges from the relationships between different sustainability challenges, literature suggests 
that solutions need transdisciplinary knowledge and cooperation in order to address the root 
causes of the challenge strategically. 

The use of pp to stimulate solutions that address the sustainability challenges could contribute 
to the strategic development of society by the expenditure of public budgets for sustainable 
solutions. The EU, for example, established strategic goals to stimulate the use of sustainable 
public procurement (SPP) by the implementation of the 2014 EU directives on PP. These 
directives allow to assess tenders on best value for money based on qualitative (possibly 
environmentally and/or socially sustainable) evaluation criteria.  

Regardless the increased governmental focus on SPP, 55% of PP projects is still evaluated on 
price only, what indicates the underused potential of PP to pursuit the sustainable development 
objectives. Research shows that procurers have difficulty taking up SEC in the evaluation 
models due to various barriers, such as perceived higher costs, risks and more work. According 
to research these barriers derive from behavioural challenges caused by the complexity of 
sustainability. In line with requirements for solving complex problems, literature suggests that 
strengthening the cooperation between public and private parties to collaboratively search 
for solutions that address the complexity of sustainability could increase the chance on 
sustainable outcomes.  

The limited amount of research on how to strategically use public-private cooperation as 
possible enabler for taking up SEC leads to the following research question: 

How to design a strategic approach to public-private cooperation during public procurement 
processes to stimulate the uptake of sustainable evaluation criteria in the evaluation of tenders? 

The final design is derived from literature and empirical research that focussed on answering 
the following sub-questions:  

1. What do current best practices of public-private cooperation show with regards to 
taking up sustainable evaluation criteria in sustainable public procurement? 

2. What elements are important for public-private cooperation to address the complexity 
that accompanies the sustainability component of sustainable public procurement? 
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3. How could the contracting authority strategically approach and use public-private 
cooperation to stimulate taking up sustainable evaluation criteria? 

4. How can important elements of public-private cooperation be strategically integrated 
in the official phases of the public procurement process to stimulate taking up 
sustainable evaluation criteria? 

Methods  

Due to the limited amount of research that currently addresses how to use and leverage different 
components of public-private cooperation to stimulate the uptake of Sustainable Evaluation 
Criteria (SEC) in tenders, an exploratory qualitative research approach was selected: 

Data collection: Collection of data in a descriptive way enabled to find and formulate possible 
answers to the research questions. The data collection existed of analysis of previous research 
in the literature review, and 7 semi-structured interviews with a total of 10 SPP experts and 
practitioners from the Netherlands. 

Design of support: The prescriptive part of the results included the establishment of a practical 
and applicable tool that could guide facilitation of public-private cooperation during public 
procurement processes to establish sustainable outcomes. The design of the support is further 
explained later in this chapter. 

Evaluation: An interactive evaluation of the design of support by incorporating feedback from 
relevant participants. During this process, some interview participants were asked to state their 
agreement, disagreement and general comments or recommendations towards all of the 
elements of the design for support. 

Results  

Descriptive results 

The results of the descriptive research show the findings from literature and interviews 
according themes that were derived from the research questions. The main findings show a need 
for support, which was concluded according to the sequence below in the summary of results. 
The summarised main findings were used later for the design for support. 

1. Creating a shared understanding (vision), encouraging a cooperative attitude through direct 
communication (dialogue, discussion and conversation), cooperation and promoting 
transdisciplinary collaboration between the involved parties during the PP process are 
current best practices of using public-private cooperation for the uptake of SEC in 
sustainable public procurement. 

2. Transparency and vulnerability are essential elements of the cooperative attitude of the CA, 
which facilitate trust among the involved parties within a PP process. Therefore, those key 
(main) elements (trust, vulnerability and transparency), that are highly interrelated and 
interdependent, are also the most important to address the complexity that accompanies the 
sustainability component of SPP. 

3. A leading and facilitating role of the CA during the public-private cooperation are suggested 
as the best strategic approaches for public-private cooperation towards sustainable 
outcomes and the uptake of SEC during PP processes.  
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4. Public-private cooperation needs to be strategically integrated early in the PP process (pre-
tendering phase) by taking advantage of market consultation opportunities, while 
encouraging the involved parties to create a multi-stakeholder perspective, to enhance 
collaboration for a shared vision of the desired sustainable outcomes and, therefore, 
stimulate the uptake of SEC. 

Prescriptive results 

Design of Support for Strategic Sustainable Procurement (SSSP) 

The prescriptive results reinforced the argument that a strategic approach based on a systems 
perspective could stimulate the uptake of SEC in the evaluation of tenders and, therefore, 
support integration of sustainability in PP processes. A science-based framework that offers 
such guidance and offers the opportunity for the identified need to be integrated in the support 
for SPP practitioners is the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD). 
Therefore, the FSSD was used as the foundation for design of Support for Strategic 
Sustainable Procurement (SSSP). The application of the so called ABCD-procedure allows 
procedures to be adapted to multiple contexts due to a principled, co-creative approach. 
Therefore, the SSSP is based on the main outline of this ABCD-procedure combined with the 
main insights from the descriptive results: 

• More strategic preparation and planning, either before or early in the procurement 
process, providing the market with a;  

• Clear understanding of the contract authority’s (CA) needs, complemented by;  
• A common definition of sustainability and clarity of the means to define and measure 

this;  
• Co-creation of the means to achieve the shared vision (mutual understanding), guided 

by; 
• Facilitative leadership of the CA, and facilitation of;  
• Transdisciplinary collaboration (cooperation) 
• Trust and transparency 

In the context of PP this support could offer the CA the opportunity to enhance the strategic 
approach and improve its sustainability knowledge during the process. 

Facilitation Design of the SSSP 

To achieve the best possible solution throughout the procedure, the facilitation should focus on 
the following aspects:  

• The flow should be encouraged by facilitators of the process and not interrupted, e.g., by an 
isolated focus on one step at the time. 

• Facilitators might need to repeatedly remind participants to utilise the benefits of a 
framework of this type and guide them how to do it.  

In addition, the results of this research show that facilitation of the ABCD-procedure should 
focus on stimulating the following elements:  
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• Trust as essential element of the CA attitude when interacting with involved parties. The 
results show that the CA could stimulate this by adopting a transparent and vulnerable 
attitude.  

• A facilitative role of the CA is recommended. When facilitated correctly by the CA, 
dialogue (interaction) itself provides trust and transparency. The results suggest is that an 
active facilitating role helps the understanding of the SEC and the mutual willingness to 
work together. 

In summary, the A step facilitates the CA with a possibility to increase commitment and buy-
in of public-private cooperation by guiding the co-creation of a shared vision. Since the 
descriptive research mainly addresses the co-creation of a shared goal as enabler during the 
process, establishing a shared vision could be directed towards the co-creation of a shared goal 
for the PP process. The B step benefits from public-private cooperation because it focuses on 
conducting a thorough analysis of the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats (SWOT) 
of the need to determine the current state. The more knowledge incorporated in this step, the 
better the analysis defines the current state of the need. Furthermore, the C step focuses on 
facilitation of findings solutions for the need of the CA, facilitating candidates during the 
establishment of the bid increases the possibility on the best possible solutions and that bids 
actually fulfil the SEC. Therefore, incorporating public-private cooperation in step A, B and C 
could support the CA during the SPP process in the establishment of solutions. The last step of 
the ABCD, offers guidance on strategically prioritising the different bids. Besides the guiding 
questions that de D step provides, the increased knowledge of the CA that is built throughout 
the entire procedure supports the CA to define the most suitable SEC and, therefore, select the 
best bid.  

Evaluation of the design of support 

As evaluation phase of this research, the design of support was shared with experts for feedback 
in order to increase the relevance and quality of the final result. According to the feedback, the 
steps outlined in the design of support are perceived relevant because they specifically allow 
for coordination of the process. Also, the use of the ABCD-procedure was considered as a 
valuable addition to the procurement process. Furthermore, it was also mentioned that 
incorporating education and information about sustainability early in the process could add 
value to the design. Finally, the facilitative and interactive focus of the design was mentioned 
as an added value. 

Discussion 

In sum, based on best practices, specific benefits of public-private cooperation to the uptake of 
SEC and the most important elements for public-private cooperation are discussed. Building 
upon these elements, the most effective role of the CA and the strategic integration of the 
elements for public-private cooperation in the procurement process are assessed in the 
following paragraphs.  

Best practices of public-private cooperation showed that public-private cooperation allows for 
shared understanding of the PP project. This understanding between the parties involved 
enables shared goals that facilitate a clear direction. Subsequently, the knowledge transmission 
that occurs during this process helps the CA to create SEC for more sustainable solutions. This 
buy-in and commitment subsequently contributes to more sustainable solutions and outcomes.  
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Hence, to establish the essential elements of trust, awareness and understanding, the PP process 
should be facilitated by the CA and could be stimulated through displaying and stimulating a 
trusting attitude during the PP process. Subsequently, transmission and creation of knowledge 
that contribute to establishing awareness and a shared understanding of what is needed support 
achieving the desired sustainable outcomes. 

Although the findings show consensus about the leadership and facilitative role of the CA, 
analysis of the empirical data showed that many procurers lack the knowledge that allow them 
to strategically use and engage in public-private cooperation to establish their desired 
sustainable outcomes. Engaging early in public-private cooperation, could create shared 
understanding of the need, sustainability and direction, determine suitable evaluation criteria 
and open dialogue. To provide the CA with guidance to incorporate all these elements in their 
projects approach, the SSSP build its support for design based on the strategic approach of the 
Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD). 

Utilising public-private cooperation during the preparation and planning phase of the 
procurement process could be considered a strategic opportunity to increase the leverage of 
public-private cooperation and thereby enhance the uptake of SEC. The shared understanding 
that creates alignment of the direction among parties decreases the chance of complaints to 
occur later in the process. Furthermore, early public-private cooperation aids the CA with 
knowledge of different expertise fields that could contribute to establishing suitable SEC.  

Conclusion  

Through exploring the four research questions, this research concludes that by taking leadership 
early in the procurement process; inviting market actors (Candidates) to take active part in 
public-private cooperation; and creating spaces for the needed knowledge transmission; the CA 
could strategically approach the process to leverage the potential of PP on the transition towards 
sustainable society.  

This research contributed to the academic research field by suggesting a design to support PP 
based on the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD). Specifically, by 
applying the ABCD-procedure the uptake of SEC could be stimulated through 1) increasing 
engagement, interaction and collaboration by the facilitative leadership role of the CA, 2) 
strategic preparation and planning early in the procurement process, 3) providing the market 
with a clear understanding of the CA’s needs and a common clear definition of sustainability 
and the means to measure it. Therefore, the SSSP could provide procurers with the needed 
capabilities that are needed to use public procurement as a strategic tool for the transition 
towards a sustainable society. 

Finally, possibilities for further research include the study of SPP cases that are applying the 
ABCD-procedure and/or similar methods, to test how cooperation enhances the uptake of SEC 
when FSSD or similar methods are used. Additionally, more research is needed to compare 
FSSD-based best practices with other methods of procurement designs, to assess the impact of 
an FSSD-approach for more sustainable outcomes. Moreover, future research could extend the 
scope of this study by identifying a more integral multi-stakeholder approach to cooperation to 
extend the design for SSSP.  
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Glossary 

  

Candidates		 Parties	 that	might	place	 a	bid	on	 the	need	 that	 is	procured	by	 the	
contracting	authority	

Contracting	
authority	 Public	actor	involved	during	the	procurement	process	

EU	Directives	 Official	acts	that	provide	official	guidelines,	build	from	a	set	of	acts	for	
public	procurement	based	on	the	EU	laws	for	public	procurement	

MEAT	model	 Method	 that	 allows	 qualitative	 criteria	 to	 be	 included	 in	 award	
requirements	

Public	procurer	 Public	employee	that	creates	the	invitation	for	a	tender	

Public	Procurement	 Purchase	of	goods,	services	or	work	on	behalf	of	a	public	authority,	
such	as	governments	or	state-owned	enterprises	(Kunzlik	2013)	

Sustainable	Public	
Procurement	

The	 pursuit	 of	 sustainable	 development	 objectives	 through	 the	
purchasing	and	supply	process,	incorporating	social,	environmental	
and	 economic	 aspects	 Sustainable	 public	 procurement	 (SPP)	 is	 a	
procurement	 process	 that	 takes	 into	 consideration	 environmental	
social	criteria	in	the	evaluation	of	tenders.	
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List of abbreviations 
CA	 Contracting	authority	

CDP	 Competitive	Dialogue	Procedure	

EU	 European	Union	

FSSD	 Framework	for	Strategic	Sustainable	Development	

GDP	 Gross	domestic	product	

MEAT	 Most	Economically	Advantageous	Tender	

PP	 Public	Procurement	

PIANOo	

Professioneel	en	Innovatief	Aanbesteden	Netwerk	voor	
Overheidsopdrachtgevers	(Professional	and	Innovative	Procurement	
Network	for	Government	authorities):	the	Dutch	Public	Procurement	
Expertise	Centre	of	the	Ministry	of	Economic	Affairs.	

SPP	 Sustainable	Public	Procurement	

SSSP	 Support	for	Strategic	Sustainable	Procurement	
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1. Introduction 

The objective of this research is to design a support for Contracting Authorities (CA) to 
strategically use potential of Public Procurement (PP) as instrument to stimulate the 
development towards a sustainable society. Data indicates that member governments of the 
European Union (EU), spend on average more than 20% of their budgets on public 
procurement. This relates to approximately 13% of GDP (OECD 2017) that indicates the 
potential impact of PP (in Europe)  on the transition towards a sustainable society when aiming 
for sustainable project outcomes. 

Procuring sustainably implies that tenders are assessed on best value for money based on 
environmentally and/or socially Sustainable Evaluation Criteria (SEC) instead of on lowest 
price criterion (Price Waterhouse Coopers 2015). The spent budgets suggest the potential of PP 
for the transition to a sustainable society through purchasing specific sustainable products, 
services and work (OECD 2017; Testa et al. 2012). Although the focus on Sustainable Public 
Procurement (SPP) increases, the potential of PP for the transition to a sustainable society is 
shown to be underused. This is indicated by the 55% of the procurement projects that is still 
evaluated on the lowest price criterion and do not incorporate sustainable criteria for the 
evaluation of tenders (Ibid.).  

According to Price Waterhouse Coopers (2015), the underused potential could be caused by 
various barriers that contracting authorities experience when aiming for taking up the 
sustainability component in the evaluation models of tenders. A solution to overcome these 
barriers is suggested by Uttam and Le Lann Roos (2015), as the use of the Competitive Dialogue 
Procedure (CDP). The research of Lenferink, Tillema, and Arts (2013) suggests that using the 
CDP stimulates the public-private cooperation. They found that public-private cooperation 
provides the opportunity for combining planning of the PP project in cooperation between 
public and private parties. Including the various points of views on the matter allow to address 
the complexity that accompanies the sustainability component of SPP. Thus, public-private 
cooperation could help to enhance the possible project solutions and select the private party that 
offers the most valuable solution for money (Lenferink, Tillema, and Arts 2013).  

This could mean for SPP that this form of dialogue provides the procurers with the possibility 
to select the private party that delivers the best sustainable solution for money. Therefore, 
increasing the likelihood of sustainable outcomes could be improved by strengthening the 
cooperation between public and private parties to collaboratively search for solutions that 
address the complexity of sustainability (Lenferink, Tillema, and Arts 2013).  

To clarify different concepts that are important to strengthen the public-private cooperation to 
stimulate the uptake of SEC, the following paragraphs will elaborate further on 1.1) the 
complexity of sustainable development, 1.2) the potential role that PP could have in the 
planning for transitioning to a sustainable society, 1.3) the barriers that contracting authorities 
experience in taking up SEC and, lastly, 1.4)  how public-private cooperation could stimulate 
the uptake of SEC and therefore increase leveraging the potential of PP for sustainable 
development. 
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Figure 1: The funnel metaphor (The Natural step 2008) 

 

1.1 Sustainable development in society. 

The earth itself is a system made up of subsystems (the biosphere, the atmosphere, the social 
and economic systems), all of which are interconnected and interact between each other, thus 
the earth as a whole need to be considered as a complex adaptive system. The increasing scale 
of human activity has a profound impact on our society as well as on the functioning of the 
ecosystem (Kajikawa, Tacoa, and Yamaguchi 2014). The contemporary global socio-ecological 
system faces an increasing number of environmental and social challenges that Broman and 
Robèrt (2015) summarise as the global sustainability challenge. Characteristics of this 
challenge are described by the continuous increasing global population combined with 
declining potential of ecological and social systems that support the fulfilment of human needs; 
for example, ecosystem degradation, climate change and people subject to poverty, hunger, 
threats to public health (Steffen et al. 2015). In sum, to understand the sustainability challenge, 
it is essential to not just look at the smaller parts, but at the complexity emerging from the 
interconnections between subsystems. That is why the sustainability challenge is extremely 
complex, dynamic, and multidimensional and at the same time inherently a global challenge. 
Visually, this challenge could be described by the funnel metaphor displayed in figure 1. The 
inclining walls illustrate society’s shrinking operating space as it heads further into the funnel. 
The funnel metaphor emphasises the systematic character of the challenge by showing that the 
overall situation gets worse and worse at the global level, implying unsustainability (Broman 
and Robèrt 2015). 

 

According to Capra and Luisi 2014 and Broman and Robèrt 2017, the increasing complexity of 
the challenge could only be addressed by designing strategic and upstream solutions based on 
a systems perspective. In other words, finding solutions with the purpose to solve the root 
causes of a set of smaller interrelated challenges, instead of the sum of separates. Creation of 
these solutions requires collecting transdisciplinary knowledge and cooperation that bridges the 
gap between different fields of science to understand the complexity of the challenge (Ibid.). It 
demands a strategic planning approach that identifies the possibilities to close the gap between 
the current unsustainable situation and the desirable future in a strategic way through combining 
several methods and tools (Broman and Robèrt 2017).  

This problem-solving approach becomes increasingly visible in reality, for example in Europe 
through the ‘Europe 2020 Strategy’, striving for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth. To 
collect and leverage the needed expertise that allow achievement of the included ‘EU2020 
climate goals’, the strategy emphasises the use of public-private strategies, cooperation and 
partnerships between different actors (i.e. between EU committees, national, regional and local 
governments, social partners and stakeholders and civil society) (Barosso 2010; Price 
Waterhouse Coopers 2015). PP is in this strategy considered as instrument to pursue these goals. 
Therefore, the importance of public-private strategies, cooperation and partnerships also applies 
to PP projects when aiming for outcomes that contribute to the goals of the ‘Europe 2020 
Strategy’ ( European commission 2017; Barosso 2010).  
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1.2 Public Procurement as instrument for smart, 

sustainable and inclusive growth 

Public Procurement (PP) allows local authorities to influence many sectors through financial 
support or policy instruments. Examples of these are introducing tax benefits that attracts 
investment to specific sectors such as energy, infrastructure, social protection, provision of 
health, etc. In addition, their market influence stretches to purchasing desired works, services 
and goods, or investing in a particular industry (Testa et al. 2012).  

The average percentage of EU government’s budgets spent through PP (>20%) illustrates the 
potential influence that governments could have in the market by increasing the demand for 
specific products, services and work (OECD n.d.). Moreover, given the position of PP in the 
value chain and the volumes it demands, Bratt et al. (2013) emphasise the large governmental 
influence on the demand for sustainable offers on the market through PP. This indicates the 
opportunity of PP to stimulate the market to solve environmental and social challenges (Ibid.). 
The publication of the ‘EU 2020 strategy’ provides a pathway for PP to direct the market 
towards sustainability. Therefore, the following paragraphs will elaborate on the various 
implications of the ‘EU 2020 strategy’ for the PP process (1.2.1.) and how these developments 
of PP are implemented (1.2.2.).  

