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Abstract: This paper examines the impact and effect of the implementation 

of sustainable procurement in the public sector within construction and 

how this necessitates changes in contracting within the construction 

industry. The research will reveal criteria that can help develop a policy in 

implementing successful sustainable procurement within large and medium 

construction organisations in the UK in working in the public sector. This 

paper will also analyse current contracting organisations, what they are 

doing and how they have responded to international and national 

requirements to successfully implement sustainable procurement in the 

public sector. The study concludes that public sector sustainable 

procurement is becoming increasingly important due to government 

investment whereby contracting organisations need to operate as a “100% 

Sustainable Procurement Organisation” in order to deliver wider 

objectives of sustainability to satisfy international and national directives. 

However, this paper has also concluded that this is unrealistic due to the 

variety in sizes of organisations within the industry therefore there is no 

perfect solution and organisations will interpret sustainable procurement 

differently. Finally, the author has developed diagrams which can be used 

as guides to create benchmarks for different sized organisations to 

implement sustainable procurement within the public sector in some 

capacity. 
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Introduction 

 

This comprehensive study analyses 

public sector sustainable procurement 

(SP) within large- and medium-sized 

construction contracting organisations 

which act in the role of main contractors 

in the West Midlands. Some suggestions 

for change further afield will be made, 

based on key criteria of SP found in this 

study. For the purposes of this research 

the definition of a medium organisation 

is from the European Commission (EC)  

 

which states that it is a company which 

employs between 50 and 250 people 

where turnover is between €10 and €50 

million, and a large organisation is a 

company which employs more than 250 

people and turnover is greater than €50 

million. (European Commission, 2013).  

This study defines what SP is, how it is 

developing within UK construction 

companies and why it is being 

implemented within the UK construction 

industry.  The most important part of the 

study is identifying key implementation 
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criteria that need to be adopted and 

implemented by construction 

organisations as part of their policy.  

SP is an increasingly important part of 

public sector procurement. This is in 

response to the need of the United 

Nations (UN), European Union (EU) and 

UK Government to promote it within 

policies to support development of 

goods, services and products that are 

environmentally sustainable, as well as 

being socially and economically 

responsible. Consequently, this is a 

significant area of research to determine 

what is required of organisations as a 

response to this (Walker and Brammer, 

2009, p. 128). This has resulted in 

directives being created from an 

international to local level appearing in 

numerous publications from various 

levels of Government. However, they 

need to be reviewed in terms of their 

implementation in practice, on 

construction projects, within the UK.  

Implementation is taking place through 

issuing policies, performance 

frameworks and good procurement 

practice at national, regional and local 

level (Milliband and Healey, 2007, p. 3); 

therefore being identified by UK 

Government through the Sustainable 

Development Strategy also known as 

„Securing the Future‟, which was 

developed by the UK  to “lead by 

example” (Milliband and Healey, 2007, 

p. 2).  In response, the UK Government 

set up a task force to analyse 

requirements and provide 

recommendations, which ultimately led 

to the development of the „UK 

Government‟s „Sustainable Procurement 

Action Plan‟, also known as „Procuring 

the Future‟, devised to present actions 

required to deliver SP internationally, 

nationally and locally through 

construction (Milliband and Healey, 

2007, p. 2). 

 

The origins of SP are in the 2002 

Johannesburg World Summit on 

Sustainable Development, where 

participating countries decided that a 

„Sustainable Procurement 

Implementation Plan‟ was required: 

therefore, policies have been developed 

at various levels to correct gaps 

identified within Agenda 21, which was 

developed in the first “Earth Summit” in 

Rio de Janeiro in 1992 (Doran, 2002, pp. 

2, 4). The most recent summit was in 

June 2012, in Rio de Janeiro, where SP 

was once again recognised as an 

important component of Sustainable 

Development (Stoddart et al., 2012, pp. 

3, 4). 

 

The author works for a medium- sized 

main contractor, for whom SP is not yet 

an official company policy, although 

aspects of SP are in evidence such as site 

waste management plans (SWMP) and 

implementation of corporate social 

responsibility (CSR).  SP is a new area of 

development and has provided 

motivation for the author as current 

public-sector tenders have a SP 

requirement as part of the pre-

qualification questionnaire (PQQ), which 

may have resulted in the organisation 

potentially losing out on the opportunity 

to tender.  The findings of this research 

will be presented to the management of 

the company to advise them on this 

subject. 

 

This study would like to highlight 

advantages to UK construction 

companies which will increasingly need 

to focus on how to meet requirements of 

SP in tendering, and ultimately in 

managing construction projects, and what 

effects this will have on the sector. 

Furthermore, it is anticipated that 

government opinion will not change and, 

if anything, is likely to get more stringent 

in assessing this.  Therefore, this research 

will indicate how organisations need to 

consider the requirements of „Sustainable 

Public Procurement.‟ However, it is 

recognised that this is a very new concept 
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and companies are also dealing with 

continuing innovation in materials, a 

very difficult economic situation which 

has persisted since 2008 and other 

government initiatives such as use of 

Building Information Modeling (BIM) in 

public-sector projects. Consequently, the 

reality of changing policy and responding 

to yet another initiative presents very real 

difficulties to organisations. However, as 

will be shown, there is already 

substantial progress in this area which is 

perhaps not identified and the changes 

may not be as dramatic as envisioned 

thus assisting  profitability. In addition, 

the recent recession and the need to make 

profit are making implementation 

difficult to apply to practice; therefore 

the research will seek to identify barriers.   

 

 

Aims and objectives 

 

The aim is to investigate what SP means 

in construction contracting and identify 

key criteria, specifically in public- sector 

procurement and apply these to the 

context of large and medium sized 

construction organisations in the UK. 

 

The following objectives will be pursued 

in meeting this aim: 

 

 Identify what influences SP 

within the UK public sector. 

 

 Demonstrate the criteria relevant 

to construction SP in the public 

sector from an international to 

local level. 

 

 Compare how SP is delivered in 

practice and theory in the public 

sector within the UK.   

 

 Establish what is required to 

develop a SP Policy in the UK. 

 

 

 

Literature Review 

 

Berry and McCarthy (2011) state that SP 

is “a process whereby organisations meet 

their needs for goods, services, works 

and utilities” which benefits 

“organisations”, “society” and the 

“economy” whilst “minimising damage 

to the environment.”  This is very 

difficult to assess as a result of an 

undefined definition and lack of 

standardisation of implementation. 

Kalubanga (2012) discovered this to be a 

result of increasing pressure from clients 

and Government within both private and 

public sectors. The Waste and Resources 

Action Programme (WRAP), The 

Society of Local Authority Chief 

Executives and Senior Managers 

(SOLACE), The Department of 

Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 

(DEFRA) and CIRIA support this and 

believe that sustainability should be 

incorporated into the procurement 

process (WRAP, 2003, p. 5), therefore 

demonstrating its important relationship 

with society, the economy and the 

environment. However, Walker and 

Brammer (2009) and Simms (2006) 

recognise that this is usually through 

public-sector, rather than private-sector, 

procurement, due to Government‟s 

influential nature, being the biggest 

public sector purchaser with the greatest 

purchasing power and influence over the 

behaviour of private organisations within 

public-sector projects (Walker and 

Brammer, 2009, p. 129).  Brammer and 

Walker (2011) have found that SP is 

becoming increasingly important in the 

private sector, as previous research 

studies have highlighted the link between 

procurement, sustainability and supply 

chain management, which previous 

research has also found to reduce risk 

and enhance performance for those 

organisations who are already trying to 

implement it.  
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Walker and Brammer (2009) have also 

distinguished that private sector projects 

look in depth at environmental issues of 

procurement and its economic benefits 

but disallow the effect on social aspects 

therefore not conforming to set 

requirements to meet elements of SP 

equally. This is appreciated by Pitt et al. 