1.2.1  Development of Public Procurement in the EU 

The established strategic goals related to ‘EU 2020 strategy’ required adjustments of EU 
policies, instruments and legal acts as well as financial instruments (Barosso 2010). Since PP 
is considered as one of the “instruments to achieve smart, sustainable and inclusive growth”, 
it became challenged to develop into “a policy strategy instrument to help public purchasers 
implement environmental policies, as well as those governing social integration and 
innovation” (European commission 2017). To support more effective and strategic use of PP, 
the European Commission updated the procurement directives in 2014 with the additions 
below: 

• The Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) such as equal treatment, non-
discrimination, mutual recognition, proportionality and transparency 

• The three public procurement Directives:  
o Directive 2014/24/EU on public procurement, 
o Directive 2014/25/EU on procurement by entities operating in the water, energy, 

transport and postal services sectors (special sectors),  
o Directive 2014/23/EU on the award of concession contracts. 

The publication of these directives aimed for increasing the needed flexibility of procurement 
while promoting integrity and equal treatment during PP processes described as (Ibid.): 
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• More efficient use of public spending. 
• Ensure legal certainty through clarification of basic notions and concepts. 
• Make participation in PP contracts easier for SMEs. 
• Enhance the use of PP for innovation and societal and environmental goals. 
• Incorporate relevant case-law of the Court of Justice of the European Union. 

The introduction of the adapted legal framework offered more freedom to Contracting 
Authorities (CA) to choose suitable procurement procedures and establishing requirements and 
criteria for tenders evaluation while guaranteeing transparency and equal treatment of 
contractors (European Commission 2018; Price Waterhouse Coopers 2015). Relating these 
alterations of directives to phases in the PP process, as displayed in figure 2, shows that the 
influence of the new directives is mainly found in the phase one and two of the PP process. 
More specifically, the increased flexibility mainly addresses the sub phases ‘choosing the 
procedure’ and ‘draft specifications including criteria’ (European Commission 2018). 

Figure 2: Typical public procurement procedure stages (European Commission 2018) 

Public Procurement Procedures and criteria 

To facilitate flexibility, the European Commission developed various types of PP procedures 
as described in Appendix A. Expanding the range of possible procedures aimed towards 
enhancement of tailoring the PP project to the complexity of the need, subject and criteria that 
are defined in the other sub phases. However, to guarantee the prerequisite of transparency, the 
Public Procurement Act demands the CA to justify the rationale for choosing a procedure 
according to the following factors  (European Commission 2018): 

• Specific requirements and purpose of each procedure 
• The benefits of full open competition and restricting competition 
• The administrative weight of each procedure 
• The risk of complaints and remedies that are often linked to corruption and collusion risks 
• The stimulation of innovative and tailored solutions to the specific need. 

The increasing focus on sustainability and the developed view on PP as an instrument for 
‘smart, sustainable and inclusive growth’, pressured CA’s to include societal values as 
innovation, social inclusion and economic and environmental sustainability in PP processes to 
procure more sustainably (European commission 2017).  
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1.2.2  Sustainable Public Procurement  

Sustainable Public Procurement (SPP) is defined by Walker and Brammer (2012) as the 
procurement of goods, services or works in a more sustainable way than otherwise would have 
been used. The authors described SPP as: “the pursuit of sustainable development objectives 
through the purchasing and supply process, incorporating social, environmental and economic 
aspects”. According to Walker and Brammer (2012); Nadeem, Mohamad, and Abdullah 
(2017), PP processes could become sustainable through evaluating tenders based on social and 
environmental Sustainable Evaluation Criteria (SEC). 

However, taking up SEC implies the use of an evaluation model that allows selection of tenders 
based on (social, environmental, innovative, accessibility and other desired) qualitative criteria 
instead of ‘lowest price only’ (Walker and Brammer 2012; Nadeem, Mohamad, and Abdullah 
2017). To offer The CA the possibility to select tenders based on qualitative (sustainable) 
evaluation criteria, the European Commission introduced the ‘most economically advantageous 
tender’ (MEAT) evaluation model that selects a proposal that delivers the ‘best value for 
money’ (Price Waterhouse Coopers 2015).  

The fact that the MEAT model offers the possibility to take up SEC, indicates the voluntary 
character of application. This is confirmed by data that shows that only 45% of the PP projects 
is currently evaluated on MEAT criteria and therefore not optimally used as an evaluation 
model (Price Waterhouse Coopers 2015). A reason for the limited uptake could be linked to the 
unclear definition and design of the evaluation criteria in the directives and guidelines 
(European Commission 2014). This implies that the responsibility for defining sustainability 
and how to measure/operationalise this in SEC is dependent on the capabilities of the procurers 
(Ibid.).  

The dependence of the uptake of SEC on the CA, indicates that many complications with taking 
up SPP, derive from different barriers that procurers experience regarding taking up SEC (Price 
Waterhouse Coopers 2015). To give more insight in SPP complications, the following 
paragraph will elaborate on the various barriers that procurers experience and possible enablers 
that could help to solve them. 

Main barriers for the use of Sustainable Public Procurement  

The research of Price Waterhouse Coopers (2015) shows the different barriers that procurers 
face in their daily tasks such as perceived higher costs, risks, more work etc; as displayed in 
Table 1. These functional challenges could be explained more in-depth by individual or 
organisational behavioural factors that are linked to implementation of sustainability in 
organisations (Preuss and Walker 2011). The behavioural challenges are described by Preuss 
and Walker (2011) as (1) individual factors of cognitive (rational) and affective (relational) 
nature that interact with (2) organizational factors, such as managerial control, organizational 
structure and organizational culture. According to Price Waterhouse Coopers (2015), the 
relational nature of the barriers is the main issue. The report also states that these challenges 
could be solved through increasing the cooperation between the contracting authority and 
possible suppliers.  
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BARRIERS Description (Price Waterhouse Coopers 2015) 
Too expensive SPP is often perceived as more expensive and may, in fact, require greater 

up-front expenditure as opposed to conventional procurement. 
Too risky SPP implies less general evaluation of tenders which increases the exposure 

to claims or lawsuits based on competition laws. Lawsuits are costly and 
time-consuming, which triggers a risk-averse culture. 

What’s the value-
added or benefit 

Resistance from practitioners stems from the perceived lack of clear 
benefits regarding the application of SPP. 

More work SPP represents a greater workload for public procurers, as it requires a 
strong assessment of needs before the initiation of the tender processes as 
well as the use of either more complex procedures or the application of 
more complex technical criteria that derive from the sustainability element 
of PP. 

Lack of skills and 
knowledge (know-
how) 

Stated is that procurers often lack the required sophisticated level of know-
how and competency to deal with the technical and process related 
complexity of the sustainability element of PP.  

Monitoring and 
evaluating 
(Measurement) 

In the majority of cases monitoring of SPP application is carried out via 
surveys or self-declarations by contracting authorities, which are subject to 
low response rates and biases. As a result, the reliability of existing 
monitoring data may be limited. 

Maturity of the 
market 

In a number of fields, even if public buyers are willing to introduce 
sustainable criteria, the supply side is not ready to provide the 
corresponding products, services or works. 

Knowledge of the 
market 

Suppliers often refrain from showcasing and proposing their best product 
offer due to the limited or perceived limited flexibility of procurement 
process. 

Table 1: General description of the experienced barriers to the use of SPP (Price Waterhouse Coopers, 2015) 

Increasing the functional aspect of public-private cooperation between the CA and candidates 
could help to overcome or avoid the barriers by enhancing understanding of the subject matter 
during the SPP process. For example, by starting public–private cooperation early in the process 
(e.g. in the pre-contracting stage through market consultation) to prepare public and private 
parties for the procurement processes (Lenferink, Tillema, and Arts 2013). Other research on 
the functional implementation of SPP found that strategic planning could help to facilitate 
communication and participation (Bryson 2015) and foster cooperation (Waldron et al. 2008) 
that could address the relational aspect.  

Furthermore, public-private cooperation enables parties to enhance the relational aspect through 
communicating preferences, ambitions and desires. This could increase understanding of the 
other party that could stimulate the cooperation that is needed to establish SPP outcomes (Uttam 
and Le Lann Roos 2015; Lenferink, Tillema, and Arts 2013). However, how to strategically 
approach the behavioural and relational characteristics of public-private cooperation to 
stimulate the uptake of SEC remains unexplored (Lenferink, Tillema, and Arts 2013; Price 
Waterhouse Coopers 2015; Uttam and Le Lann Roos 2015). Therefore, this research aims to 
explore both the functional and relational (behavioural) aspect of public-private cooperation for 
the uptake of SEC in the evaluation of tenders by adopting the following research questions:  
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1.3 Research questions 

As explained above, reading various research showed a gap regarding the potential strategic 
approaches that the CA could use to enhance the use of public-private cooperation to address 
the complexity that accompanies sustainability in taking up SEC. The identified gap shows a 
lack of knowledge about how to strategically use public-private cooperation as possible enabler 
to taking up SEC that leads to the following research questions: 

How to design a strategic approach to public-private cooperation during public procurement 
processes to stimulate the uptake of sustainable evaluation criteria in the evaluation of tenders? 

In order to find a suitable answer to the main research question, the research focuses on the 
following sub-questions: 

1. What do current best practices of public-private cooperation show with regards to 
taking up sustainable evaluation criteria in sustainable public procurement? 

 
2. What elements are important for public-private cooperation to address the complexity 

that accompanies the sustainability component of sustainable public procurement? 
 

3. How could the contracting authority strategically approach and use public-private 
cooperation to stimulate taking up sustainable evaluation criteria? 

 
4. How can important elements of public-private cooperation be strategically integrated 

in the official phases of the public procurement process to stimulate taking up 
sustainable evaluation criteria? 

 
The following chapters attempt to provide answers to the research questions and establish a 
design for the Support for Strategic Sustainable Procurement (SSSP). Chapter 2 elaborates on 
the chosen methods of the research, for data collection, and on the implications for the quality 
of the research. Afterwards, chapter 3 presents the results of the literature review and semi-
structured interviews followed by the design of the SSSP and evaluation of the design. Lastly, 
the results will be discussed and concluded with implications for further research, in chapters 4 
and 5. 
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2 Qualitative Research Methods  

The methods chapter explains how the research topic and questions were approached in the 
stages of the research in section 2.1. Based upon the research stages, section 2.2 explains the 
methods for collecting data through literature review and semi-structured interviews. This 
section also considers the ethical implications for the research. Subsequently, the methods used 
to analyse empirical data from semi-structured interviews are explained in section 2.3. After 
the design of the Support for Strategic Sustainable Procurement (SSSP) is described in section 
2.4. Then, how the SSSP was evaluated is shown in section 2.5; and, at last, the used quality 
criteria are presented in section 2.6.   

2.1 Stages of the research 

Due to the limited amount of research that currently addresses how to use and leverage different 
components of public-private cooperation to stimulate the uptake of Sustainable Evaluation 
Criteria (SEC) in tenders, an exploratory qualitative research approach was selected.  

The choice for the exploratory design emerged from the need to identify and clarify unidentified 
elements that are relevant for the research objective (Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill (2009). 
The qualitative character of this research allowed linking the defined elements found in 
literature and empirical data into patterns whilst taking into account different contexts and 
perspectives of the involved actors (Merriam 2009). Furthermore, it enabled to formulate 
conclusions and the design of support for public-private cooperation based on a detailed 
description of the interpretation of data by researchers (Sandelowski 2000). 

The structure of this five-stage research, as displayed below in Table 2, describes each phase in 
the following sections 2.2 to 2.5.   

Stages of the research Approach Outcome RQ 
1 Literature data collection and review Exploratory Results  1-4 
2 Empirical data collection Descriptive Results 1-4 
3 Analysis of empirical data Descriptive  Results 1-4 
4 Design of support  Prescriptive Results 1-4 
5 Evaluation  Prescriptive Results and discussion 3, 4 

Table 2: Overview of the research stages and each stage’s corresponding outcome 

2.2 Data collection  

To find answers to the research questions, analysis of previous research and semi-structured 
interviews with relevant SPP experts and practitioners was conducted. The data collection 
mainly explores possibilities for the CA to enhance public-private cooperation since it initiates 
the procurement process based on a need that is required to be fulfilled and, at the end, selects 
the best bid (Price Waterhouse Coopers 2015). Additionally, during this research, the role of 
intermediaries when facilitating the procurement procedure, is seen as a direct responsibility of 
the CA; and is, therefore, considered as part of its role within cooperation between CA and the 
market parties. The following sections will elaborate on how both studies were conducted and 
used to formulate the results. 
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2.2.1 Literature review 

The analysis of literature was used to collect findings from previous research that could help to 
enhance general insight in different concepts addressed in the research questions. The review 
describes various perspectives of authors on the role of and important elements of cooperation 
for taking up sustainability in general. Subsequently, it allowed to gather background 
information for the semi-structured interviews by exploring the link between public-private 
cooperation and SPP, and possible recommendations to stimulate the uptake of SEC.  

The literature study was conducted through search engines such as the BTH Summon Library, 
Google Scholar and ScienceDirect. These databases were explored by using key words such as 
“Implementation of sustainable procurement”, “Stimulation of sustainable public procurement” 
combined with words as “cooperation”, “dialogue”, “change”, “collaboration” and relevant 
synonyms (e.g. “dialogue”). The search result was a collection of various sources such as peer 
reviewed articles from academic journals, academic publications (including Ph.D. and thesis 
papers), books and online resources from official (governmental) organisations. During the 
searching process, the snowball sampling technique was used to “to explore different links and 
relate the most cited articles to the found articles” and expand the literature collection until 
main understanding of concepts of the research questions was reached (Saunders, Lewis and 
Thornhill 2009).  

Findings from the literature review were used in two ways. First, findings that addressed the 
procurement process and the relation of public-private cooperation with taking up of SEC were 
used as support for formulating the interview themes and questions. Secondly, the findings 
about the role and possible improvement of public-private cooperation for taking up SEC were 
approached as form of broadening and triangulating the findings from interviews. Combining 
these two ways of using literature was chosen to allow a broader foundation for the design 
support for the CA to facilitate public-private cooperation.  

2.2.2 Semi- structured interviews 

For the empirical study, seven semi-structured interviews were conducted between March 18th 
and April 5th 2018. In total ten procurement experts that were considered knowledgeable in the 
field of SPP were interviewed. The number of participants per interview, their role and expertise 
and the language that was used is shown in Table 3 below. 

Int.  Role and expertise Language # 
1 Strategic procurer of semi-governmental organisation English 1 
2 Procurer of semi-governmental organisation English 2 
3 Public procurement intermediate, expert/advisor/facilitator English 2 
4 Public procurement intermediate, expert/advisor/facilitator Dutch 1 
5 Procurer of governmental organisation (province)  Dutch 2 
6 Procurer of governmental organisation (municipality) English 1 
7 Procurer of governmental organisation (province) English 1 

Table 3: Overview of the conducted interviews, the number of interviewees per interview, the language of the 
interview, and the corresponding roles and expertise of the interviewees.  
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Identifying and selecting interviewees 

The selection of interviewees was based on a set of requirements stated below, the requirements 
derived from the interviewees’ experience with regards to the main concepts of this research, 
such as SPP, SEC and public-private cooperation:   

- Professionally active within the public procurement sector for over 3 years 
- Experience with the application of SEC in successful SPP projects 
- Experience with cooperation during the procurement procedures  

The interviews were conducted in the Dutch public procurement sector. The reason interview 
only Dutch experts was based on an European collection of statistical information that showed 
that The Netherlands as one of the top performing countries with regards to SPP (Ecofys, 
Significant; Price Waterhouse Coopers 2009). Also, since The Netherlands is considered to be 
progressive in the field of SPP, it was relatively easier to find best SPP practices (PIANOo 
2015). Another reason that guided the choice for Dutch experts connected to the Dutch 
nationalities of two authors. Given the limited time frame of this research, this smoothened the 
process of approaching and arranging interviews with experts in the relatively complex PP 
sector.  

During the preparation for the interviews, the researchers designed themes and questions that 
were used as guidance throughout the semi-structured interviews. The defined themes and open 
interview questions, displayed in Appendix B, enabled comparison of the data while taking into 
account perspectives, opinions and experiences (Savin-Baden and Major 2013). Since literature 
showed that the effect of public-private cooperation on takin gup SEC is mainly present during 
the phases prior to the evaluation phase of the PP process, the themes and questions of the 
interviews were directed towards these phases.  

The use of semi-structured interviews was chosen to allow researchers to ask for clarification, 
probing and/or follow-up questions regarding the experiences of experts with public-private 
cooperation during PP processes (Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill 2009). Since some interviews 
were conducted with two interviewees and multiple interviewers, the flexible approach of semi-
structured interviewing appeared to be highly useful for capturing nuance in answers of 
interviewees.  

During this stage ethical aspects were taken into account through treating interviewees and 
participants with full transparency and respect. Although, no formal ethics approval was 
conducted regarding the used methods and techniques, the responses of interviewees were 
displayed anonymously and verified with a request for approval of use. 

2.3 Analysis of empirical data  

In order to conduct an analysis of the data that was collected through the interviews, the seven 
semi-structured interviews were divided among the researchers for transcription. Subsequently, 
the transcriptions were coded by two of the three researchers to decrease interpretation bias 
(Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill 2009). Since the research mainly focuses on the answers 
regarding the perspectives, experiences and opinions of the interviewees, the content was 
transcribed without interpretation of tone, pace and body language. After the transcription 
phase, the transcribed interview was shared with the interviewee with a request for approval 
and (needed) clarification to improve the accuracy of the shared information. The reason for 
this approach was to increase transparency towards participants and validity of the 
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transcriptions. After reviewing, all interviewees approved the transcription for use during the 
study. 

Coding 

The first step of the coding process, as shown in Figure 3, included a priori codes. The A priori 
codes were based on a list that was developed from findings in literature and the official 
European public procurement guidelines. First, the transcriptions were divided into meaningful 
segments and subsequently linked to the a priori codes. This, so called, ‘template method’ 
enabled to structure and conceptualise the collected data in a systematic and meaningful way 
(Van Aken, Berends, and Van Der Bij 2007). Furthermore, to enlarge 
scope of data analysis, the list of codes was enlarged with inductive 
codes that emerged from the data itself (Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill 
2009). Alignment in the way of coding was created through collective 
coding of the first two interviews by all three team members. After the 
codification the codes were discussed and compared that created a 
shared model to interpret and analyse the data. The rest of the 
transcribed interviews were coded by two of the three researchers to 
decrease a subjectivity bias of the data.  

After establishing the first coding structure, axial coding was applied to verify that all data was 
covered by the defined codes through merging, separating and/or deleting codes. This process 
was done through discussion of the codes until agreement was reached. The result of this 
process was an overview and description of main categories and their corresponding sub 
categories that could be interpreted by selective coding (Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill 2009). 
The final themes and codes were defined when these could be derived from more than three 
interviews. The result of the selective coding process was a coding structure based on 116 codes 
and sub codes, the final list of the coding structure can be found in Appendix C. 

Interpretation of the selective coding process was conducted through defining and structuring 
interrelationships between the coded data. Later, these findings were triangulated with the 
findings from the literature study. This process showed patterns and structures regarding 
cooperation during the procurement process. Furthermore, it allowed the researchers to link 
experiences of interviewees to literature findings. At last, it provided the opportunity to 
formulate answers to the research questions. 