(2009) and Laurie and Worrel (2012) 

who believe that “true sustainability” can 

only be accomplished if economic, social 

and environmental factors have the right 

balance. Similarly, this is supported by 

Walker (2006) and the Centre for 

Research in Strategic Purchasing and 

Supply (CRIPS) who recognise that most 

organisations are actually concerned with 

purchasing from small or local 

companies and employee health and 

safety rather than social, economic and 

environmental issues as it is more 

efficient and cost effective, therefore not 

taking all aspects of procurement into 

consideration. 

 

Simms (2006) has discovered that the 

business side of the Government is 

failing to deliver on its own policies 

resulting in missed opportunities and 

them not “leading by example.” 

Milliband and Healey (2007) have 

proposed to alter this as a response to the 

„Procuring the Future‟ report by Simms 

(2006).  

 

Teal (2005) suggests that SP is a result of 

harnessing purchasing power and 

meeting international targets, therefore 

demonstrating procurement‟s close 

relationship from international to local 

level. Similarly, Berry and McCarthy 

(2011) acknowledge purchasing power 

within procurement if the policy follows 

SP, therefore supporting a sustainable 

future by benefiting society, the economy 

and the environment. This is maintained 

by Brammer and Walker (2011) who 

have deduced that Government 

procurement has favoured UK companies 

rather than foreign suppliers to improve 

the economy within the local area and 

reduce the carbon footprint of projects, 

which demonstrates good SP as 

identified by Milliband and Healey 

(2007).  

 

Simms (2006) has suggested that we 

should be “using procurement to support 

wider social, economic and 

environmental objectives in ways that 

offer real long-term benefits” (Mott 

MacDonald, 2009, p. 2). This is 

recognised by organisations such as 

DEFRA, The Environmental Association 

for Universities and Colleges (DEFRA 

and EAUC, 2012) and HM Government 

who believe that it is “the engine” that 

delivers sustainable development 

(Drexhage and Murphy, 2010, p. 2).  

This is also distinguished by Teal (2005) 

and local authorities who acknowledge 

that it will always be an international 

target of sustainable development, 

therefore relying on the UK to conform, 

thus demonstrating the importance of 

implementation. It could be said that SP 

is a key factor in Sustainable 

Development. However, it is only one of 

many elements as appreciated by Laurie 

and Worrel (2012). 

 

Kalubanga (2012) has discovered that 

sustainability has become the “fourth 

dimension” in modern procurement 

alongside time, cost and quality, which 

needs to be added to the traditional  

Barnes procurement triangle (Figure 1) 

(Lock, 2007, p. 21). 

 

Figure 1: Barnes Procurement Triangle: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Association for Project Management, 

2012) 
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This has also been identified in SP 

Guides and research by institutes such as 

WRAP, SOLACE, DEFRA and CIRIA, 

therefore highlighting its importance in 

UK construction and the procurement 

process. 

 

Construction organisations such as Royal 

Institute of Chartered Surveyors (RICS), 

Chartered Institute of Building (CIOB) 

and Institution of Civil Engineers (ICE) 

have issued SP guidelines under 

Government influence to help 

construction organisations, which 

signifies their importance. Preuss (2009) 

recognises the influence that Government 

has upon the institutes and Local 

Authorities as they are obliged to report 

and provide leadership to the industry 

following policy from central 

Government. Subsequently, Local 

Authority policies have been developed 

to identify requirements to meet 

Government standards (Cheshire West 

and Chester Council, 2012; East Herts 

Council, 2009).  This has originated from 

requirements set by the UN and the 

World Summits of 1992, 2002 and 2012 

which enforce implementation. The most 

recent summit highlighted SP as a 

principle to ensure a “Green Economy” 

(Stoddart et al., 2012, pp. 3, 4) therefore 

revealing its pathway through reducing, 

re-using and recycling of procurement 

products (Stoddart et al., 2012, p. 4).  

This is supported by The Charted 

Institute of Purchasing and Buying 

(CIPS, 2011) and Marras (2012) which 

believes SP to be “green”, therefore 

minimising environmental impact 

through reducing and minimising waste, 

which is in agreement with the reports by 

Michael Latham and John Egan on waste 

and inefficiencies in the UK construction 

industry (Dhaliwal, 2012, p.38; Carris et 

al., 2011, p. 2; CIPS, 2011, pp. 3, 5). 

Consequently, this demonstrates why 

increasing implementation of SP within 

construction has occurred. It could be 

said that SP is the key to a sustainable 

future but not everyone in the industry 

has bought into the idea, hence some 

construction organisations not 

implementing it within practice.     

 

 

Methodology 

 

This study used both primary and 

secondary research therefore exploiting 

both primary and secondary sources, thus 

using a “mixed method” of research also 

known as “triangulation” (Blaxter et al., 

2010, p. 85). This type of research 

technique has been chosen as it provides 

a greater variety of sources, which is 

advantageous as it allows development of 

more appropriate findings to answer the 

aim and objectives, providing an insight 

into the topic and drawing of more 

appropriate conclusions.  

 

Secondary research through secondary 

sources has benefited this study as this 

type of information has already been 

analysed and evaluated (Stewart and 

Kamins, 1993). However, initial 

secondary research was hindered as it 

was difficult to find a specific level of 

focus in terms of construction contracting 

due to the large nature of the topic since 

it is relatively new and historically 

research has found SP to be included in 

other contracting policies rather than 

being separate. Consequently, secondary 

sources were not only used for their 

topical information but also for their 

references to expand the range of 

information available for the research. 

Following up references in this way is 

identified by Greenhalgh (2005) as 

“Snowballing”, which has been used 

effectively to broaden topical knowledge. 

This has also offered advantages as 

sources found have been current. 

Furthermore, Kitchin and Tate (2000) 

caution that secondary sources can  

provide excessive amounts of opinion 

and bias therefore not providing reliable 

information, which has resulted in 
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considerations being made by the author 

and monitoring throughout.  

Primary research was conducted for latter 

objectives to adequately answer the main 

aim of the study. McNamara (1999) 

recognises the need for primary research, 

as it is a good way of obtaining peoples 

experiences, views and stories behind the 

subject. Silverman (2010) has found that 

primary data can provide an element of 

risk through creation of “artificial” data 

in “non-natural environments” set up by 

the researcher such as “interviews” and 

“focus groups”; as a result considerations 

were made and examined by the author 

through selection of data from these 

sources.  

 

Data was collected from published 

literature such as journals, policies, and 

books, which have been reviewed 

looking specifically for the term of SP in 

construction, subsequently identifying 

the UK‟s stance and its origins which 

have been recognised in the literature 

review and results. The search decided to 

concentrate on „public sector sustainable 

procurement‟ and exclude „private sector 

sustainable procurement‟ as initial 

research clearly found that, at present, 

public procurement is the most important 

sector within construction through 

Government investment. This was 

completed as the study would have 

become too large which adds greater risk 

of bias therefore the author decided to 

concentrate on well-known large private 

multinational, blue-chip construction 

organisations who predominately work in 

the public sector such as Kier, Skanska, 

Galliford Try and Carillion. It is also this 

area of procurement where policy is 

advertised as part of the procurement 

strategy as Government have set a policy 

regarding SP that needs to take place.   