2.4 Design of the Support for Strategic Sustainable 
Procurement 

To build a design that offers strategic support for the CA the design phase focussed on 
producing a practical and applicable design for approaching and leveraging public-private 
cooperation within PP processes (Broman and Robèrt 2017). Since the nature of the outcomes 
and direction of the results could not be determined at the start of the research, a specific 
framework for the design was selected after the results were fully established. Therefore, the 
specific design approach is further described in chapter 3.6. 

The design of the Support for Strategic Sustainable Procurement (SSSP) is based on the main 
findings from data that were considered important for approaching and using public-private 
cooperation. After analysis of the data, the researchers selected a design framework that was 
allowed to convert the findings into a design of the SSSP. This selection process consisted of 

Figure 3: Overview of the 
coding structure 

a priori codes 

identify fragments

open coding

axial coding

selective coding
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two iterative half-day sessions. During these sessions, the researches first collectively 
interpreted and discussed the main findings in a sense-making session. Afterwards, multiple 
brainstorming sessions followed to categorise and cluster the data. The iterative approach 
allowed the researchers to carefully select a suitable design approach based on the findings 
regarding the need of the CA to use public-private cooperation to take up SEC in PP processes.  

2.5 Evaluation of the design of the SSSP 

The last stage of the research aimed to enhance the applicability and usability of the design of 
the SSSP through evaluation. However, due to time constraints, this phase remained limited to 
only evaluation of the design of the SSSP. Therefore, the design of the SSSP was send by email 
to three experts, shown in table 4, that fulfilled the following requirements:  

- Be professionally involved in the design and facilitation of SPP procedures 
- Be knowledgeable with sustainability definitions 
- Have experience with cooperation during the procurement procedures  

Participant		 Role	and	expertise	 Language	
1	 Public	procurement	intermediate,	expert/advisor/facilitator	 English	
2	 Public	procurement	intermediate,	expert/advisor/facilitator	 English	
3	 Academic	researcher	on	SPP	design	and	facilitation	 English	

Table 4: Overview of the participants that provided feedback, the language, and the corresponding roles and 
expertise of the interviewees.  

The participants were asked for feedback based on general agreement, disagreement, comments 
or recommendations regarding all of the elements of the design of the SSSP.  

The feedback of the participants was collected, analysed and presented section 3.7. The 
feedback enriched the amount and the quality of the prescriptive data. Therefore, the researchers 
were able to refine the design of the SSSP and incorporate more nuance in the discussion 
regarding the contribution of the design of the SSSP in chapter 4.  
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2.6 Quality of the research 

For the quality assessment of this research, the model of trustworthiness of qualitative research 
was adopted (Lincoln and Guba (1985). This model describes four criteria of trustworthiness 
that were used to ensure the quality of research as explained in table 5 below.  

Criteria:	 Truth–value	(credibility)	
Definition	 Justification (Why?)	 Strategies (How?)	
Similar to internal validity in 
quantitative research. Is the 
element that allows others to 
recognize the experiences 
contained within the study 
through the interpretation of 
participants’ experiences. In 
other words, how the research 
findings match reality.  

To clearly and accurately 
presents participants’ 
perspectives, avoiding 
methodological bias during the 
review process of the individual 
transcripts, while looking for 
similarities within and across 
study participants. 

Returning to some of the participants 
from whom data were generated to 
ensure that the interpretations of the 
research team are recognized by the 
participants as accurate 
representations of their experiences. 

Criteria: Applicability (transferability)	
Definition	 Justification (Why?)	 Strategies (How?)	
Equivalent to external validity in 
qualitative research. The ability 
to transfer research findings or 
methods from one group to 
another or to other contexts or 
with other subjects/participants. 

To produce information that can 
be shared and applied beyond the 
study settings. 

Provide a dense description of the 
participants and the methods.  

Provide detailed description of the 
scope, limitations and boundaries of 
the study. 

Criteria: Consistency (dependability)	
Definition	 Justification (Why?)	 Strategies (How?)	
Related to reliability in 
quantitative terms. It occurs 
when another researcher can 
follow the decision trail used 
and obtain similar results and 
conclusions. 

To be as transparent and clear 
about the methods, purpose of the 
study and findings as possible. 

Creating a clear and relevant audit 
trail of the research, which includes: 
Describing the specific purpose of the 
study.  
Establishing how and why the 
participants were selected. 
Describing how the data were 
collected. 
Explaining how the data were 
transformed for analysis.  
Explaining the presentation of the 
research findings. 

Criteria: Neutrality (confirmability)	
Definition	 Justification (Why?)	 Strategies (How?)	

Similar to objectivity in 
quantitative terms. The ability to 
identify how own 
preconceptions affect the 
research. It occurs when 
credibility, transferability, and 
dependability have been 
established. 

To avoid that methodological 
biases, personal feelings and 
insights influence the results and 
conclusions of the study. 

Making a conscious effort to follow, 
rather than lead, the direction of the 
interviews by asking the participants 
for clarification of definitions, slang 
words and metaphors. 

Writing down or audio-taping, after 
each interview, notes regarding 
personal feelings, biases, and 
insights. 

 Table 5: Overview of the quality criteria 
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3 Results 

This chapter shows a structured overview of the results of this research according to the research 
questions. The results are presented descriptively through a summary of the findings, followed 
by a complete description of the findings from the literature study and the empirical results. 
After addressing the results in the sections 3.1 to 3.4, section 3.5 offers an overview of the main 
findings through summarising the literature and empirical results. Subsequently, the main 
findings are used in section 3.5 to create the design of the Support for Strategic Sustainable 
Procurement (SSSP). To clarify the main findings that will be incorporated in the design, 
various concepts and terminologies are highlighted in bold text throughout the result chapter. 
At last, the feedback on the design of the SSSP is presented in section 3.7. 

3.1 RQ1: Best practices of cooperation for SEC/SPP 

The main results presented in Table 6, aim to provide answers to the first research question: 
What do current best practices of public-private cooperation show with regards to taking up 
sustainable evaluation criteria in sustainable public procurement? 

Main	empirical	findings	 Main	literature	findings	
Best practices of public-private cooperation: 

- Promote shared understanding through 
interaction 
- Provide understanding of the need of the CA that 
should be fulfilled by suppliers 
- Avoid conflicting interest later in the PP process 
- Clarify the definition of sustainability related 
aspects 

Promotion of best practices of public-private 
cooperation for SPP: 
- Encourages the uptake for SEC. 
- Enhances cooperation with external stakeholders 
and transdisciplinary collaboration. 

- SPP requires multi-stakeholder perspective 
and public-private cooperation 
- Public-private cooperation facilitates larger 
access to resources and increase transparency 
and legitimacy  
- Public-private cooperation is approached 
early in the PP process.  

Table 6: Overview of the main results of this section, as divided by the empirical and literature findings. 

3.1.1 Literature findings 

As mentioned in the introduction, cooperation between the CA and suppliers could help 
overcoming the various barriers that procurers experience in taking up SEC in tenders (Uttam 
and Le Lann Roos 2015). To detect opportunities for the CA to enhance public-private 
cooperation, understanding of different elements that define current public-private cooperation 
practices within the PP process is needed. Therefore, the following sections will elaborate on 
the role of public-private cooperation to solve the sustainability challenge, applying SPP and 
taking up SEC.  
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The role of public-private cooperation to solve the sustainability challenge 

The introduction briefly noted that solving the global sustainability challenge demands 
cooperation between various knowledge fields and disciplines. According to multiple 
researchers, cooperation could help to unravel the various aspects that define the complex, 
interdisciplinary character of the challenge (Capra and Luisi 2014; Broman and Robèrt 2015; 
Linnenluecke et al. 2017). Similarly, Linnenluecke et al. (2017) states that creation and 
planning of sustainable action plans demands multiple approaches, perspectives, concepts and 
real-life contexts (i.e the planetary boundaries, definition of sustainability or the expected 
consequences for multiple stakeholders). Linking these findings to the context of this research, 
Morgan, Pullon, and McKinlay (2015) suggest that public-private cooperation allows the 
creation of interaction between individuals from diverse backgrounds, with distinctive 
professional cultures and represent different organisations and/or sectors. Building on these 
findings, research of Linnenluecke et al. (2017) shows that interaction during public-private 
cooperation could support collaborative planning used as means to create and plan joint actions 
towards ecological and social sustainable solutions.  

Public-private cooperation within the context of SPP has, besides addressing the complexity of 
the sustainability challenge, the potential to facilitate larger access to resources. Furthermore, 
it could increase transparency and legitimacy that together lead to acceptance and support 
between stakeholders for the uptake of SEC during the procurement process (Arts and Faith-
Ell 2012). 

Since the actual result of SPP is established through the uptake of SEC in the evaluation of 
tenders, the challenge for the CA appears be the collection of needed knowledge regarding the 
procurement subject/need (Price Waterhouse Coopers 2015). Another challenge that addresses 
the complexity of sustainability during the PP process entails the establishment of a shared 
vision of the sustainable outcome (Broman and Robèrt 2015). Witjes and Lozano (2016) 
suggest to approach the complexity of sustainability effectively by initiating public-private 
cooperation during the early stages of the PP process.  

3.1.2    Empirical findings 

Six interviews stated that communication (dialogue) could help to enhance the 
understanding of the CA need that should be fulfilled by suppliers (Interview 2,3,4,5,6,7). The 
importance of increasing understanding of the need to integrate sustainability in the 
organisation and the PP process was explained by one of the participants through emphasising 
that “we need to understand how the environment works and how the sustainability issues really 
occur” (Interview 6). A current challenge to taking up SEC, appeared to be the lack of clear 
direction, as stated in Interview 4: “…everyone develops sustainable plans on his/ her own 
island. There is not 1 direction that is chosen…”. Other participants enforced this viewpoint by 
stating that everyone wants to contribute to sustainability, but it’s not made feasible. According 
to a participant with an intermediary role during the procurement process, this could be solved 
through dialogue. She described that “…dialogue is crucial, if you want to procure something 
that goes beyond the standard thing. You need to have the dialogue to really put the bar higher 
than what is happening now…” (Interview 3). Also, Interview 7 mentioned the benefit of of 
dialogue to decrease the conflicting interest on organisational level.  

The different sustainability policies, objectives, goals or key points of the CA were identified 
as important topics of discussion to focus on when interaction space is available. Five of the 
seven conducted interviews showed that the, definition of sustainability related aspects was 
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explicitly important to create a dialogue around sustainability (Interview 1,2,4,6,7). In 
Interview 7 the participant elaborated on the need for particular definition of sustainability by 
the CA saying: “In our policy of the province we have some key points that we want to achieve… 
one thing is social return, circular economy, CO2 reduction goals, among others… All of it is 
sustainability I think…”. Similarly, in Interview 1, was stated that “we (the CA) have a certain 
definition of sustainability but maybe they (Suppliers) have a definition that’s different than 
ours…”. Also, Interview 4 states the regularly missing of a standardized approach for 
sustainability definitions and processes. Therefore, the participant emphasises the need to 
include the sustainable planning as main discussion point in a possible interaction approach. 
Finally, the statement provided by the participant of Interview 4 supports strongly the 
importance of having the definition of sustainability as a dialogue topic by stating: “well as 
procurement service, you need to establish what sustainability is. That is something that needs 
to be established in criteria beforehand. Otherwise the market will create this definition for the 
procurers…”. 

Various participants (Interview 1,2,4,6,7) described that communication encourages the 
uptake for SEC when sustainability is promoted properly throughout the organisation. The 
following example from Interview 5 shows the experience of the CA regarding the efforts to 
motivate employees for sustainability throughout the organisation and how it influenced the 
approach to design the procedures: 

“Sustainability was promoted everywhere… We are going to implement everything that 
appears to be effective in the other parts of our area within the province… we want to share 
our knowledge that we gain from this experience with other controllers to start the 
catalyser. We involve the entrepreneurs and residents of the province in our way of 
thinking…” 

Also, the use of SPP allowed for sharing of best practices about how the uptake of SEC could 
be done. Also, in Interview 5 the role of communication and knowledge transfer was 
described through the following example:  

“…we also promote, propagate, share knowledge the change that we initiate… Making 
people more conscious that we’re working on a structural change and that we need a 
different mindset to think about out use of resources, saving, sustainability…” 
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3.2 RQ2: Important elements for cooperation 

The findings in  Table 7 present the various elements that could provide answers to the research 
question 2: What elements are important for public-private cooperation to address the 
complexity that accompanies the sustainability component of sustainable public procurement?  

Main empirical findings Main literature findings 
- Attitude and behaviour 
- Transparency 
- Trust 
- Transdisciplinary collaboration 
- Vulnerability 

 

- Mindset, behaviour, the cultural environment and attitude 
of all parties involved 

- Understanding and insight 
- An atmosphere of mutual respect, trust and support 
- Positive group dynamics 
- Individual connection between parties 
- Commitment of all parties involved 
- Mutual understanding and trust 

Table 7: overview of the main results of this section, as divided by the empirical and literature findings. 

3.2.1 Literature findings 

The possibility to change from the conventional routinised procuring behaviour to SPP depends 
on the intention, skills, knowledge and the internal motivation of the CA to apply SPP (Grandia 
2016). Furthermore, Wals and Schwarzin (2012) state the need for 1) a collective mind shift 
among the CA and the suppliers and, 2) changing behaviour towards an action oriented attitude 
of the CA when changing PP to SPP. These elements could be supported through the creation 
of understanding and insight (Ibid). Increasing understanding and insight could, according to 
Prior, Keränen, and Koskela (2018), be stimulated through knowledge exchange during public-
private cooperation. However, since the nature of knowledge exchange processes are  
dependent on individuals, the cutural environment and attitude of the CA is important (Prior, 
Keränen, and Koskela 2018). 

According to Wals and Schwarzin (2012), creating an atmosphere of mutual respect, trust and 
support could contribute to the cultural environment by stimulating positive group dynamics. 
Furthermore, (Garbie 2015; Chou, Chen, and Conley 2012) state that critical values that 
influence the cultural environment are awareness of sustainability and the attitude that 
participants bring to the process. As mentioned earlier, the involved individuals in public-
private cooperation determine the degree of knowledge exchange. Therefore, the displayed 
attitude and group dynamics during public-private cooperation in SPP processes appears to be 
important for the use of knowledge and tools needed to establish SEC for evaluating of tenders.  

Another element that positively influences the public-private cooperation is the degree of group 
cohesion, defined as the connection between of involved parties and their commitment to a 
shared goal; also, group cohesion could be strengthen through open dialogue and positive 
relationships (Cant, Van Heerden, and Ngambi 2010). According to Seijts and Gandz (2018). 
To allow open dialogue, participants need the ability to listen and engage in discourses that are 
fundamentally different from their own. The benefit of these activities also entails, as stated by 
Wals and Schwarzin (2012), enhancement of mutual understanding, trust and stimulating the 
participants to put their judgement and emotional or automatic reaction on hold, only relevant 
reactions that contribute to the dialogue and move from ‘but and or’ to ‘yes, and’ thinking style 
(Ibid). 
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3.2.2 Empirical findings 

All 10 participants agreed that cooperation with external stakeholders is a key component of 
best practices of SPP. Most of them emphasised the enhanced shared understanding through 
the different point of views that are brought in the PP process as an effect of direct 
communication and cooperation (Interview 1,3,4,5,6,7). Besides shared understanding between 
parties, participants specifically addressed the value of cooperation for increasing knowledge 
that could be used during the project (Interview 2,4,5,7). Furthermore, public-private 
cooperation was considered as enabler to decrease the lack of trust between the involved parties 
(Interview 1,3,4,5,7). To increase the chance on these outcomes, a participant from Interview 4 
stated that the CA “…needs to know the market... Where are you going to focus on and how 
will you choose the criteria to select a supplier...”. Furthermore, acknowledging the need for 
knowledge and showing effort to interact could indicate the willingness to cooperate which 
appeared as very important according to participants: 

“I think a prerequisite to just develop towards a sustainable society is to be very 
transparent…” (Interview 6) 

All participants reported transparency and trust to be essential elements of the CA attitude 
when interacting with the market parties. Participants elaborated on how to enable trust amongst 
the involved parties through dialogue:  

“By having all the parties completely open up. It is all about talk, talk and talk… and put 
the dialogue in such a way that the distrust is no longer on the table.” (Interview 3) 

“That is the most important thing. First establish trust before people are able to open up. 
This could be done to be show vulnerability… In the end you need to give trust to the market. 
Give them the freedom to design solutions…” (Interview 4) 

“During the dialogues I can see what is important for the suppliers and they can see what 
is important to me as a procurer, as a buyer… and we can talk about it and that gives a 
little bit of trust…” (Interview 7) 

Also, during Interview 3, the participant shared that trust is built during dialogue. Interview 5 
describes that transparency enhances understanding by being able to openly speak to each 
other. With regards to transparency during public-private cooperation, vulnerability appears to 
be a needed skill for the CA. During Interview 3 multiple examples of vulnerability were given 
to explain that transparency and openness starts from the procurer’s side:  

“You are not the expert about this stuff that you are buying, so if you can be vulnerable and 
can say ok I don’t know how it works but I do know what I want … then you can put that on 
the table and start from there…” 

“Maybe the first step for the procurer is to say hey, I want to make this in a different way 
and I need help to do so… I know I cannot do this by myself…” 
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3.3 RQ3: Strategic role of the contracting authority 

The following section will elaborate on the findings showed in Table 8 below, furthermore, it 
aims to provide answers to the following research question How could the contracting authority 
strategically approach and use public-private cooperation to stimulate taking up sustainable 
evaluation criteria?  

Main	empirical	findings	 Main	literature	findings	
- Through initiation of leadership by the CA 
- Through a facilitative role of the CA during the PP process 
- Cooperation from the CA’s side 
- Alignment of SPP with the management their interest. 
- Identification of the need for external expertise 
- Defining the requirements and criteria for the contract, and 
who should be involved in the PP procedure 
- offering a clear description of the contract its functional 
need  
- Through creation of a shared understanding of the vision of 
the contract 
- Defining the requirements and SEC according to the 
specific PP project 

- Focus on leadership that aim 
towards connection and a shared 
goal 
- Facilitation of open dialogue and 
focus on developing positive 
relationships 
- Appoint a facilitator that is 
responsible for guiding, mediating 
and keeping overview 

 

Table 8: overview of the main results of this section, as divided by the empirical and literature findings. 

3.3.1 Literature findings 

Analysis of literature enabled to extract two main roles that the CA could take on that would 
support strategically approaching and using public-private cooperation. First, as described by 
Cant, Van Heerden, and Ngambi (2010), the leadership role could guide the public-private 
cooperation approach to move towards SPP, through getting advantage of the earlier described 
dependence on the intention, skills, knowledge and internal motivation of the CA to apply SPP 
(Grandia 2016). In that sense, the attitude of the individuals during the public-private 
cooperation, the knowledge exchange that is needed for understanding and the insights that 
supports the shift towards SPP (Garbie 2015; Chou, Chen, and Conley 2012; Wals and 
Schwarzin 2012), could benefit from the leadership role of the CA. 