The main sources of secondary data used 

have been publications of policies and 

guides from central Government, 

professional institutes, bodies and UK 

construction organisations. The author 

has also analysed policies from UK 

construction main contractors who are 

employed within the public sector of the 

construction industry and operate a SP 

policy or action plan therefore reviewing 

main contractors such as ISG shown in 

Figure 7. Furthermore, Local Authority 

policies such as Kirklees, shown in 

Figure 6, have been reviewed for 

comparative purposes, which has been 

demonstrated in the results and 

discussion section of this study. The data 

has been compared using a tabulated 

technique to easily identify re-occurring 

factors. The various tables have resulted 

in one table of key criteria being 

established to implement successful SP, 

which is shown in the results section of 

the study. Content analysis has been 

performed on the written documents, 

which has allowed the author to analyse 

existing data to establish requirements of 

a SP policy (Stewart and Kamins, 1993, 

pp. 6). 

 

Primary source interviews were 

undertaken with construction 

professionals whose work is affected by 

SP. Five interviews were undertaken by 

telephone as interviewees were unable to 

commit time for a face-to-face interview. 

Furthermore, informal notes were 

recorded and copies were kept on a 

password protected computer with no 

access by others for ethical reasons. A 

copy was also given to the interviewee so 

that they could comment on the summary 

notes taken to ensure that it was not 

interpreted incorrectly. The author also 

developed consent forms for the 

interviewees to fill out prior to the 

interview as consideration under the Data 

Protection Act 1998, therefore this 

offered the interviewee the opportunity to 

remain anonymous and ensure that 

confidentiality will be kept at all times.  

 

The interviews were originally intended 

to be non-structured and pre-dominantly 

led by the interviewee therefore being 
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naturalistic and in-depth, which would 

provide an interviewee led interview 

(Stewart and Kamins, 1993, p. 5; Blaxter 

et al., 2010, p. 193) However, this was 

not the case as the author soon realised 

that semi-structured interviews would 

benefit the study far more as they are 

able to develop better results therefore 9 

key questions were identified as shown 

in Figure 2. 

 

Figure 2: Questions Established by the 

Author for Interviews: 

 
Grand Tour Questions: 

1. How is Sustainable Procurement managed 

within your organisation?  

 

2.Why is Sustainable Procurement managed 

within your organisation? 

 

Sub Questions: 

1.How does your organisation review and 

monitor implementation of Sustainable 

Procurement?    

 

2.Has your organisation encountered issues 

with implementing Sustainable 

Procurement? If so what issues have been 

encountered and why? 

 

3.Who ensures that Sustainable Procurement 

is implemented within your organisation and 

how do they ensure it is implemented? 

 

4.What do you think are the most important 

factors in implementing Sustainable 

Procurement in your organisation? 

 

5.Do you have any issues with Sustainable 

Procurement and implementing it within 

your job role? If so what are the issues, why 

are they issues and how do you resolve 

them? 

 

6.How have your supply chain reacted to 

Sustainable Procurement? 
 

7.What is the general consensus within 

your organisation towards Sustainable 

Procurement? 

 

The questions were derived through 

Creswell‟s (1994) approach to semi-

structured questions, which identified 

two levels whereby there are 2-3 “grand 

tour” questions and 7-8 “sub questions”. 

This technique of interviewing was 

undertaken as it provides a better 

structure and insight into the experiences 

of the interviewee (Rubin and Rubin, 

2011). The purpose of the interviews 

were to highlight and determine SP in 

practice compared to theory therefore 

this has compared theory with practice, 

which has been identified in the results 

and discussion section of this study.  

 

Results and Discussion 

 

There was a clear agreement from 

primary interviews and secondary 

research that SP has become an 

implementation forced upon the UK 

construction industry to meet 

international directives when procuring 

goods, services and products to ensure 

they are environmentally friendly as well 

as socially and economically responsible. 

(Walker and Brammer, 2009, p. 128) 

Research has appreciated that it is being 

led by the EU and the UK therefore 

being implemented down the chain 

through policy implementation. 

Consequently, the triple bottom line 

diagram, shown in Figure 3, has been 

established to demonstrate this as it 

illustrates a balance between social, 

environmental and economic factors.  

 

Figure 3: Triple Bottom Line Diagram: 

 

(DB Reflections, 2012) 
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This has resulted in implementation from 

international to local level and a 

snowball effect has occurred down the 

UK construction chain to ensure it is 

instigated throughout its supply chain to 

slow down the volume of waste produced 

during construction by looking to the 

lifecycle of components.  (Wyatt et al., 

2000, p. 77) Consequently, 

implementation of SP through regulation, 

facilitation and partnering (Slob et al., 

2007, pp. 2) have become vital in 

executing this effectively through 

policies, strategies and action plans from 

public bodies at the forefront to formally 

spearhead SP.  

 

 

The Concept of Sustainable 

Procurement 

 

After analysing secondary sources it is 

clear that numerous guides, such as the 

“Sustainable Procurement in 

Government: Guidance to the Flexible 

Framework” by DEFRA and 

“Sustainable Procurement” by CIPS, 

have been published to help the UK 

construction industry implement SP. In 

response, SP policies, action plans and 

strategies have been produced from 

international to local level resulting in 

generation of various definitions due to 

SP being a modern process that has been 

continuously developed and improved 

within the last 20 years. (Doran, 2002, 

pp. 2 & 4) A clear definition has not 

formally been agreed upon due to its 

broad nature but initial research has 

grouped definitions and defined it as „the 

process organisations use to meet their 

needs for goods, services, works and 

utilities to maximise the benefits to the 

organisation, society, the economy and 

the environment, consequently 

minimising damage.‟  

 

Additional research undertaken has 

clearly highlighted that SP is more 

complicated than a simple definition 

therefore this study has sought to 

determine a clear concept of SP that can 

be universally used within the 

construction industry in the UK. It has 

been identified as “good procurement” 

that is coherent with the values of 

Sustainable Development (Walker and 

Brammer, 2009, p. 128), which has 

resulted in use of purchasing processes in 

a way that offers social, economic and 

environmental benefits (Mott 

MacDonald, 2009, p. 2). This comprises 

of sustainable considerations, through 

purchasing power, as well as standard 

factors of price, quality and cost over the 

lifetime of the product, service or good 

being procured (CIPS, 2011, p. 11). This 

has resulted in an integrated supply chain 

to ensure best price and trust therefore 

recognising optimisation of efficiency in 

procurement which will allow 

performance and capabilities to be 

reviewed to ensure that the expectations 

of the chain are still the same (Hartman 

and Caerteling, 2010, pp. 354, 356), thus 

resulting in collaborative partnerships 

(Dhaliwal, 2012, p. 38; Carris et al., 

2011, p. 2; East Herts Council, 2009, pp. 

29,  30; Exeter City Council, 2009, p. 1). 

Moreover, the integration of procurement 

and its lifecycle depends upon SP 

therefore expecting Project Management 

to schedule, monitor and report on 

procurement processes throughout the 

lifecycle of the product, service or goods 

being provided, which allows monitoring 

and control to ensure it is procured 

sustainably (Office of Government 

Commerce, 2003, pp. 16, 17, 18). 

Finally, it has been identified as a simple 

process that offers clear benefits with 

long term cost effectiveness which 

ensures value for money (Simms, 2006, 

p. 2). 

 

The author has produced two diagrams to 

explain the concept.  Figure 4 

demonstrates a simplified hierarchy and 

link between the integrated supply chain 

and its line of implementation from an 
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international to a local level therefore 

showing the origin of SP from 

international directives. This also shows 

how the concept and its implementation 

can be passed through the supply chain to 

ensure successful implementation. 

However, there are 7 corporations within 

the chain, as shown with a red box. 

Consequently, the vast amount of 

corporations has led to different 

interpretations of SP therefore the 

concept and diagrams constructed by the 

author will allow the construction 

industry in the UK to standardise 

implementation.    