As stated in 3.2.1, individual connection between parties could be positively influenced by open 
dialogue (Seijts and Gandz 2018). Studying the research of Wals and Schwarzin (2012) allowed 
to derive the second strategic role for the CA, facilitating the public-private cooperation spaces. 
The facilitating role appeared to entail guiding, mediating, and keeping overview during public-
private cooperation. Furthermore, the facilitative role that the CA take on could stimulate 
mutual understanding and insight through open dialogue. This could, as stated earlier, support  
mindshifts and changing routined behaviour during the PP process towards SPP (Prior, 
Keränen, and Koskela 2018; Wals and Schwarzin 2012). Wals and Schwarzin (2012) emphasise 
that the role of the facilitation is mainly to create space for reflection about the knowledge and 
responses that are shared by the different parties. In sum, literature shows that the elements for 
open dialogue stated in section 3.2.1. and slowing down the conversation to promote a calm 
atmosphere could highly contribute to obtain the desired outcomes from public-private 
cooperation moments (Ibid). 
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3.3.2 Empirical findings 

The attitude of the CA with regards to the communication and cooperation approach was 
discussed in all 7 interviews. The gathered data showed that the main responsibility of the CA 
is to lead (initiate) and facilitate the moments of interaction in such a way that it enables 
sustainability to be the main topic of the conversations. All the participants also mentioned the 
importance of leadership by the contracting authority. Five of the seven interviews noted the 
influential function of PP on market developments, including sustainability Furthermore they 
mentioned that initiative from the procurer’s side is needed in order to accomplish sustainable 
outcomes. The participant of Interview 4 stated: “It's the public side that is also raising the 
market in that sense. If the government doesn't put sustainability on the agenda the market 
wouldn't have transitioned this quickly. And through procurement you do see that the 
government is influencing the market…”. Furthermore, in Interview 5 the necessity to lead 
others in the transition to sustainability was explained: “We want to go to a chain collaboration 
with government, market and society, and that every part has its own responsibility...”.  

According to the procuring perspective of participant of Interview 5, there should be 
involvement of different areas and departments from the CA to include the desired expertise 
and different: “It is important that everyone is involved due to their own area of expertise where 
they work from...”. In a similar but more specific way, during Interview 1 was stated clearly 
that the budget holders should be responsible for how they contribute to sustainability. Similar 
results regarding the importance of budget holder’s responsibility were mentioned in Interview 
6. Furthermore, Interview 3 emphasised specifically the inclusion of the legal party to increase 
the internal knowledge about procuring sustainably since the legal department needs to take 
these sustainability considerations into account when calculating risks.  

Later on, three of the participants explicitly stated that strong leadership with regards to SPP is 
often triggered when sustainability is in line with the top management’s interest. Participant 
of Interview 4 acknowledges that determination of the board is needed when striving for 
sustainability. Interview 5 specified this by explaining that the board had to set the goals and 
policy. Also, the participant of Interview 2 confirmed that the direction of top management was 
the trigger for a successful tender with regards to sustainability: “Our CEO was personally 
motivated by sustainability… the leaders of the business were driven by sustainability…”. 
Likewise, during Interview 7 was stated that the head of the department was becoming 
responsible to include the sustainability policies through all contracts.  

According to the experiences and stories of the participants, identifying the necessity for 
external expertise is needed in some specific cases. An example of this was mentioned by 
participants of Interview 5: “...That internally we, the legal and purchasing department, didn’t 
have the qualifications to guide this. So, we attracted an external chairman/mentor who was 
experienced with this and wanted to share her/ his knowledge with us…”. During the same 
interview was also suggested to hire an external professional for the facilitation of the process.  

Regarding the facilitative role of the CA, some interviews stated that correct facilitation of the 
dialogue (interaction) by the CA provides trust and transparency; as stated in Interview 7: 
“During the dialogues I can see what is important for the suppliers and they can see what is 
important to me as a procurer, as a buyer… and we can talk about it and that gives a little bit 
of trust...”. Participant of Interview 5 explains the attitude that the facilitator adopted in 
successful SPP projects: “The method we use is mainly saying that we want to facilitate the 
dialogue and creating an optimal bidding. So, ask us how we can help you, because we need 
the best possible bid to answer to our goals. And that was our attitude...”. During the same 
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Interview, was explained that the CA was responsible for facilitating the whole procurement 
process and that an active facilitating role could help the understanding of the SEC and the 
mutual willingness to work together.  

Five interviews (Interview 1,3,2,5,6) show explicit statements regarding the different 
definitions of the contract’s need, requirements and criteria. This topic emerged as another 
element to have in mind during a dialogue between the involved parties in SPP processes. In 
Interviews 1, 2 and 5, the participants commented on how functionality is currently becoming 
a more common way to ask questions to the market when requesting to fulfil a specific need. 
Participants of Interviews 1 and 2, suggested that the CA should ask parties to come up with 
ideas and solutions instead of specific conditions. Also, Interview 5 described that they only 
focussed on the ultimate goals of the contract without focussing on the means to get there.  

Participants’ experiences showed the importance of trying to identify the functionality approach 
behind the technical solution. In Interview 3 was explicitly stated that the CA definition of 
needs should be based on a functional definition, instead of the conventional technical 
method. Also, clear leadership towards the vision of the contract appeared an essential 
responsibility of the CA during the interviews. In Interview 1 was stated that “…show them 
what way you’re going. Then, after that meeting you have those several meetings with this 
information notice where they have several moments to ask questions...”. Some participants 
highlighted that understanding of the need of the procurer and the external stakeholders 
(Interview 1,5,6), understanding of the intended result and how to establish this (Interview 
4,5,7) contributed the most to the uptake of sustainable evaluation criteria.  

Lastly, four of the interviews addressed how to create, define and measure the specific 
requirements and sustainable evaluation criteria for a specific procurement process, as 
crucial point for the role of the CA (Interviews 1,2,6,7). In Interviews 2, 6 and 7 different 
methods to create and define requirements and sustainable evaluation criteria were mentioned:  

“We developed the criteria specifically, but compliant to our standards from the CSR 
department (Company-supplier-guideline)” (Interview 2) 

“So, if we have an assignment to put into the market, we always look what key points can 
we achieve in this… or what specific sustainable outcomes can we get with this particular 
procurement process, in this market” (Interview 7) 

“For example, we are actually now requiring from our suppliers to be transparent on the 
environmental issues from cradle to grave; which is totally new for them. They have to 
share with us what they’re doing” (Interview 6) 

Lastly, participants of Interviews 1 and 2 acknowledged that there are challenges to be faced 
when creating very specific requirements and SEC. Specifically, during Interview 1, the 
participant elaborated on how measurement of the evaluation criteria is a main challenge 
because “at the moment a lot of people actually don’t really know what something is worth. It’s 
hard to decide what something is worth”. Furthermore, in Interview 2 was stated that: “After 
the awarding of contract, you´re not allowed to change the tender procedure, the requirements 
or the criteria. Changes need to be done through initiating a new procedure”. Nevertheless, the 
solution to overcome these challenges was not explicitly given. 
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3.4 RQ4: Strategic integration of cooperation  

The results shown in this section, summarised in Table 9 below, aim to provide support for 
answering the fourth research question: How can important elements of public-private 
cooperation be strategically integrated in the official phases of the public procurement process 
to stimulate taking up sustainable evaluation criteria?    

Main	empirical	findings	 Main	literature	findings	
- By strategic use of “level playing field” 
- Establishment of the ground rules and 
strategies 
- Designing and applying the right strategies 
- Through Pre-tendering interaction 
- Through Market consultation 
- Through Plenary meetings 
- Through other ways of dialogue/interaction 

- Using strategies that cope with the complexity of 
sustainability. 
- Aligning the needs of the CA and future suppliers 
during the preparation phase of tenders 
- Strategic planning to facilitate important elements 
of public-private cooperation 
- Initiate public-private cooperation already during 
(or before) the early stages of the process 

Table 9: overview of the main results of this section, as divided by the empirical and literature findings. 

3.4.1 Literature findings 

As stated in previous sections, an important aspect of integrating sustainability in PP processes 
is collecting the needed knowledge regarding the procurement need and establish a shared goal 
of the sustainable outcome. This issue could be addressed early in the process by establishing 
strategies to cope with the complexity that accompanies the sustainability component of SPP. 
This could bring the needs of the CA and the candidates together during the preparation phase 
(Obwegeser and Müller 2018; Witjes and Lozano 2016).  

According to Witjes and Lozano (2016), the complexity that accompanies the sustainability 
challenge demands public-private cooperation during the early stages of the PP process. It is 
also shown that the space prior to the publication of the tender request (see Figure 2: typical 
public procurement stages – page 4) is the most flexible and effective to interact with the market 
(Price Waterhouse Coopers 2015). This pre-tendering space can be used to define the need that 
has to be fulfilled by a possible supplier. Within this stage, public-private cooperation could be 
used to reflect on the defined need and enable refining  (European Commission 2018). Then, 
during the analysing the market sub-phase, it facilitates exploring the possibilities of the market 
to fulfil the need of the CA. Within this sub-phase, using cooperation with the market helps to 
refine specifications that are chosen for the contract towards what the market has to offer. 
Therefore, the chance on getting the best value for money solution increases, since there is a 
larger possibility that candidates submit a fulfilling bid (Ibid). The market analysis could be 
done in two ways, either market research that collects data from the internet, mail and phone 
contact; or preliminary market consultation that collects the information through interviews 
and workshops with relevant market stakeholders (Ibid). The latter, stimulates possible 
suppliers to share their knowledge and ideas for solutions to fulfil the procured need. Also, it 
increases transparency, that could be seen as a token of trust in their expertise, respect for their 
input and intention for cooperation. According to Wals and Schwarzin (2012), these 
components have a positive influence on relationships which could enhance collaboration for a 
shared vision of sustainable outcomes (Cant, Van Heerden, and Ngambi 2010).  

Strategic planning to design public-private cooperation guidelines 
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Strategic planning is commonly used to set priorities, focus energy and resources, strengthen 
operations, ensure that stakeholders are working toward common goals, establish agreement 
around intended outcomes/results, assess and adjust the direction of a particular project in 
response to a changing environment (Bryson 2015). Furthermore, strategic planning can be 
defined as a deliberative, disciplined approach to producing fundamental decisions and actions 
that shape and guide what an organisation is and does (Ibid).  

To achieve the functional implementation of SPP, strategic planning could help to facilitate 
communication and participation and foster cooperation (Bryson 2015; Waldron et al. 2008). 
Research also emphasises the positive contribution of public-private cooperation to taking up 
SPP. However, it does not show how to strategically approach it (Lenferink et al 2013; Price 
Waterhouse Coopers 2015; Uttam and Le Lann Roos 2015). In that sense, enhancing the 
behavioural characteristics of collaboration across disciplines, sectors, regions, could aid 
(public and private) organisations to understand and locate themselves within the context of the 
global sustainability challenge. Broman and Robért (2017) refer to this approach as a systems 
perspective that focuses on the interrelationships between the organisations and their 
environment. Furthermore, the research of Broman and Robért (2017) provides a strategic 
approach to stimulate a shared understanding of sustainability through the Framework for 
Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD). The FSSD provides involved parties in the 
planning process with a framework to co-create sustainable upstream solutions into action plans 
for the transition to a sustainable society through an ABCD procedure(Ibid.). The four step 
procedure facilitates creative co-creation of strategic transitions and strategic planning through 
‘backcasting’ from a co-defined vision of success (Broman and Robèrt 2017; Robèrt 2000).  

3.4.2 Empirical findings 

In first place, having the same level of awareness and knowledge, a so called “level playing 
field”, should be achieved when interacting with the market. Besides being a prerequisite, stated 
by the official procurement acts, it can simultaneously be used to leverage the communication 
by starting with a well-planned plenary meeting. The achievement of the “level playing field”, 
during Interview 5 was suggested through communicating as open as possible and deliver all 
the information to all parties involved.  

On the other hand, the main element that emerged regarding leverage points during public-
private cooperation was how the dialogue is going to take place and what ground rules and 
strategies need to be developed to conduct the interaction approach. Specific characteristics 
of the dialogue process were commented in relation to the particular experiences of the different 
practitioners. In Interviews 1, 3 and 5 details regarding specific situations and contexts were 
given to illustrate the diversity of the interaction process itself. Participants of Interview 1 
described that they imitate the negotiation procedure to have discussions about KPI’s and 
overall performance and collaboration. This was mentioned as a way to create a possible 
platform to discuss sustainability. During Interview 3, the hard and soft criteria of contracts 
were mentioned to be used to guide the dialogue.  

Also, how to address specific challenges during the whole procurement procedure and the 
dialogue process itself, was addressed in 4 of the 7 Interviews. The participants focussed on 
transparency and openness as the most important attitudes or skills to overcome the most 
common challenges during a PP procedure and/or a dialogue process. A trusting attitude seems 
to be most valuable, as stated in Interviews 4 and 6:  



 

  24   

 

“In the end you need to give trust to the market. Give them the freedom to design solutions. 
Establish a contract that is feasible for both parties” (Interview 4) 

“We have to promise for example that we are keeping it secretly (Information shared during 
interaction sessions)” (Interview 6) 

Finally, “Select a supplier that has the same vision, policy and mindset as the CA has. If you 
collaborate with a company that has the same mindset as you have, you don´t have to write 
everything down…” (Interview 2) indicates the need to find a common mind set and a shared 
vision of success to avoid unnecessary risks and barriers. Also, it could enable to have a smooth 
and more sustainable procurement process, by increasing understanding and trust. 

Phases during the procurement process  

During different interviews, the participants elaborated on both legal and voluntary possible 
interaction approaches within the different stages of PP. At least half of the participants 
explicitly described that they experienced the pre-tendering interaction with market as the 
best way to initiate public-private cooperation and mutual understanding. During Interview 6, 
was stated that “the market consultation is a beneficial mean to translate the needs into 
realistic criteria and to understand the market”; in Interview 4 was described that “…the 
market consultation provides the opportunity to have discussions about the KPI’s of 
contracts…”. The participant from Interview 1 described market consultation as space that 
“…it’s not clouded by project incentives and project discussions etc…”. In 3 of the 7 interviews 
was stated that most procurement procedures are bound by plenary meetings. Furthermore, 
Interview 2 mentioned the main purpose of the interaction space as “where tenderers were able 
to ask questions and open consultation”. Specifically, in Interview 1 the participant elaborated 
on what is discussed in the interaction space and who should be involved: 

“Discuss about the goals you have with the market parties, and then build it in, and build 
it in a method that you know that everybody is first going towards the same direction…” 

Lastly, a topic that emerged during the interviews was related to other ways of 
dialogue/interaction that may take place within the different stages of public procurement 
procedures. Throughout Interview 1 this issue was addressed by stating: 

“What you often see is that we imitate the negotiation procedure, we have this initial offer, 
negotiations and then the best and final offer…” 

“Then, after that meeting you have those several meetings with this information notice 
where they have several moments to ask questions. And then we have the negation 
discussion, the talk, real life meeting with the people to talk about their initial offer…” 

3.5 Summary of descriptive results  

This section shows the relationships between the findings from literature review and empirical 
data. Furthermore, possible elements for the design of Support for Strategic Sustainable 
Procurement are identified to leverage public-private cooperation during PP process. The 
findings are shown according to the research questions.  
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3.5.1 RQ 1: Best practices of public-private cooperation for 
SEC/SPP 

This section summarises the results that could provide answers to research question 1:  

• Cooperation enhances the integration of sustainability in the procurement process through 
increasing shared understanding that contributes to achieving the contract’s intended results 
(Capra and Luisi 2014; Broman and Robèrt 2015; Linnenluecke et al. 2017) by providing a 
clear direction to plan towards (Interview 6). This clear direction refers to: 

- Understanding of the need that is being procured by the CA, i.e. the contract outcome 
(Price Waterhouse Coopers 2015) Interview 2,3,4,5,6,7); 

- Understanding of the desired means to fulfil the desired outcome as defined by the CA, 
e.g. desired standards or specific labels, guidelines or regulations (Linnenluecke et al. 
2017) (Interview 1,2,4,6,7). And; 

- Understanding of sustainability itself (Uttam and Le Lann Roos 2015) (Interview 1,4). 

Therefore, cooperation of the CA with external stakeholders is needed for successful SPP 
(Linnenluecke et al. 2017). 

• Shared understanding (goal) enhances collaborative planning. It aids the inclusion of 
multiple approaches, perspectives, definitions, concepts and real-life contexts into this 
planning process (Morgan, Pullon, and McKinlay 2015;Witjes and Lozano 2016), such as 
the different sustainability policies, objectives, goals or key points from the CA 
(Linnenluecke et al. 2017) (Interview 4).  

• A cooperative attitude is supported through the creation of understanding and insight of the 
different point of views that are brought in the process through direct communication 
(dialogue, discussion and conversation) and cooperation (Interview 2,3,4,5,6,7). Besides the 
creation of understanding, increasing knowledge is a benefit of cooperation that is 
considered as enabler to decrease the lack of trust between the involved parties within PP 
processes (Arts and Faith-Ell 2012). 

• Space for cooperation stimulates the communication and collaboration between individuals 
from diverse backgrounds, with distinctive professional cultures and represent different 
organizations and/or sectors. It promotes transdisciplinary collaboration amongst the 
different parties involved in PP processes (Linnenluecke et al. 2017; Interview 3,7). 

The elements of best practices of using public-private cooperation to take up SEC in SPP 
incorporate creating a shared understanding (goal), encouraging a cooperative attitude through 
direct communication (dialogue, discussion and conversation) and cooperation and promoting 
transdisciplinary collaboration between the involved parties during the PP process. 

3.5.2 RQ2: Important elements for cooperation 

This section summarises the results that could provide answers to research question 2: 

• Besides addressing the complexity of the sustainability challenge, public-private 
cooperation within the context of SPP also increases transparency and legitimacy that lead 
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to acceptance and support (Wals and Schwarzin 2012) between the involved parties for the 
uptake of SEC during the PP process.  

• SPP implementation needs a collective mind shift, behaviour and action-oriented attitude 
(cooperative behaviour or attitude) of both the procurer and supplier (Grandia 2016; Wals 
and Schwarzin 2012). These are important factors for successful SPP and taking up SEC in 
tenders (Prior, Keränen, and Koskela 2018) because the attitude of the participants within 
the process is critical for the application of cooperation in the context of SPP (Garbie 2015; 
Chou, Chen, and Conley 2012). 

• Trust is an essential element of the CA attitude when interacting with the market parties and 
it is established through communication (Interview 1,3,4,5,7). Moreover, initiating a space 
for cooperation by the CA can be seen as a token of support, trust and respect for the 
candidates (Wals and Schwarzin 2012). 

• Transparency is a key component within public-private cooperation that is needed to 
integrate sustainability issues in PP processes (Interview 3,4,7). It facilitates better 
understanding and trust through listening to the other (Wals and Schwarzin 2012). This 
element also improves the capabilities of the involved parties overcome the most common 
challenges and barriers that appear during a PP procedure and/or a public-private 
cooperation process (Interview 5).  

• Vulnerability is a main element for public-private cooperation. The involved parties, but 
mostly procurers, should be aware and completely honest about their level of knowledge 
(what they know and, more important, what they don’t know) with regards to the need 
specification (Interview 3). Thus, the possibility to ask questions during meetings provides 
a way to facilitate the understanding of the intended result (Interview 5). 

• Public-private cooperation spaces should focus on developing positive relationships that 
strengthens group cohesion and, therefore, enables participants to ‘hear’ and engage in 
discourses that are different from their own, to establish mutual understanding and trust 
(Wals and Schwarzin 2012) Interview 3). 

Transparency and vulnerability are essential elements of the cooperative attitude of the CA that 
facilitate trust among the involved parties within PP process. Therefore, the key (main) 
elements (trust, vulnerability and transparency),that are highly interrelated and interdependent, 
are also most important for addressing the complexity that accompanies the sustainability 
component of SPP. 