 

Figure 4 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5 has been developed into 6 

separate clusters, which group 3 factors 

within each cluster from the concept of 

SP recognised by the author in research 

of various Local Authority SP policies 

such as Kirklees Council in Figure 6. The 

idea behind the „6 Clusters‟ diagram,  

 

Figure 5 

 

produced by the author, is that each 

cluster represents a sector of SP 

identified in policies that needs to be 

implemented for it to be successful. Each 

cluster has been selected by the author 

from re-occuring factors within policies. 

Each cluster must be performed and the 

factors involved in each cluster must be 

executed equally alongside each other as 

they are reliant on one another. In an 

ideal world each factor in each cluster 

would need to be performed to ensure a 

„100% SP Organisation‟ but in reality 

this is never achieved. Consequently, the 

6 Cluster diagram allows one or two 

clusters to be missed out if the 

organisation cannot implement them due 

to capacity and resource issues, as some 

organisations may be too small to have 

the finances to implement this fully. 

However, some of the other clusters must 

be implemented otherwise the 

organisation will not be operating SP at 

all. This diagram will allow an 

organisation to initiate SP even if they 

cannot comply with all aspects.  

 

 

Criteria for Implementing Sustainable 

Procurement in Theory 

 

After analysing secondary sources it is 

clear that there are fundamental factors in 

implementing SP and they have been 

recognised in this study through a list of 

criteria identified to help implement 
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successful SP within UK construction 

organisations in the public sector. This 

has been conducted through comparisons 

of SP policies, strategies and action plans 

from an international to local level 

therefore being extracted from policies 

such as Sustainable Development 

Innovation Briefs by the United Nations 

Department of Economic and Social 

Affairs (2008) and The UK Government 

Sustainable Procurement Action Plan by 

Miliband and Healey (2007). To compare 

the policies the author tabulated the data, 

as shown in Figure 7A and 7B, to arrive 

at the criteria established in Figure 8. 
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Figure 7A: Tabulated Comparisons of Sustainable Procurement Policies:  
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Figure 7B: Tabulated Comparisons of Sustainable Procurement Policies: 
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Figure 8: Author‟s Interpretation of Criteria Required for Sustainable Procurement from 

Research of Procurement Policies from an International to Local Level: 

 

1. Ensure procurement is clearly focused on effective and efficient management to 

achieve Value for money 

2. Encourage Sustainable Procurement in the tendering stage of project 

procurement through an established criteria and questionnaire scheme 

3. Provide efficient Training of staff, contractors, subcontractors and suppliers in 

the supply chain to ensure that they are aware of Sustainable Procurement, its 

functions and implementing it on a day to day basis 

4. Promote Sustainable options, good procurement and best practice to ensure 

Sustainable Procurement is implemented effectively 

5. Consideration of the whole life cycle of the product from manufacture to 

demolition therefore accounting for running and maintenance costs etc 

6. Promote re-use, re-cycling and reducing through the waste hierarchy 

7. Regular reviewing and monitoring of Sustainable Procurement, its policies and 

its implementation through the supply chain to ensure that they still support 

procurement procedures and update if required 

8. Promote use of renewable sources over the lifetime of a project 

9. Procure ethically and fairly therefore being diverse, open and transparent to 

ensure the highest degree of integrity, honesty and professionalism 

10. Encourage selection of products that provide a balance of social, economic and 

environmental factors in accordance with the triple bottom line diagram 

 

 

 

Criteria devised in Figure 8 clearly 

demonstrate the diverse nature of SP 

and highlights the vast amount of work 

that needs to be undertaken for it to be 

successful. The criteria may be 

identified as logical good business 

practice, therefore competent 

organisations are already exercising 

some or most of the criteria but it is 

incorporated within other policies.  