3.5.3 RQ3: Strategic role of the contracting authority 

This section summarises the results that could provide answers to research question 3: 

• The main role of the CA is mainly to lead (initiate) the moments of cooperation by 
promoting the facilitation of open dialogue and focusing on developing positive 
relationships (Seijts and Gandz 2018). The leading role of the contacting authority should 
focus on the individual connection between and commitment of all involved parties to a 
shared vision (Cant, Van Heerden, and Ngambi 2010) through stimulating the desired 
outcomes, products, services and work that contribute to sustainable development 
(Interview 4,5). 



 

  27   

 

• The function of the facilitative leadership of the CA lies on guiding, mediating, keeping the 
overview during cooperation space, in order to provide enough trust and transparency 
(Interview 5). This role stimulates the participants to put their judgement and emotional (or 
automatic reaction) on hold. Furthermore it could encourage them to only contribute to the 
dialogue when their reaction is relevant and moves from ‘but and or’ to ‘yes, and’ mind set 
(Wals and Schwarzin 2012). Such dialogues increase the understanding of the SEC and the 
mutual willingness to work together (Interview 7) that could enhance the bids. 

• Defining who should be involved in the public-private cooperation spaces is also an 
important responsibility of the CA. Especially who should carry responsibilities of the CA’s 
perspective during the procurement project needs to be completely clear. Therefore, 
different areas and departments (budget owners, legal departments, external consultants, 
professional facilitators, etc.) from the CA need to be involved. This also includes external 
parties (Interview 3,5,6) in order to incorporate the needed expertise and all the different 
levels of responsibility into the PP process. 

• Since SPP is not the standard procedure (neither the use of SEC), it is clear that it demands 
a shift with regards to traditional PP processes. The mentioned shift requires internal 
motivation, knowledge and specific skills of procurers. These need to be in line with the top 
management interests (Interview 2,4,7). The CA could enforce this component through 
focusing on creating an environment that stimulates a collaborative culture based on a 
shared goal of the public authority and change their traditional approaches towards PP 
processes (Grandia 2016; Prior, Keränen, and Koskela 2018) . 

• Defining the need of the CA must be based on a functional instead of a technical description. 
This allows to take into account multiple approaches, perspectives, definitions, concepts 
and real-life context (Interview 1,3,2,5,6). This way of definition stimulates candidates to 
share knowledge and ideas that increase the chances to get more sustainable outcomes. 

• Creating a clear and common understanding of the vision of the contract is an essential 
responsibility of the CA (Interview 1,2,6,7). In a similar way, a clear understanding of the 
need of the procurer and understanding of the intended result and how to establish this 
(Interview 4,5,7) contributed the most to the uptake of SEC. 

• Creating, defining and establishing the measurement method of the specific requirements 
and SEC is a crucial point for the role of the contacting authority (Interviews 2,6,7). A clear 
and accurate definition of the elements mentioned above increase the chances to get more 
sustainable outcomes.  

Taking on a leading and facilitating role to initiate the spaces for cooperation are the most 
appropriate strategic approaches for public-private cooperation towards sustainable outcomes 
and the uptake of SEC during PP processes. The CA must be aware of different responsibilities 
or roles in order to guarantee the success of the cooperation initiative (i.e. defining who should 
be involved in the public-private cooperation spaces, promote internal motivation, knowledge, 
development of specific skills of procurers) Furthermore aligning SPP with top management 
interests of the procuring authority and defining the need on a functional description more than 
in a technical aspect is important. Also, creating a clear and common understanding of the 
vision of the contract and the expected outcomes is shown to be crucial. Lastly, the results 
highlight the importance of creating, defining and establishing the measurement model of the 
specific requirements and SEC. 



 

  28   

 

3.5.4 RQ4: Strategic integration of cooperation 

This section summarises the results that could provide answers to research question 4: 

• Initiating public-private cooperation early in the process to define the specifications for the 
contract, shows what is important for the CA and suppliers (candidates) (Bryson 2015) 
Interview 1,4,6). Furthermore, knowing the preferences and capabilities of (possible) 
candidates, even before the PP process starts could help the CA to make the contract as 
attractive as possible for the market (Obwegeser and Müller 2018; Witjes and Lozano 
2016). 

• Although the so-called level playing field is a prerequisite for PP processes (stated in the 
official procurement acts), it can be used to leverage the communication. Therefore, it could 
stimulate the uptake of SEC (Interview 1,5). Selection of a supplier that has the same vision, 
policies and /or mindset smoothens the whole SPP process and eases the flow for both 
parties (Interview 2). This allows to take advantage of the mutual expertise, input, ideas and 
intention for cooperation (Waldron et al. 2008) Interview 1,3,5). 

• The uptake of SEC requires a multi-stakeholder perspective to enhance collaboration for a 
shared vision of the desired sustainable outcomes (Interview 1,3,5). Therefore, collecting 
the needed knowledge regarding the procurement subject/need and establish a shared vision 
of the sustainable outcome must be addressed early in the process. This could be addressed 
by creating strategies to bring the needs of the CA and the future supplier together during 
the preparation phase (Cant, Van Heerden, and Ngambi 2010) Interview 4,6). 

• The pre-tendering (before the PP process officially starts) interaction with the market is the 
most suitable moment to initiate public-private cooperation and create mutual 
understanding. Mainly because of the unclouded interaction caused by a particular project 
discussion. It appears to be a “safe” space where tenderers are able to ask questions and 
clarification (Price Waterhouse Coopers 2015) Interview 1,2,4,6). Also, it stimulates 
possible suppliers to share their knowledge, ideas and questions. This reduces the risk of 
complaints in a later stages of the PP process (European Commission 2018) Interview 1,2).  

• Market consultation is one of the most used public-private cooperation spaces. Its final goal 
is to translate the CA’s need into realistic requirements and criteria, to understand how the 
market works and what it has to offer (European Commission 2018) Interview 1,4,6). Also, 
it encourages the refining of chosen specifications for the contract towards what the market 
has to offer and the defined need from the CA through the uptake of SEC. Therefore, there 
is a larger possibility that candidates submit the best value for money sustainable solution 
and a fulfilling bid (European Commission 2018). 

• Research emphasises the positive contribution of public-private cooperation to taking up 
SPP. However, currently it is not defined how to strategically approach it (Lenferink et al 
2013; Price Waterhouse Coopers 2015; Uttam and Le Lann Roos 2015). In that sense, a 
strategic planning framework could help to facilitate communication and participation 
(Bryson 2015) and foster cooperation (Waldron et al. 2008), in order to achieve the 
functional implementation of SPP and the uptake of SEC. 

• The Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD), a framework for strategic 
planning the transition to a sustainable society (Broman and Robèrt 2017) is based on 
‘backcasting’ from a co-defined vision of success. This could enhance the behavioural 
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characteristics of collaboration across disciplines, sectors, and regions, and aiding 
organizations (public or private) in understanding and locating themselves within the 
context of the global sustainability challenge. 

Public-private cooperation could be strategically integrated early in the PP process (pre-
tendering phase) by taking advantage of market consultation opportunities. Important elements 
are encouragement of involved parties to create a multi-stakeholder perspective and achieve the 
so-called level playing field. This could enhance collaboration for a shared vision of the desired 
sustainable outcomes. Subsequently, it could stimulate the uptake of SEC. At last, a strategic 
planning framework based on ‘backcasting’ from a co-defined vision of success, could improve 
successful public-private cooperation moments, SPP implementation and stimulate the uptake 
of SEC. 

3.6 Design of Support for Strategic Sustainable 
Procurement (SSSP) 

With regards to the empirical findings of the descriptive study (literature review and interviews) 
it could be argued that public-private cooperation could enhance the uptake of SEC that is 
needed to obtain more sustainable outcomes within PP processes. However, literature showed 
that a strategic approach is not specifically defined (Lenferink et al 2013; Price Waterhouse 
Coopers 2015; Uttam and Le Lann Roos 2015). Moreover, the fulfilment of certain needs 
remains as question marks. The question marks refer specifically to the necessary strategic 
facilitation of communication and participation to foster cooperation, knowledge creation and 
transmission (Bryson 2015; Waldron et al. 2008). In summary, the main elements from findings 
that support functional implementation of SPP and the uptake of SEC.  

Analysis of literature also indicates that integrating sustainability in PP processes could benefit 
from a strategic approach towards sustainability and a systems perspective that stimulates the 
incorporation of interrelationships that the organisation has with its environment. Such systems 
perspective could be stimulated through applying the science-based Framework for Strategic 
Sustainable Development (FSSD) (Broman and Robèrt 2017). The FSSD suggests the 
application of a so called, ABCD-procedure that offers guidance to strategically co-create 
action plans and upstream solutions towards sustainable outcomes. The ABCD-procedure is 
based upon a ‘backcasting’ approach, that could allow to prioritise the solutions that tenders 
offer in a strategic way from a shared sustainable vision that is based on a functionally described 
need.  

In overview, the description of the ABCD-procedure starts by creating a shared understanding 
based on a common vision, awareness of the sustainability challenge and the ABCD-procedure 
itself (step A). Then the process continues with identifying the current context of the situation 
(step B) through the sustainability lens as defined in step A. Then, a brainstorm to list potential 
sustainable solutions takes place (step C). Lastly, based on the solution list from step C, actions 
are prioritized into an action plan (step D). When designing the proposed support, the main 
outline of this ABCD-procedure was used while considering the following insights from section 
3.5: 
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• More strategic preparation and planning, either before or early in the procurement process, 
providing the market with a;  

• Clear understanding of the contract authority’s (CA) needs, complemented by;  
• A common definition of sustainability and clarity of the means to define and measure this;  
• Co-creation of the means to achieve the shared vision (mutual understanding), guided by; 
• Facilitative leadership of the CA, and facilitation of;  
• Transdisciplinary collaboration (cooperation) 
• Trust and transparency  

When relating the empirical findings and the characteristics of and the support that the ABCD-
procedure provides, it could be argued that by applying the ABCD-procedure, the sustainability 
knowledge of the procurer and strategic approach towards the procurement process to establish 
SEC, could be enhanced. The following sections will elaborate on the rationale for the FSSD 
as guiding framework in line with the results of this research, followed by an explanation of the 
formalised application procedure of the FSSD: the ABCD-procedure. Lastly, the facilitation of 
the ABCD-procedure to generate increasing engagement, interaction and collaboration, is 
operationalised for PP in section 3.6.2.  

3.6.1 Rationale for the FSSD as design outline  

When applying the FSSD for public procurement guidance, it should theoretically possible to 
obtain the following benefits during the process:  

More clarity about the character of the sustainability challenge and the benefit of the 
procurer’s leadership and proactivity. 

The framework helps clarifying the basic causes of the sustainability challenge that usually 
result in deeper understanding of sustainability and the context of the contract. Simultaneously, 
it could provide a foundation for finding upstream solutions to the challenge. The results of this 
research display the essence of understanding, as explained in Interview 6: “We need to 
understand how the environment works and how the sustainability issues really occur in order 
to integrate sustainability in the organization and the procurement process…”. The ABCD-
procedure facilitates the creation of shared understanding by stimulating interaction, 
cooperation and increase commitment and buy-in through the creation of a shared goal. In turn, 
this could lead to take up SEC and increase sustainable impact of solutions. 

Possibility to assess the sustainable potential and impact of various materials, services and 
practices.  

“If one does not know how to define the frame of a vision, one cannot even attempt to estimate 
sustainable potentials and degrees of freedom within the frame...” (Broman and Robèrt 2017). 
The clear definition of sustainability that the FSSD enables planning and decision making to be 
supported by a scientific estimation of the sustainable impact of various materials and practices 
(Ibid.). One of the main technical barriers to the uptake of SEC, is the CA perceived challenge 
to define and measure sustainability, which can be facilitated through the FSSD by using, e.g., 
physics and ecology to estimate the future sustainable potential of various technologies (Ibid). 
Hence, use of the FSSD guides the assessment of sustainability in such a way that it allows for 
measurability of SEC. 
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Manage trade-offs between different sustainability considerations strategically.  

Advantages and disadvantages of different bids on tenders often relate to different parameters, 
variables and units; making it difficult to define the ‘most sustainable’ bid. The perceived 
chabynge by the CA to compare different bids or different sustainability concepts as a reaction 
to SEC should be eased by the guidance of the FSSD. Broman and Robèrt (2017) explain: 
“Analysing the either/or of snapshots has limited strategic value. However, if one knows the 
frame for any vision, various options could be evaluated for their capacity to serve as stepping 
stones towards a situation where the trade-off dilemma at hand does not exist anymore.” 
Different bids on the contract could be modelled in relation to the defined vision, making it 
easier for the CA to make strategic considerations and trade-offs. 

A clearer contract scope due to a clear direction for reaching sustainability. 

Setting system boundaries is facilitated by the FSSD which should enable an easier guidance 
on the sustainable focus and scope of the contract. 

Better facilitation of cooperation across disciplines, departments, organizations, and sectors.  

The implications of the ABCD-procedure for the procurement process stimulate the 
trans/intradisciplinary cooperation, especially when the interaction is facilitated. Framing of the 
vision based on a predefined definition of sustainability, enables candidates to apply the 
relevant knowledge regarding challenges and optional solutions according to their expertise. 
Also, the application of transdisciplinary cooperation implies incorporating representatives of 
each sector of society for the desired outcome of the contract. The common principled framing 
allows identification of common challenges, possible synergies and coordinated collaboration. 
This would support or at least prevent negative effects that co-creation of actions in one sector 
could have for another. However, this research focussed on the cooperation between the CA 
and candidates, therefore, broader transdisciplinary cooperation is not elaborated further in the 
design. 

Easier avoidance of unknown problems and risks. 

Re-designing with respect to basic principles for sustainability, could simulate avoiding a risk 
aversive attitude during the procurement process or within the design of the evaluation criteria. 
Through facilitation of the FSSD and creating shared understanding a detailed overview of 
consequences for each consideration could be conducted. As explained by Broman and Robèrt 
(2017): “For example, one could avoid contributing to increasing concentrations of various 
substances in natural systems, without knowing exactly what further increases in such 
concentrations may imply at certain (often unknown) thresholds.” Hence, using the FSSD could 
decrease the occurrence of hidden costs in later stages of the procured goods, services or works. 
Subsequently, the co-creation process offers the possibility to stimulate the level of trust during 
the public-private cooperation 

Better guidance of selection, development and combination of other forms of support to 
measure or assess the SEC. 

As explained by Broman and Robèrt (2017), a principled sustainability definition and a 
cooperation model, would also make it possible to make better use of other frameworks, 
concepts, methods, tools, and other forms of support for sustainable development. This implies 
easier application of support tools in later stages of the procurement process. The principled 
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goal allows to use any support or measuring tool without interfering the direction of the 
contract. Furthermore, it could stimulate selection of the suitable measuring or assessment tools 
for the SEC based on reaching the sustainable goal or identify gaps in measuring tools that still 
need to be developed. 

3.6.2 Applying the FSSD to Public Procurement through the ABCD-
procedure 

As mentioned earlier, the ABCD application procedure of the FSSD (Waldron et al. 2008) 
displayed in figure, is a four step process. The aim is to co-create a strategic plan for 
sustainability through ‘backcasting’ by co-defining a vision and then ask: ‘what shall we do 
today and in the future to get there?’ (Waldron et al. 2008; Broman and Robèrt 2017; Robèrt 
2000). Linking these elements to the defined elements of shared understanding and clear 
direction that appear to be important for the uptake of SPP, it could be proposed that the ABCD-
procedure could offer guidance for facilitating the process of SPP. 

The following sections will introduce the four steps of the SSSP that guide a ‘backcasting’ 
approach for PP processes. The sections will describe the application to the procurement 
process and benefit for taking up sustainability during PP processes. To increase the relevance 
and quality of the design, a draft was send to various experts that have experience with public-
private cooperation during PP processes. The received feedback on the design is showed in 
section 3.7 and has been incorporated in the final result below. 

A: Awareness of the need.  

The A step focuses on training the participants of the public-private cooperation (The CA and 
candidates) about the sustainability challenge, the FSSD in general and the process of the 
ABCD-procedure. The outcome of the A step facilitates the co-creation of a shared goal by 
participants of the PP process. These goals convey the context and meaning among participants 
during the planning process.  

Particularly, the importance and benefit of co-creation of a shared goal is shown through 
examples of procurement processes. As stated in Interview 1: “We (CA) have a certain 
definition of sustainability but maybe they (Suppliers) have a definition that’s different than 
ours…”. Therefore, the co-creation of a shared goal in public-private cooperation during PP 
processes could contribute to establishing a shared understanding of the clear direction for 
sustainable plans. According to some of the participants, shared understanding of the need of 

Figure 4: The funnel metaphor and the ABCD-procedure of the FSSD  (Broman and Robèrt 2017). 
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4.1. The funnel metaphor of the FSSD

The systematic decline of the ecological and social systems'
potential to support the fulfillment of human needs, in combination
with the growing population, can be metaphorically illustrated as
the human civilization entering deeper and deeper into a funnel.
See Fig. 1. The decreasing potential is represented by the decreasing
cross-section as we enter deeper into the funnel. The inclined
funnel wall illustrates the systematic character of the challenge. It is
not that we have a compressed cylinder, representing environ-
mental and societal problems to certain degrees and thatmay come
and go. Instead, the overall situation gets worse and worse at the
global level, so it is questionable to weigh the problems against
related benefits of current practices and in democratic processes
based mainly on peoples' current values and preferences. The
decreasing potential comes out as an unavoidable result of the
current basic design and mode of operation of society (violating
basic sustainability principles), and is thus systematic and implies
unsustainability. When the unsustainable basic design andmode of
operation of society have been resolved (no more violation of
sustainability principles) the funnel turns into a cylinder, implying
sustainability. Note, however, that this does notmean that there are
no problems whatsoever. Also in a sustainable society there will be
accidents, crime, pollution, loss of species, etc. We are not trying to
find a recipe for utopia. What must be achieved, however, is a stop
to the systematic decline of the foundation for the human civili-
zation. Then, in the longer term this potential might be increased
again through restorative actions, allowing for higher prosperity
and degrees of freedom in a sustainable future, which is illustrated
by the increasing cross-section of the funnel to the right in Fig. 1.

The funnel metaphor is particularly useful for illustrating the
self-benefit of proactivity for sustainability in today's situation,
and thus to get the attention of leaders. Actors who contribute

relatively more than others to unsustainability run relatively
higher risks of hitting the wall of the funnel, over and above those
attributed to the destruction of our global habitat that will affect
us all in the end. The funnel wall will be experienced as, some-
times abrupt, changes in legislation, regulation and tax, resource
availability and resource costs, insurance and credit costs, waste
management costs, and, not the least, changes in customer and
employee preferences and risks of losing out to competitors that
navigate the paradigm shift more skillfully. It is wiser to invest in
developments towards the opening of the funnel than into its wall.
The business case of sustainability is not only about traditional risk
and cost reductions but also about understanding the inevitable
dynamics of the funnel and how an increasingly sustainability-
driven market will evolve as a result the funnel. Intuitively, the
main self-benefit from doing good for the whole system probably
comes from capturing of innovation opportunities, from explora-
tion of new markets and from winning of new market shares, in
addition to reducing direct risks and costs.

Each actor needs to strike a balance. Being too proactive implies
risks of not getting sufficiently high or timely returns on invest-
ment. On the other hand, simply reacting to changes in legislation,
regulation and changes of tax also imply great economic risks,
linked to falling behind competitors. There is a business case of
sustainability to some degree for most actors, regardless of what
other actors do. What other actors do only influences the pace of
the change. A particularly interesting aspect is that proactive
companies might actually turn to politicians and ask for harsher
legislation, regulation or tax, with the purpose of increasing the
general pace of change and at the same time gain relative advan-
tages for themselves. For example, if a company has already
developed pilot products that are well ahead of the current legis-
lation and regulation or less sensitive to increased tax (e.g. on fossil
fuels), and that can be scaled up to replace a major part of their

Fig. 1. The funnel metaphor and the ABCD-procedure of the FSSD. The inclined funnel wall clarifies the systematic character of the challenge as well as the self-benefit of having and
working towards a sustainable vision (avoiding hitting the wall of the funnel while moving to the vision in the opening of the funnel). A sustainable vision is captured in (A). The
current challenges and assets in relation to the vision are captured in (B). Possible steps towards the vision are captured in (C), and these are prioritized into a strategic plan in (D).

G.I. Broman, K.-H. Rob!ert / Journal of Cleaner Production 140 (2017) 17e31 21
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the CA, preferences of market parties, a clear definition of the intended result contributed the 
most to the uptake of SEC (Interview 1,4,5,6,7). During the A step, the CA could provide the 
participants with an indication for a direction and shared goal through a workshop-style 
interactive meeting (Waldron et al. 2008).  

In sum, the A step provides guidance for co-creating a shared goal through shared 
understanding and clear direction and the combination of these elements could address the 
challenge to take up SEC during the PP processes.  

B: Baseline of the market. 

During the B step, the CA is guided in establishing the current state of the need by conducting 
a SWOT analysis (Waldron et al. 2008). The public-private cooperation is used to collect 
knowledge about the different components of the SWOT to establish a thorough assessment of 
the current state of the need through the sustainability definition established in the A step 
(Waldron et al. 2008). During this stage, different points of view of the market could be 
incorporated through the communication and cooperation between parties. This could increase 
the overall knowledge that could benefit the creation of solutions for the need that is being 
procured by the CA in the C step.  

The increased understanding of the market contributes to increasing the chance on the uptake 
of SEC during the PP process (Interview 6). Therefore, using public-private cooperation could 
help to “…know what the opportunity of the market is and how can we make the question more 
viable to really put the bar higher than what is happening now…” (Interview 3). The knowledge 
collected in the B step allows the involved parties to create a “big picture” of the needs, 
preferences and possibilities of the CA and the market. Furthermore, as stated in Interview 6 
below, it could indicate the innovations needed to move towards the desired vision from the 
current solutions:  

“For example, we are actually now requiring from our suppliers to be transparent 
on the environmental issues from cradle to grave; which is totally new for them. 
They have to share with us what they’re doing”. 

C: Creation of solutions. 

The C step focuses on creating short and long term solutions based on the strengths and 
challenges of the market identified in the B step (Waldron et al. 2008). During the C step the 
role of the CA is mainly to facilitate the candidates in creating and sharing their solutions. Data 
shows that different methods and techniques such as brainstorming could be used to bridge the 
gap between the current state and the desired sustainable outcome established in step A. 
Furthermore, the C step offers the CA the opportunity to help candidates in building solutions 
by guiding them in meeting the SEC correctly (Interview 4). To stimulate the creation of 
solutions, participants of Interview 5 described that only a focus on the ultimate goals of the 
plan instead of the means stimulates candidates to come up with their best solution. 
Furthermore, a support tool that could be used during these process, as described by data as 
well, is the capability of the CA to ask the right questions. This could stimulate candidates to 
share their knowledge, ideas and questions and through knowledge transmission increase the 
sustainable value of their solutions for the need that is being procured (European Commission 
2018; Interview 1,2). 
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Incorporating the C step that focuses on creating solution in cooperation, appears to offer the 
opportunity to “…to create a network to work towards sustainability not only within the 
companies but also outside… to work together and to learn from each other…” (Interview 7). 
To establish such a space for cooperation and knowledge transmission, participants of Interview 
1 and 2 stated that the CA should ask market parties to come up with ideas and solutions instead 
of specific conditions. Interview 4 emphasises the necessity for a certain level of freedom for 
candidates to meet the need of the CA. 

The combination of the A, B and C step also enables the CA to increase their knowledge 
regarding the procured need and the possibilities for solutions. The co-creation of A, B and C 
during public-private cooperation has as side effect of knowledge transmission (Prior, Keränen, 
and Koskela 2018). Subsequently, enhances the shared understanding that guides the PP 
process into a clear direction. Therefore, the public-private cooperation could also be 
considered as support for the CA to refine the specifications chosen for the contract towards 
what the market has to offer (Interview 1,4,6). Hence, the chance on achieving the ‘best value 
for money’ solutions could increase since there is a larger chance that candidates submit a 
fulfilling bid (Interview 5).  

D: Determination and prioritisation of strategic actions  

The last step provides the CA with strategic elements that support closing the knowledge gap 
of the CA. Furthermore, provides guidance to strategically prioritise the bids on strategic value 
besides the established SEC (Waldron et al. 2008). Therefore, it enables the CA to select the 
best solution that allows “...to use the experience to roll out (integrate) in our areas. It can’t 
stay limited to these two projects. We going to implement everything that appears to be effective 
in the other parts of our area within the province” (Interview 5).   

The basic guidelines imply a strategic selection of the different bids according to the following 
aspects (Waldron et al. 2008): 

1. flexible platforms for forthcoming steps that, taken together, are likely to support society's 
transition towards sustainability and take the organization to the sustainability framed vision, 
while striking a good balance between; 

2. the pace of progress towards the vision, and;  

3. financial considerations (return on investment or general financial limitations or budgets). 

Also, with regards to integrating SPP throughout the internal organisation, the added value of 
the strategic outcomes of the ABCD process could be used to “…Share our knowledge that we 
gain from this experience with other controllers to start the catalyser…” 

3.6.3 Facilitation of the ABCD-procedure 

Obtaining the benefits of the design of the SSSP, requires public-private cooperation across 
disciplines and sectors (Broman and Robèrt 2017). Furthermore, Broman and Robèrt (2017) 
and Waldron et al. (2008) state that a facilitator that guides the process supports the strategic 
co-creative and prioritisation process. To achieve the best possible solution for the need of the 
CA, Broman and Robèrt (2017) and Waldron et al. (2008) suggest that facilitation should focus 
on the following:  
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- The flow should be encouraged by facilitators of the process and not interrupted, e.g., by an 
isolated focus on one step at the time. 

- Facilitators might need to repeatedly remind participants to utilise the benefits of a framework 
of this type and guide them how to do it. (For example, when considering significant 
investments in various technologies; always evaluate their future sustainable potential by 
modelling them within the frame of the sustainability principles, when trade-offs need to be 
handled; always evaluate proposed actions for their capacity to serve as stepping stones towards 
a situation where the trade-off dilemma at hand does not exist anymore.) 

In addition, the results of this research show that facilitation of the ABCD-procedure should 
focus on stimulating the following elements:  

- Trust as essential element of the CA attitude when interacting with involved parties (Interviews 
1-7). The results show that the CA could stimulate this by adopting a transparent and vulnerable 
attitude. This attitude was exemplified by Interview 3: “Being aware and completely honest 
about how much the procurer knows, but specially about what he doesn’t know; at the end is 
all about how vulnerable the procurer can be”.  

- A facilitative role of the CA is recommended. When facilitated correctly by the CA, dialogue 
(interaction) itself provides trust and transparency. The results suggest is that an active 
facilitating role helps the understanding of the SEC and the mutual willingness to work together.  

In summary, the A step facilitates the CA with a possibility to increase commitment and buy-
in of public-private cooperation by guiding the co-creation of a shared vision (Waldron et al. 
2008). Since the descriptive research mainly addresses the co-creation of a shared goal as 
enabler during the process, establishing a shared vision could be directed towards the co-
creation of a shared goal for the PP process. The B step benefits from public-private cooperation 
because it focuses on conducting a thorough analysis of the strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities and threats (SWOT) of the need to determine the current state (Interview 3,6; 
Waldron et al. 2008). The more knowledge incorporated in this step, the better the analysis 
defines the current state of the need (Waldron et al. 2008). Furthermore, the C step focuses on 
facilitation of findings solutions for the need of the CA. According to two of the participants, 
facilitating candidates during the establishment of the bid increases the possibility on the best 
possible solutions and that bids actually fulfil the SEC. Therefore, incorporating public-private 
cooperation in step A, B and C could support the CA during the SPP process in the 
establishment of solutions.  The last step of the ABCD, offers guidance on strategically 
prioritising the different bids. Besides the guiding questions that de D step provides, the 
increased knowledge of the CA that is built throughout the entire procedure supports the CA to 
define the most suitable SEC and, therefore, select the best bid (Broman and Robèrt 2017, 
Interview 5,6).  

3.7 Evaluation of the design of support 

As evaluation phase of this research, the design of support was shared with experts for feedback 
in order to increase the relevance and quality of the final result. According to the feedback, the 
steps outlined in the design of support are perceived relevant because they specifically allow 
for coordination of the process (Feedback 1,3). Also, the use of the ABCD-procedure was 
considered as a valuable addition to the procurement process, as expressed in Feedback 3: 
“Contracting authorities stated the need for open line dialogue and the possibility to chat with 
the procurement unit… Perhaps what an ABCD-guided process would be like…”; and in 
Feedback 2: “I would say your design of support is very applicable.” 
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Furthermore, Feedback 1 specifically stated that “Sustainable or more circular solutions often 
go beyond the delivery of a technically different product. Also, was stated that “it is important 
to create ownership at the other relevant stakeholders... to avoid 1) resistance later in the 
project; and 2) wrong use of products, and therefore unnecessary damaging and value loss.” 
A nuance could be added here that this feedback referred to a broader scope that includes 
stakeholders of the internal organisation as well as external users of the products, services and 
work. Within the scope of the design for support the multi-stakeholder cooperation is limited 
to the public-private cooperation.  

Another point of feedback on the design addressed the knowledge that should be provided 
during the ABCD-procedure. Feedback 3 stated that the design could benefit from clearer 
guidance regarding the initiation and facilitate an ABCD process. Furthermore, the same 
feedback addressed that including education and information about sustainability and the whole 
system of a need early in the process could add value to the design (Feedback 3). 	

Overall, the feedback confirmed the usability of the design for support as stated by Feedback 
3: “I think you are on track of what is needed to incorporate sustainability into PPs and I can 
see how using the steps of ABCD to inform sustainable PPs is helpful.”. Lastly, the value of the 
facilitative and interactive focus of the design was mentioned by Feedback 2: “I find it really 
good that you have decided … to focus on the ‘soft part’ of sustainable innovations … the ‘soft 
parts’ in the process are just as important, if not more important.”. 
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4 Discussion 

The results of this research showed that the knowledge that is needed for the strategic use of 
public-private cooperation during the PP process is limited among CAs. The study indicated 
multiple leverage points regarding collaboration and communication elements for enhancing 
the collaborative environment and stimulate the uptake of SEC. This chapter relates these 
findings to the main aim of the research by comparing the findings from 1) literature, 2) the 
empirical study, 3) the design of the Support for Strategic Sustainable Procurement (SSSP) and 
4) evaluation of the design of support; in that sense, this form of triangulation enabled to 
broaden insights in different patterns that emerged from the analysis.  

Before discussing the results, is important to note that the research’s team have multi 
educational background that stems from environmental engineering, social science, business 
administration and business engineering. This particular situation brought unique perspectives 
to the research and important knowledge contribution. This increased the ability to understand 
and cover as many elements of the research topic as possible. Furthermore, it caused the 
appearance of individual definition of concepts and elements considered significant to the 
research. Thus, the researchers’ interpretation of different terminologies and concepts that were 
used during literature and interviews needs to be clarified. Discussions and comparisons of the 
different terminologies showed that the terms cooperation, collaboration, communication and 
interaction are used in a highly interrelated way. Interview findings show that space for 
cooperation could stimulate the communication and collaboration amongst the different parties 
involved in the PP process. Literature relates these concepts to transdisciplinary cooperation, 
stating that cooperation allows for collaboration between individuals from diverse backgrounds, 
distinctive professional cultures and organisations and/or sectors (Morgan, Pullon, and 
McKinlay 2015). From analysis of data, communication could be used as overarching concept 
for dialogue, discussion and conversation. Although specific definitions differ in the empirical 
findings, ‘communication’ and ‘collaboration’ are mostly mentioned as the main elements of 
public-private cooperation. The possibility and benefits of ‘public-private cooperation’, are 
generalised to enhancing the understanding of the complexity of the sustainability element of 
sustainable public procurement (SPP). Furthermore, it could provide the CA with the needed 
knowledge about strategically approaching the PP process to plan for sustainable outcomes 
(Broman and Robèrt 2015). 

In sum, based on best practices, specific benefits of public-private cooperation to the uptake of 
SEC will be highlighted. Furthermore, findings regarding the most important elements for 
public-private cooperation are discussed. Building upon these elements, the most effective role 
of the CA and the strategic integration of the elements for public-private cooperation in the 
procurement process are assessed. To emphasise the core concepts that emerged and will be 
taken forward in the conclusion, these concepts are highlighted. Lastly, the limitations and the 
suggested possibilities for further research that could extend the scope of this study are 
discussed. 
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4.1 RQ1: Best practices public-private cooperation for 
SEC/SPP 

The empirical findings showed that public-private cooperation is important to create shared 
understanding between the CA and candidates. According to participants, shared 
understanding allows to de-/refine 1) the need of the CA, 2) a definition of sustainability and 
3) a clear direction for the public procurement project (Interview 2,3,4,5,6,7). According to the 
results, understanding of the CA need could be subdivided to the description of the need itself 
and the contract’s desired sustainable outcome (Interview 2,3,4,5,6,7). The best practices 
identified from empirical data offer a practical perspective to the literature findings by showing 
that the description of the CA need benefits from functional over predefined technical 
specifications (Interview 1,2,4; European Commission 2018). The empircal results describe the 
need and means for functional specifications, which creates space for cooperation and 
interaction (Interview 2,3,4,5,6,7).  

Interaction was shown to be of importance for candidates to gain sufficient understanding about 
the CA’s need to offer the best possible solution (Interview 2,3,4,5,6,7). Furthermore, literature 
confirms the value of this space by showing that a space for public-private cooperation could 
be used to collaboratively plan joint action towards ecological and social sustainable solutions 
(Linnenluecke et al. 2017). However, literature analysis showed that taking up SEC in PP 
requires a different approach towards the standard PP process (Grandia 2016). Therefore, a 
mind shift and different behaviour is demanded (Wals and Schwarzin 2012). Empirical data 
specifies that adjusting the mindset towards PP processes needs support, explaining that 
establishing the desired sustainable outcomes could be supported through a co-created clear 
direction and shared understanding of sustainability.  

Defining sustainability is in the interviews mostly considered as a main task of the CA. For 
example: “...defining criteria beforehand. Otherwise the market will create this definition for 
the procurers…” (Interview 4). Analysis of empirical data also showed that the knowledge 
transmission that emerges from public-private cooperation supports broadening the CA 
individual knowledge about their need and the possibilities of the market. Therefore, a nuance 
could be added to the abovementioned statements that the CA could use this knowledge to 
refine the most suitable definition of sustainability (Interview 4,5,6). The suggested nuance is 
also confirmed by research of Prior, Keränen, and Koskela (2018b) that concluded that using 
knowledge transmission as a support tool could help to determine the most suitable sustainable 
evaluation criteria for procurement projects.  

Shared understanding of the CA need and sustainability provides  a clear direction to clarify 
the desired outcome (Interview 6).  Broman and Robèrt (2017) suggest that creating a clear 
direction in the design of the FSSD could be facilitated by the creation of shared goals. This 
process is described in the Support for Strategic Sustainable Procurement (SSSP) in the 
awareness (A) step. This step provides guidance to the CA to facilitate the public-private 
cooperation space and formulate a strategic (sustainable) goal for the procurement project based 
on the shared understanding of the need.  

Empirical findings of best practices showed that projects that started with creating shared goals 
through public-private cooperation, showed an increased buy-in and commitment of involved 
procurers and candidates to achieve the desired outcomes (Interview 2,3,4,5,6,7, Cant, Van 
Heerden, and Ngambi 2010, Waldron et al. 2008). However, it is important to note that these 



 

  39   

 

elements are influenced by the attitude of the CA, discussed in section 4.2 (Prior, Keränen, and 
Koskela 2018a). Findings from literature showed that creating buy-in and commitment from 
the involved parties and the need to deal with the complexity of sustainability, encourages the 
CA to create strategies that address the collection of knowledge (Obwegeser and Müller 2018, 
Witjes and Lozano 2016). Evaluation of the design of support addresses that the ABCD-
procedure could support this process since it focusses on co-creation and cooperation between 
all relevant stakeholders to establish sustainable outcomes, especially with regards to the CA’s 
internal organisation (Feedback 3).  

Best practices of public-private cooperation showed that public-private cooperation allows for 
shared understanding of the PP project. This understanding between the parties involved 
enables shared goals that facilitate a clear direction. Subsequently, the knowledge transmission 
that occurs during this process helps the CA to establish the CA to take up SEC that stimulate 
more sustainable solutions. This buy-in and commitment subsequently contributes to more 
sustainable solutions and outcomes.  

4.2 RQ2: Important elements for public-private 
cooperation 

As stated by Grandia (2016), the cultural environment and attitude of the involved parties are 
important factors for SPP and taking up SEC in tenders. This is reflected by multiple researchers 
(Garbie 2015; Chou, Chen, and Conley 2012) who state that the attitude of participants during 
the PP process is essential to achieve desired sustainable outcomes. The analysis of best 
practices in empirical data positively relates to this argument by explaining how the attitude of 
procurers influences important components for public-private cooperation (Interview 
1,2,3,4,5,6,7). Results from literature and interviews showed a direct relationship between 
different elements of the CA attitude (awareness, understanding, trust, transparency and 
vulnerability) and the enhancement of public-private cooperation spaces. Linking these 
elements that emerged from empirical data to literature, the value of transmission and creation 
of knowledge for strategically approaching SPP arises (Prior, Keränen, and Koskela 2018). 
Furthermore, comparing these attitude elements with literature findings regarding the uptake of 
SEC suggested the importance of public-private cooperation to allow joint planning for SPP 
projects (Arts and Faith-Ell 2012, Linnenluecke et al. 2017). Therefore, the following 
paragraphs will elaborate on what attitude elements could stimulate the public-private 
cooperation to establish the best possible solution and how this could be done. 

Other emerging elements from data analysis that could enhance the public-private cooperation 
during SPP processes were awareness and shared understanding of the need and 
sustainability (Garbie 2015; Chou, Chen, and Conley 2012). Simultaneously, participants of 
interviews argued that public-private cooperation is important to create understanding of the 
need, definition of sustainability and a clear direction among the CA and candidates (Interview 
2,3,4,5,6,7). Hence, a circular reference emerges from data: Awareness and understanding 
could enhance public-private cooperation, and public-private cooperation is mentioned to create 
this understanding and awareness. To avoid circular reasoning, the researchers suggest that 
although these topics are highly interrelated and positively affect each other; the intention 
(attitude) of the CA to create awareness and understanding enhances the public-cooperation in 
the first place (Interview 2,3,4,5,6,7). Furthermore, cooperation itself ultimately allows for 
understanding and clear direction.  
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Analysis of literature showed that the participant their ability to ‘listen’ and engage in 
discourses that are fundamentally different from their own, is an important communication skill 
that possibly contributes to needed elements of successful public-private cooperation (Seijts 
and Gandz 2018). 

The CA’s ability to ‘listen’ is perceived as a token of respect, transparency and vulnerability by 
participants of Interview 3,4,5,7 . Elaborating on these findings, Wals and Schwarzin (2012) 
suggest that facilitators are considered essential for the creation of mutual understanding and 
trust. Elaborating on the importance of attitude during the public-private cooperation by 
empirical data, it could be argued that the CA needs to take on a trusting attitude that is 
characterised by transparency and vulnerability during the interaction. The paragraphs below 
discuss each of the mentioned elements to emphasise the value for public-private cooperation. 

Attitude – Trusting 

A trusting attitude emerged as an overarching essential element of the CA attitude when 
cooperating with market parties (Interview 5). As described during interview 4, a trusting 
attitude is needed in order for people to open up and for market parties to design the desired 
solutions. Besides the CAs showing trust, a trusting attitude among participants could be 
stimulated through addressing the desired values and assumptions that are needed for the 
collaborative culture (Waldron et al. 2008). These values and assumptions are suggested to be 
addressed whilst building a shared goal and clear direction: the researchers thus suggest 
emphasising the values and assumptions in the awareness (A) step of the SSSP. Another 
important element to stimulate a trusting attitude throughout the SPP process is “By having 
all the parties completely open up. It is all about talk, talk and talk... put the dialogue in such a 
way that the distrust is no longer on the table…” (Interview 3). Harris and Crane (2002) relate 
the above stated importance of openness in dialogues to the creation of positive group dynamics 
and an atmosphere with mutual respect, trust and support. In turn, this could lead to an enhanced 
collaborative culture in public-private cooperation (Ibid.).  

Attitude – Transparency 

Transparency emerged as key element to integrate sustainability issues within PP processes 
(Interview 3,4,7). How procurers could increase their transparency of the knowledge they need 
was exemplified in Interview 5:  

“We were very open, said that we didn’t have anything to hide, communicate as 
open as possible about the goals of the project…” 

The experience of this interview’s participants described that openness stimulates possible 
candidates to come up with the best possible solution because it shows that procurers trust the 
expertise of candidates (Interview 5). According to Wals and Schwarzin (2012), this openness 
to other perspectives is related to listening to the other parties and thereby creates shared 
understanding. Hence could be argued that transparency increases the capability of parties to 
establish shared understanding what could contribute to the desired outcome of SPP (Interview 
2,3,4,5,6,7).  

Attitude – Vulnerability  

Relating to transparency concerning the CA’s need and knowledge, vulnerability emerged as 
the second attitude element to increasing public-private cooperation. During interview 3, 
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vulnerability was described as being aware and completely transparent about the current level 
of knowledge: about what they know and, more importantly, about what they do not know. The 
attitude element of vulnerability relates to the above described effect of transparency as 
facilitator for transmission and creation of knowledge that, according to Wals and Schwarzin 
(2012), contributes to mutual understanding and trust. During Interview 5 was described 
that collection of the needed knowledge could identify what specific knowledge is needed in 
order to establish suitable SEC. Thus, could be argued that vulnerability is considered an 
important element of the CA attitude, and that it could be established by being aware and 
transparent, which, in its turn could increase the public-private cooperation (Interview 2,3,4,5,6, 
7). 

Facilitation of the space for public-private cooperation 

Empirical data emphasised that the CA should be responsibility for leading (initiating) and 
facilitating transparency and vulnerability (Interview 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7). Literature deepens the 
understanding of the CA facilitative leadership by suggesting that a focus on the individual 
connection amongst all the involved parties is needed (Cant, Van Heerden, and Ngambi 2010) 
while commitment to the shared goal is established. Building on this, Wals and Schwarzin 
(2012) argue that focussing on open dialogue could enable participants to listen and engage in 
discourses that are different from their own. They state that this mutual understanding could 
increase the group cohesion (Ibid.). A strong group cohesion could subsequently lead to 
increased buy-in and commitment of all involved parties (Cant, Van Heerden, and Ngambi 
2010). Therefore, initiating and facilitating public-private cooperation that allows transparency 
and vulnerability, could stimulate mutual understanding, buy-in and commitment to 
establishing desired sustainable outcomes (Interview 2,3,4,5,6,7; Cant, Van Heerden, and 
Ngambi 2010, Waldron et al. 2008 ). 

Hence, to establish the essential elements of trust, awareness and understanding, the PP process 
should be facilitated by the CA and could be stimulated through displaying and stimulating a 
trusting attitude during the PP process. Since attitude could positively influence the group 
dynamics, a focus on encouraging a trusting attitude through showing transparency and 
vulnerability could contribute to a collaborative culture in public-private cooperation (Harris 
and Crane 2002). Subsequently, transmission and creation of knowledge that contribute to 
establishing awareness and a shared understanding of what is needed support achieving the 
desired sustainable outcomes. To relate these findings to Broman and Robèrt (2017), who state 
that knowledge transmission from different fields of expertise and disciplines is required to 
address the complexity of the sustainability component of SPP; it could be argued that trust, 
awareness and understanding are important to stimulate the uptake of sustainability in the PP 
projects. Feedback on the design showed that the needed awareness could be facilitated in the 
A step of the SSSP due to its focus co-creating a shared goal based on a shared understanding. 
Furthermore, as stated in interview 4, having an open atmosphere based on these elements, 
facilitates the candidates with freedom to design the best solutions. 

4.3 RQ3: The strategic role of the contracting authority 

The previous section discussed the role of the CA to lead (initiate) and facilitate the trusting 
attitude in order to create successful public-private cooperation. In addition, the results of this 
research suggested that the CA should also be responsible for putting sustainability on the 
agenda during the public-private cooperation. The following paragraphs discusses the various 
aspects of the CA role to strategically lead and facilitate the SPP process.  
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Findings show that the leading role of the CA could be used to leverage the public-private 
cooperation during public procurement to stimulate the sustainability element in multiple ways. 
As stated by Grandia (2016), the shift towards SPP is dependent on the intention, skills, 
knowledge and internal motivation of the CA to apply SPP. Empirical data explains the 
influence of the CA by explaining that the CA has the opportunity to raise the market (Interview 
4). The findings regarding attitude as a factor of influence during the public-private cooperation, 
suggest a relationship between a trusting attitude of the CA and stimulating knowledge 
exchange. Although this relationship has not been explored in depth, Interview 1 exemplified 
the leading role the following: 

“…show them what way you’re going. Then, after that meeting you have those several 
meetings with this information notice where they have several moments to ask 
questions...” 

The example shows that the leadership role of the CA is shown to be a combination of leading 
and facilitating. The facilitative role of the CA is mainly explained as guiding, mediating and 
keeping the overview during cooperation of the different parties (Wals and Schwarzin 2012). 
Referring to importance of trust between parties through listening to the different perspectives 
of others, Wals and Schwarzin (2012) state that the CA could facilitate such open dialogue by 
stimulating participants to put their judgement and emotional (automatic reaction) on hold. 
Furthermore, a focus on a ‘yes and’ instead of ‘but’ approach during conversations has shown 
to stimulate the space for open dialogue (Interview 2,3,4,5,6,7; Harris and Crane 2002; Wals 
and Schwarzin 2012).  Interview 1 elaborated by stating that open dialogue could be encouraged 
through stimulating participants to ask questions. The facilitation of open dialogue as stated 
above, challenge participants to contribute with relevant reactions to create a useful public-
private cooperation.  

Although the findings show consensus about the leadership and facilitative role of the CA, 
analysis of the empirical data showed that many procurers lack the knowledge that allow them 
to strategically use and engage in public-private cooperation to establish their desired 
sustainable outcome (Interview 2,4,5, 6). This could be extracted from the different elements 
that the CA described as being important in strategic approaches towards the procurement 
process. Examples of these elements regard engaging early in public-private cooperation, create 
shared understanding of the need, sustainability and direction, determine suitable evaluation 
criteria and open dialogue. To provide the CA with guidance to incorporate all these elements 
in their projects approach, the SSSP build its support for design based on the strategic approach 
of the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD).  

The FSSD could encourage to address the complexity of sustainability by using 
transdisciplinary collaboration from the first step of the planning process (Broman and Robèrt 
2017). According to Waldron et al. (2008), the ‘backcasting’ approach allows co-creation of 
upstream solutions that are, as stated in interview 6, important to integrate the complexity of 
sustainability in the procurement process:  

“We need to understand how the environment works and how the sustainability 
issues really occur in order to integrate sustainability in the organization and the 
procurement process…”. 

The awareness (A) step of the SSSP could provide procurers with this guidance for early 
engagement in public-private cooperation and the creation of shared understanding, 
sustainability and direction (Broman and Robèrt 2017). This step suggests the CA to take on a 
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leading role for the creation of awareness and understanding of the need, understating of the 
characteristics related to the contract’s context and the definition of sustainability. According 
to empirical data this could contribute to taking up SEC by providing the involved parties with 
a clear direction regarding the need of the project (Interview 1, 4).  

Another guiding element of the SSSP is provided in the baseline (B) step. As stated, addressing 
the complexity element of SPP needs a thorough understanding in order to take up SEC in the 
tender (Interview 6). Therefore, the SSSP suggests to use the different expertise that are 
incorporated in public-private cooperation for conducting a SWOT analysis of the current state 
of the need (Waldron et al. 2008). Here, the strategic role of the contracting authority is a 
combination of leading and facilitating. Leading by emphasising the definition of sustainability 
on the agenda and facilitating the space for open dialogue to collect the required knowledge 
that is needed for a thorough assessment of the current state. According to interview 5 and 6 
this could contribute to the establishment of suitable sustainable evaluation criteria. 

Furthermore, the facilitative role of the procurer is important during the creation (C) step of the 
SSSP. This step offers suggestions for co-designing the best possible solutions with the market 
based on the evaluation criteria (Broman and Robèrt 2017). During Interview 5 the importance 
of the facilitative role was emphasized by stating that it is important to help candidates to make 
sure the needs are met correctly: “Discussing this during the dialogue allows us to detect 
mistakes from suppliers or improvement of the model...”. Earlier findings also state that guiding 
suppliers through a facilitative approach could increase the trust among parties, which could 
stimulate candidates to offer their best solution (Cant, Van Heerden, and Ngambi 2010). At last 
the leading role of the CA is addressed in the determination (D) step of the SSSP. This step 
provides The CA with resources that support strategic determination of the best solution 
through a set of prioritisation questions (Broman and Robèrt 2017).  

Overall, the different elements that emerged from data showed that the CA could benefit from 
guidance on how to take on a strategic role throughout the public-private cooperation. Wals and 
Schwarzin (2012) option the possibility for incorporation of external facilitators for the process. 
Although, the design of the SSSP incorporated all the named elements to increase the ability of 
the CA to stimulate the uptake of SEC, a strategic leading or facilitative role would contribute 
to establish the best possible sustainable solutions. Besides the functional elements, the attitude 
elements discussed in 4.2 are important to take into consideration since these showed to 
contribute to establishing the best sustainable solutions. Therefore, incorporating the leading or 
facilitative role could strengthen the stimulation of the uptake of SEC in tenders. 

4.4 RQ4: Strategic integration of Public-private 
cooperation in the general phases of the PP process. 

Analysis of the empirical data (Interview 1,2,3,4,5,6) showed that many challenges to SPP 
could be tackled by involving the market early in the process. As stated in interview 6:  

“When it comes to sustainability a lot of work can be done beforehand. So, 
understanding, and then, start a dialogue early enough to just find out; because 
it’s not about data analysis, it’s about translating the data that you up to 
understanding into good criteria. And a good market approach. And this process 
is very beneficial to just consult the market.”  
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The early involvement of the market could be related to the characteristics of a strategic 
approach towards sustainable development described by Broman and Robèrt (2015). Their 
description of a strategic approach shows similarities with early market involvement through 
its focus on creating upstream solutions to address sustainability challenges. The earlier 
described benefit of shared understanding in section 4.1 could be considered an upstream 
solution that addresses the root causes of misalignment between the CA and candidates due to 
lack of cooperation (Interview 3,4,5).  

Also, the reason for the CA to engage early in public-private cooperation to address the need 
for knowledge transfer, could as well be related to transdisciplinary collaboration which showed 
to be needed to address the complexity of sustainability challenges (Broman and Robèrt 2015). 
Literature shows that strategic integration of public-private cooperation should start already in 
the preparation and planning phase (European Commission 2018, Witjes and Lozano 2016).  
This further suggests the choice of applying the ABCD-procedure of the FSSD during this 
preparation and planning phase which could help the CA to take a system perspective from the 
very beginning of a planning process 

According to Waldron et al. (2008), cooperation moments (dialogue) could help the participants 
to envision a sustainable future and translate this vision in a clear direction through a shared 
goal of the procurement project. Therefore, the utilisation of public-private cooperation could 
be more beneficial for the PP process if already incorporated during the preparation and 
planning phase. The results showed that utilising public-private cooperation in the preparation 
phase was suggested to decrease possible complaints in later stages (European Commission 
2018, Interviews 5 and 6). According to Interview 7, this stems from the following benefit of 
dialogues in public-private cooperation:  

“During the dialogues I can see what is important for the suppliers and they can 
see what is important to me as a procurer, as a buyer… and we can talk about it 
and that gives a little bit of trust...”. 

According to literature, the space prior to the publication of the tender offers the most flexibility 
for public-private cooperation (Price Waterhouse Coopers 2015). These spaces during the pre-
tendering phase are described in the findings as market research, market consultation and 
plenary meetings (Interview 1,2,3,4,5,6; European Commission 2018). Market research is 
described as a method wherein the CA conducts a systematic analysis of the market to define 
the opportunities that lead to the definition of the to be procured need (Interview 6; European 
Commission 2018). In a similar way, empirical data showed that a form of market research 
could be ongoing dialogues with the market that reach beyond PP project time frames to keep 
track of the market (Interview 7).  Furthermore, the possibility for market consultation is offered 
for early public-private cooperation that, according to interview 1 allows to: 

“Discuss about the goals you have with the market parties, and then build it in, 
and build it in a method that you know that everybody is first going towards the 
same direction…” 

Also Interview 4 and 5 describe the use of plenary meetings as a form of early engagement. 
The interviews state that these meetings could be a space “where tenderers were able to ask 
questions and open consultation”. The plenary meetings could be held before establishing the 
contract and, also, during other stages of particular procurement procedures (Interview 3, 5). 
However, since the scope of this research focuses on strategically approaching public-private 
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cooperation before establishing the contract, plenary meetings within procurement procedures 
was not further discussed.  

Although various forms of public-private cooperation were suggested in the pre-tendering 
phase, all participants emphasised the value of open dialogue during the public-private 
cooperation. As discussed before, open dialogues offer the possibility to engage in discourses 
that are different and to create shared understanding of the need, definition of sustainability and 
direction of the project. Subsequently, this builds trust between and commitment and buy-in of 
involved parties to the project that increase the chance on taking up SEC. Comparing different 
elements of the FSSD to the findings about SPP, it could be suggested that the CA could use 
guidance of the steps of the SSSP during the preparation phase of the PP process. The strategic 
steps suggested in the SSSP encourage using public-private cooperation as upstream solution 
and, thereby, address the challenges to SPP early in the process. Addressing the complexity 
element of SPP through a strategic approach, facilitates the creation of shared goals and the 
establishment of the current state of the need, in order to increase understanding and finding 
suitable SEC that stimulate the best possible solutions (Waldron et al. 2008). Therefore, the 
steps in the SSSP provide guidance for strategically approaching and using public-private 
cooperation during the PP process. 

Utilising public-private cooperation during the preparation and planning phase of the 
procurement process could be considered a strategic opportunity to increase the strategic 
leverage of public-private cooperation and thereby enhance the uptake of SEC. The shared 
understanding that creates alignment of the direction among parties decreases the chance of 
complaints to occur later in the process. Furthermore, early public-private cooperation aids the 
CA with knowledge of different expertise fields that could contribute to establishing suitable 
SEC. Subsequently, referring to previous sections, early public-private cooperation could 
establish commitment and buy-in to the project that enhances the chance on receiving the best 
solutions of candidates that fulfil the SEC. Therefore, using public-private cooperation in the 
preparation phase of the procurement process could be a strategic leverage point for achieving 
the desired sustainable outcome.  

4.5 Limitations and potential further research 

Although a design for Support for Strategic Sustainable Procurement was based on defined 
barriers to SPP, the official procedures are complex, context specific and all have their own 
benefits and limitations as well. Due to the limited timeframe of this research, the official 
procurement procedures could only be studied generally. Because the end result of the SSSP 
was directed to the less restricted preparation and planning phase, this complexity did not 
directly limit the design of the SSSP. Although the findings from empirical data (Interview 
1,3,4,5) suggest that the SSSP could possibly be applicable within the official phases of PP 
though plenary meetings, this possibility was not studied due to the limited time frame of the 
research. The pre-tendering preparation and planning phase was argued to be most generally 
applicable and therefore adapted as context to design the SSSP. However, future research could 
study the applicability of the SSSP within official procedures in order to 1) increase specific 
applicability during tendering, and 2) study an integral public-private cooperation approach that 
covers pre-tendering, tendering, and even after-tendering cooperation. Since the design 
specifically focussed to provide support for public-private cooperation with regards to strategic 
sustainable procurement, the focus of the research was on the public-private interaction. 
Although feedback reflected the importance of public-private cooperation (Feedback 1), it also 
stated the importance to involve other relevant stakeholders. Hence, a broader context that 
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includes stakeholders of the internal organisation as well as external users of the products, 
services and work could enhance the study of cooperation and interaction in general. Thus, 
future research could extend the scope of this study by identifying a more integral multi-
stakeholder approach to cooperation to extend the design for SSSP, by identifying the effect of 
internal and third-party stakeholders. 

The limited timeframe of this research did not allow for an actual SSSP guide to be created, 
published, distributed and evaluated. Evaluation of results (Feedback 3) stated that the design 
could be improved through more clear guidance on the initiation and facilitation of the proposed 
ABCD-procedure. Future research could enhance the impact of the results of this study by 
identifying ways to include the design for SSSP to central or national procurement guides and 
other ways to transfer the results of this research, such as applied research in collaboration with 
central, national or local PP policymakers, PP education and PP facilitators.  

Whilst the official sources of information that were used for this research were based on either 
the EU or OECD broad procurement acts and guidelines, most available academic literature in 
the field of SPP was of empirical character based on studies conducted in the Netherlands. 
Therefore, the Dutch PP context seemed to be the most data-rich with regards to SPP 
application. This possibly enhances the relevance and applicability of our findings to the Dutch 
market, as it might decrease the applicability for other regions. Even though the scope of this 
study was aligned to general EU guidelines and thereby considered generalisable to the EU 
broad context, the empirical basis of found literature was mainly derived from studies to the 
Dutch PP context which could possibly limit the general applicability to all EU member states.  

Similarly, since all interviewees were contracting authorities and intermediaries active in the 
Dutch context, it is important to state that the empirical data could be influenced by the 
perspective of the Dutch national and regional procurement approaches and laws. To create 
generally applicable results, some examples from empirical data were described more nuanced 
to avoid confusion about the representation of the example towards the whole Dutch 
procurement system. Although the Dutch cases comply to the European Guidelines and 
Procurement Acts, geographical effects on the usability or applicability of the results were not 
tested. Overall, the researchers argue that the technical research outcomes are globally 
applicable, especially to all OECD countries, because the technical PP procedures are similar 
OECD broad and somewhat similar in character all over the world. 

Due to time constraints, the research only incorporated a single round of semi-structured 
interviews, this limited the scope of findings and the opportunity to cross-check results in a 
second round of interviews. Similarly, the unexplored research field that addresses interaction 
during the procurement process and specifically to take up SEC was both a strength as a 
limitation. Specifically, it limited the amount of information that could be used to conduct a full 
detailed analysis from previous research. Additionally, due to the limitation of time, a 
comparison between different strategic approaches and frameworks that could be suitable to 
fulfil the requirements that emerged from empirical data was not conducted. Therefore, a more 
thorough literature study could improve the support for using the FSSD as a design approach. 
However, the main findings of this research have the potential to contribute significantly to the 
academic field by providing new knowledge as well as to the work of practitioners. Similarly, 
the limited timeframe of this research didn’t allow for evaluation on the current application of 
the suggested FSSD support within PP processes. At time of the research, one municipality 
applying a method similar to the FSSD was found in The Netherlands; nevertheless, the 
researchers were not able to study the actual application of the suggested FSSD method and 
ABCD-procedure.  
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5 Conclusion  

The objective of this research was to design support for Contracting Authorities (CA) that could 
be used to strategically leverage public-private cooperation to stimulate the uptake of 
Sustainable Evaluation Criteria (SEC). Based on this objective, the potential of Public 
Procurement (PP) as a strategic instrument in the transition towards a sustainable society was 
explored. The various questions that guided this study provided several possibilities to design 
public-private cooperation during PP processes to stimulate the uptake of SEC. The following 
paragraphs conclude the main findings that lead to the answers to the research questions. 
Subsequently, the limiting factors of the research were considered and possibilities for future 
research were identified. 

RQ1: What do current best practices of public-private cooperation show with regards to the 
uptake of sustainable evaluation criteria in sustainable public procurement? 
 
Current best practices of public-private cooperation showed that the sharing of perspectives, 
expertise and definitions increase the shared understanding among involved parties in a PP 
process. For candidates, public-private cooperation contributes to 1) increase the understanding 
of the CA’s need, 2) the definition of sustainability and 3) a clear direction for the project. 
According to the results of this research, this shared understanding could be increased through 
co-creation of a shared goal for the project that provides a clear direction for the PP process. 
The CA could contribute to this process through a functional description of its need, instead of 
using technical specifications. A functional description stimulates candidates to come up with 
their best solution. Therefore, it could be concluded from findings that shared understanding, 
co-creation of goals to enhance a clear direction and functional descriptions could increase 
commitment and buy-in to achieve the desired sustainable outcome. 
 
Other results emphasised the importance of strategies to collect the needed knowledge for 
refining of the CA’s need. Including different fields of expertise in the PP process through 
public-private cooperation is suggested in order to address the complexity of sustainability 
challenges. This could be strategically approached through applying the ABCD-procedure, as 
described in the design of Support for Strategic Sustainable Procurement (SSSP) in section 3.6. 
Besides the possibility to address the complexity of sustainability due to a focus on public-
private cooperation, the proposed ABCD-procedure provides guidance for co-creation of goals 
and creation of shared understanding. Therefore, it could be a feasible strategic method to 
increase commitment and buy-in of parties with regards to taking up SEC within SPP processes.  
 
Also, findings showed that the CA takes on a leading and/or facilitating role during the PP 
process to strategically approach and leverage public-private cooperation. The first approach, 
leading the sustainable transition of society, is related to the potential of public procurement to 
influence the market towards a sustainable direction through the demand of products, services 
and work that contribute to the transition of society to a path of sustainable development. The 
second approach relates to the facilitative role towards a useful cooperation with open dialogue.  

RQ2: What elements are important for public-private cooperation to address the complexity 
that accompanies the sustainability component of sustainable public procurement? 
 
To address the complexity of the sustainability component of SPP, a common vision, shared 
understanding, awareness, knowledge transmission and knowledge creation were identified as 
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important elements that are stimulated by the use of public-private cooperation. According to 
the findings, these elements of cooperation could be stimulated by attitude, awareness and 
understanding. Moreover, results showed that a trusting attitude of the CA described by 
transparency and showing vulnerability could create a space for open dialogue based on 
listening. Transparent communication about the project was suggested for the CA to show 
openness towards the knowledge of candidates and could thereby enhance shared 
understanding. Vulnerability emerged as a second important element of a trusting attitude. The 
CA showing transparency regarding their knowledge, what they know, and especially, what 
they do not know, could stimulate candidates to share their knowledge. Similarly, openness of 
the CA towards the candidates shows a sign of respect for their knowledge and could stimulate 
knowledge transmission. Analysis of data showed that these components fuel positive 
relationships and group cohesion that, in turn, enable to operate from trust in the public-private 
cooperation. Operating from trust was found to allow the needed knowledge for finding 
solutions for the need of the CA to be incorporated, which ultimately addresses the complexity 
of sustainability.  

The need for a transparent and vulnerable attitude during public-private cooperation could be 
supported through the A step of the SSSP. Since this step focuses on creating shared 
understanding by co-creation of a shared goal, it could stimulate open dialogue through 
listening.  

RQ3: How could the contracting authority strategically approach the interaction in public-
private cooperation to stimulate the uptake of sustainable evaluation criteria in sustainable? 
 
The different steps of the SSSP could offer insights in when and how a specific role of the CA 
could be applied. During the definition of the shared sustainable goal (A step), the CA could 
take on a facilitative role regarding co-creation and a leading role related to the definition of 
sustainability that is pursued. Within the baseline step (B), the CA could facilitate open dialogue 
in order to stimulate the required knowledge transmission. During the solution creation (C) step, 
the CA could facilitate the candidates with space to create the best possible solutions according 
to the SEC. Lastly, within the prioritisation (D) step, the CA must to take a leading role to 
strategically evaluate bids.   
 
Evaluation of the design of the SSSP emphasised the uniqueness of the contribution of this 
study by stressing the importance and the relevance of the ‘soft’ elements that are suggested to 
be included in the facilitative and interactive role of the CA. The ‘soft parts’, relating back to 
the CA’s attitude, awareness and understanding, were found to be just as important, if not more 
important than the technical elements of the process.  
 
Considering the CA perspective, taking up on this role could help to strategically approach the 
PP process as well as leveraging benefits of public-private cooperation by creating a space for 
open dialogue. This could facilitate the creation of shared understanding and co-creation of 
goals. In turn, this same benefit has been suggested to increase commitment and buy-in of 
candidates to achieve sustainable outcomes and, hence, taking up SEC.  
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RQ4: How can important elements of public-private cooperation be strategically integrated in 
the official phases of the procurement process to stimulate the uptake of sustainable evaluation 
criteria in sustainable? 

The integration of public-private cooperation was found to have most leverage before entering 
the official tendering phase. Although the application of the design of the SSSP could be 
possible within the official tendering phases of the PP procedures, this research took on the 
scope of the preparation and planning (pre-tendering) phase of PP processes. This early 
engagement in public-private cooperation could address the lack of knowledge (specially of 
sustainability) through intra/transdisciplinary collaboration between the involved parties. This 
early engagement offers the CA the opportunity for setting a shared goal with candidate. 
Furthermore, it allows to have a focus on solving possible challenges using an upstream 
approach. The increased knowledge collection and shared understanding that is created through 
this process offers an enhanced possibility to create suitable SEC and motivates the involved 
parties to work together for the best sustainable outcome.  

Based on SPP best practices, it could be stated that strategic planning helps to facilitate 
communication, participation and foster cooperation. The result of this research was a response 
to the identified research gap that indicates an unclarity about a strategic approach towards the 
behavioural characteristics of public-private cooperation. Therefore, this research aimed to 
design a Support for Strategic Sustainable Procurement to stimulate the uptake of SEC by 
providing an answer to the main research question:  

How to design a strategic approach to public-private cooperation during public procurement 
processes to stimulate the uptake of sustainable evaluation criteria in the evaluation of tenders? 

Through exploring the four research questions, this research concludes that The CA could 
strategically approach the process to leverage the potential of PP on the transition towards 
sustainable society by taking leadership early in the procurement process. This could be 
addressed as 1) invite market actors (candidates) to take active part public-private cooperation, 
2) create spaces for the needed knowledge transmission. This research differs from previous 
research that focusses on the technical barriers to SPP, by focussing on the perceived barriers 
to SPP, identifying the upstream behavioural causes that could trigger the perceived challenges 
in the first place. 

This research contributed to the academic research field by suggesting a design for supporting 
the CA based on the Framework for Strategic Sustianable Development (FSSD).  Specifically, 
by applying the ABCD-procedure, the uptake of SEC can be stimulated by increasing 
engagement, interaction and collaboration through 1) the facilitative leadership role of the CA, 
strategic preparation and planning (early in the procurement process), 2) providing the market 
with a clear understanding of the CA needs and a common clear definition of sustainability and 
3) the means to measure it. In order to do so, co-creation of the means to realise the shared goal 
(mutual understanding) needs to be established through transdisciplinary cooperation based on 
trust, transparency and vulnerability of the involved parties. Lastly, the proposed design of 
Support for Strategic Sustainable Procurement (SSSP) was positively evaluated and improved 
on relevance and practical applicability during the last iteration phase, based on feedback of 
some of the participants from the conducted interviews.  

Finally, possibilities for further research include the study of SPP cases that are applying the 
ABCD-procedure and/or similar methods, to test how cooperation enhances the uptake of SEC 
when FSSD or similar methods are used. Additionally, more research is needed to compare 
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FSSD-based best practices with other more conventional ways of procurement designs, to 
assess the impact of an FSSD-approach for more sustainable outcomes. In order for the SSSP 
to be broadly adopted, the applicability within official PP procedures has to be studied. 
Moreover, future research could extend the scope of this study by identifying a more integral 
multi-stakeholder approach to cooperation to extend the design for SSSP, by incorporating the 
study of internal and third-party stakeholders during the procedure. Lastly, the impact of the 
outcomes of this study could be enhanced by identifying ways to include the design for SSSP 
to central or national procurement guides and other ways to transfer the results of this research. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: overview of the types of procedures  

Procedure		 Description	of	use	 Phases	and	requirements	

Open	
procedure	

Often	used	when	competition	
between	candidates	for	a	tender	
is	limited,	specifications	might	be	
complicated,	and	technical	
expertise	is	required.	

	

Restricted	
procedure	

Allows	only	pre-selected	
tenderers	to	submit	a	tender.	This	
procedure	is	often	used	when	a	
strong	competition	between	
candidates	is	present.	

Two-phase	process:	

1.	Prequalification:	Invitation	of	potential	tenders	based	on	the	contract	
authorities	defined	requirements	stated	in	a	contract	notice.	
2.	Selection	and	evaluation:	Invite	at	least	five	pre-selected	tenderers	
that	meet	the	prerequisites	of	professional,	technical,	and	financial	
expertise	and	capacity.	

Competitive	
Procedure	with	
negotiation	

Selects	at	least	three	candidates	
to	submit	an	initial	tender	that	
will	be	taken	into	consideration	in	
negotiation	when	selecting	the	
most	advantageous	tender.	

Requirements	for	use:	
1.	Only	irregular	and	unacceptable	tenders	were	received.	
2.	When	already	available	solutions	need	to	be	adjusted	to	meet	the	
need	of	the	tender.	
3.	The	contract	includes	design/	innovative	solutions.	
4.	When	defined	standards	or	technical	references	cannot	establish	
technical	specifications	with	sufficient	precision.	
5.	When	specific	risks/	circumstances	related	to	the	nature,	complexity,	
legal	or	financial	matters	demand	negotiation	of	the	initial	tenders	

Competitive	
Dialogue	
Procedure	

Used	in	case	the	complexity	of	a	
project	limits	a	contractor	to	
define	how	to	meet	the	need	of	a	
tender	or	assess	what	technical,	
legal	or	financial	solutions	the	
market	could	offer.		

Three-	stage	process:		
1.	Prequalification:	At	least	three	economic	operators	are	shortlisted		
2.	Dialogue:	Discuss	(all)	aspects	of	the	project.	This	phase	continues	
until	the	contracting	authority	identifies	the	solution	that	is	most	
suitable	to	meet	its	needs	
3.	Selection	and	evaluation:	After	assurance	of	satisfactory	proposal	that	
have	been	discussed	during	the	dialogue	phase,	tenders	will	be	selected	
based	on	criteria	that	are	established	by	applying	the	MEAT	model.	

Innovation	
Partnership	

In	case	a	contracting	authority	
buys	both	the	R&D	service	and	
the	product,	service	or	works	
innovative	solutions	that	the	R&D	
service	develops.	The	tenders	that	
are	submitted	incorporate	both	
the	R&D	and	delivery	of	the	
solutions.	Solutions	that	derive	
from	the	R&D	will	be	further	
developed	during	the	contract	
execution	process.	

Three-	stage	process:		
1.	Prequalification:	At	least	three	candidates	will	be	selected	based	on	
their	R&D	capacity	and	previous	performance	of	innovative	solutions	to	
submit	a	tender	that	includes	a	research	project	and	project	proposal	
2.	Negotiation	and	contract	implementation:	Discuss	(all)	aspects	of	the	
project	except	for	the	subject	matter,	the	evaluation	criteria	and	the	
minimum	requirements	set	out	in	the	procurement	document	for	phase	
1.	
3.	Delivery:	Execution	of	the	contract	and	delivery	of	the	R&D	and	
researched	solutions.	
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Appendix B: Interview themes and questions 

The following interview themes and corresponding questions were designed with the aim to 
gain understanding of the themes through learning about real life examples that show how SPP 
is applied, how challenges with regards to SPP are solved to establish sustainable results and 
how the use of interaction and dialogue could play a role in solving these challenges. The 
following sections briefly explain the rationale for each theme, followed by the corresponding 
semi-structured questions.  

Interview Themes 

General introduction  

We would like to start the interview with a short introduction of each other’s personal and professional 
background to get to know each other. With regards to your professional background we are interested 
in your role/ function and related responsibilities during a public procurement process. Furthermore, 
we are interested in how you define sustainable public procurement, sustainability and sustainable 
development to map the context of your answers better what helps us during the analysis of the 
interviews.  

- Personal background  
- Personal motivation 

- Professional background (knowledge) 
- Main role or function within the procurement processes 
- Responsibilities 
- How do you define sustainable procurement (i.e, your own personal 

interpretation)? 

The application of Sustainable Public Procurement 

Goal: to understand their perception and SPP in general, experience with, incentives 

By addressing this theme in the interviews we would like to gain deeper insight in how you experience 
using SPP in real life. Topics that could help us to gain insight focus which approach SPP is used, how 
SPP is stimulated by the organisations/ institutions the experts work for,  the current procurement 
process influences the use of SPP and how this approach of SPP is experienced. Furthermore, 
experiences that illustrate possible difficulties, limitations, constraints that are experienced during SPP 
processes would help to create a complete image of how SPP is and could be applied.    

- How is SPP currently defined in your organisation? 

- What are your incentives for adopting SPP? 
- How did interviewee experience SPP processes (to get to barriers, enablers) 

- how did you get to the SPP evaluation criteria that you used? 
- What roles are involved/what tools are used in developing the SPP criteria? 
- When applying SPP do you experience any challenges? If so, which are these? 
- How do you think those difficulties affect the process and the outcomes?  
- How did you deal with these challenges?  
- what role does the supplier have in these challenges? 
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The use of dialogue and interaction before/during the SPP process 

Goal: To gain insight in the use of dialogue and how it could enablers that solve barriers to 
taking up sustainable evaluation criteria. 

Since the research aims towards designing interaction/dialogue in such a way that it can be used 
strategically to enhance the uptake of sustainable evaluation criteria we would like to gain how dialogue 
could be designed to better support the development and uptake of sustainability criteria. This theme 
focuses on exploring interaction in general and specifically the different use of dialogues during the 
process. Also, which form is experienced as most effective to establish sustainable evaluation criteria. 
Furthermore, we would like to gain insight in possible challenges that you encounter during dialogues 
with contractors and how these challenges are solved during the procurement process. Also, we would 
like to increase our understanding about how these challenges influence the evaluation criteria of the 
procurement process.  

- What kind of dialogue have you experience with? 
- How often are the type of dialogues you have experienced applied? For each type experienced 

then: 

- Which phase of the process did you use the dialogue? 
- What was the objective for the dialogue? 

 
- What topics did you discuss and why? 

- Was it linked to sustainability in any sense, and if so, how? 
- What limitations did you encounter? and how did you solve these in order to have an 

outcome? 
 

- How do you think the use of dialogue can enhance the quality of the Sustainability criteria that 
will be applied, specifications as well as evaluation criteria?\ 

- In what phase would you see dialogue as a valuable contribution/ strategic method to avoid 
barriers to SPP? 

- What would according to you be the ideal design of a dialogue in order to support the 
development and uptake of qualitative SPP criteria? 

- What phase would you see dialogue as a valuable contribution/ strategic method to avoid 
bariers to SPP? 

- Have you gotten specific feedback from contractors on the use/ approach of dialogues? If so, 
what and from whom? 
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Appendix C: Final codes for empirical data analysis  

The final themes and codes that were used for the analysis of empirical data were defined when 
these were addressed in more than three of the conducted interviews. The end result of the 
selective coding process, as described in section 0, was a coding structure based on 116 codes 
and sub codes. The final list of the coding structure is displayed below.  

Theme  Code Sub Code 
participant 
type 

Contracting Authority (CA)   

Different types of 
actors during the 
SPP process 

Contractor   

Intermediary   

participant 
characteristics 

Current role and main task   
Used methods   

Characteristics of 
different types of 
participants 

Personal characteristics personal interest 

academic background 

Professional background previous experience 

dialogue (CD/CDP) experience 

SPP experience 

Personal definitions SPP   

Organisational definition SPP sources of definitions / information 

Stakeholder 
typification 

Social and financial justified interests   

Risk aversive   

focus   

Own purpose and goals Market   

Service oriented   

SPP  SPP process preparation and planning 
The different phases within the PP 
process 

publication and transparency  

submission of tenders, opening and 
selection 
evaluation and award  

contract implementation  

evaluation of outcome 

Challenges requirements / criteria challenges 
The perceived challenges for SPP/SEC 
during the PP process 

long vs short term relationships 

flexibility of criteria  

achieving goals 

requirements 

criteria 

qualitative / financial balance 
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measurement 

difference in definitions (concepts) 

need specification 

not defined / general 

Application  methodological flexibility 
Use of SPP incentives for uptake of SEC 

voluntary act 

application 

Intended result   

Unintended result   

Requirements technical to functional 

general 

Criteria   

Barriers Individual factors  lack of trust 
Experienced 
barriers during the 
SPP process 

lack of interaction 

need specification 

lack of knowledge 

resistant to change 

Organizational factors limited competence 

technological infeasibility 

data related 

financial related 

supplier capability related 

risk aversion 

resource challenges (incl. time) 

organisational implementation 

changes over time 

conflicting interests/ goals 

societal 
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Enablers Communication clarity of evaluation criteria 
enablers to 
overcome the 
described 
challenges or 
barriers 

transdisciplinary collaboration 

vulnerability 

recognition 

communication approach 

dialogue topic 

sustainability in core business 

training 

dialogue 

Contributors shared vision/goals (public-private)  

system perspective  

focus of ca 

motivated individuals 

attract external expertise 

best practices 

Dialogue CDP   
forms of dialogue 
and interaction 
during the PP 
process 

Market consultation   

negotiation procedure   

other form of dialogue ongoing contact with market  

CDP/dialogue process  plenary meeting 

CDP/dialogue characteristics dialogue method 

Barriers to the application of dialogue   

Enablers through dialogue   

Success factors Asking the right question   

tendering process evaluation and award 

Sustainable 
evaluation 
criteria (SEC) 

definition during process   

application   

standardisation of criteria framework   

Resources    

leadership Governmental (policy)   

Public leadership   

Internal   

External   

Changing definitions or concepts   
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