However, Figure 9, a Local Authority 

Sustainable Procurement Policy and 

Figure 10, a UK construction 

organisation policy, show that 

secondary sources have revealed that 

there are clearly many more factors that 

will need to be considered to run a 

„100% SP Organisation.‟ This 

illustrates that the criteria identified in 

Figure 8 are not currently employed by 

all Local Authorities and UK 

construction organisations, hence the 

need to develop criteria as devised by 

the author. This has highlighted the 

need for benchmarks within SP, the 

monitoring thereof and the 

establishment of criteria can be argued 

to be the start of the benchmarking 

process. Furthermore, it expresses how 

there is no defined methodology of 

what is required to operate SP 

effectively therefore it was essential 

that the criteria were formulated by the 

author as it can now be used as a 

possible list of criteria necessary for 

successful implementation. This 

demonstrates how SP is open to 

interpretation throughout the industry, 

which results in error and limitations 

therefore nothing can currently be 

procured perfectly sustainably. This has 

proven how standardising SP is vital as 

far as it is possible and the 

identification of criteria as shown 

should be of benefit therefore allowing 

implementation to be become easier.  
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Figure 9: Local Authority Sustainable Procurement Policy (Light and Vincent, 2007, 

pp. 1) 
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Figure 10: UK Construction Organisation Sustainable Procurement Policy: (ISG, 2012, 

pp. 1) 
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The criteria are ultimately the essential 

factors that are required to establish a 

successful SP Policy therefore if they 

are exercised effectively by an 

organisation then they can ensure 

successful implementation. The criteria 

interlink with other non-classified 

factors; therefore, once they are 

established, other non-classified factors 

will automatically be utilised. However, 

as stated previously, this can be open to 

interpretation and thus errors can occur, 

which is why it might be necessary to 

define a rating system. 

 

The criteria will allow an organisation 

to deliver an effective SP policy in 

accordance with directives issued by the 

UN, EU and UK Government, thus 

satisfying the needs from an 

international to local level. 

Nevertheless, it has been noted that, in 

practice, an organisation acting as a 

„100% SP Organisation‟ is not 

achievable as construction is not a 

controlled environment: each new 

building is  different from the next, 

therefore there is a wide variety of 

projects with different requirements 

which makes implementing a standard 

set of SP rules and criteria difficult. 

This study has recognised that the 

criteria are a result of public and not 

private procurement; but research has 

identified the importance of both 

sectors within SP in the UK 

construction industry. In private 

procurement, Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR) has been 

identified as the most important factor 

in ensuring SP, whereas for public 

procurement it has not.  This gives a 

contrast since public procurement has 

CSR embedded within it as it 

recognises that it is an element of SP. 

CSR was originally defined as “a 

concept whereby companies integrate 

social and environmental concerns in 

their business operations and in their 

interaction with their stakeholders on a 

voluntary basis” (European 

Commission, 2011, p. 3). However, The 

European Commission (2011) has now 

identified a new definition of “the 

responsibility of enterprises for their 

impacts of society” whereby they 

“integrate social, environmental, 

ethical, human rights and consumer 

concerns into their business operations 

and core strategy in close collaboration 

with their stakeholders.” This 

demonstrates how CSR has many 

definitions and is open to interpretation, 

in a similar way to SP. The new 

definition recognises similar criteria 

identified within SP therefore 

illustrating the resemblance. However, 

the critical difference between the two 

is that CSR is solely about how the 

business is portrayed therefore working 

with their client to eradicate concerns in 

order to ensure that they make profit 

and establish repeat business in the 

process. This contrasts with SP as it not 

only takes CSR into consideration to 

ensure a good reputation but ensures 

fairness, value for money, whole life 

cycle costs and balance as within the 

public sector taxpayer‟s money is being 

utilised therefore it must be spent 

wisely to achieve value for money. CSR 

can be identified as only benefiting the 

organization, therefore it has been 

acknowledged as important for private 

organisations to be competitive in the 

market place, which offers benefits 

such as risk management, cost savings, 

access to capital and improved 

customer relations thus resulting in 

profit and good client relations for 

future works (European Commission, 

2011, pp. 3). 

 

It has been found that SP requires an 

integrated supply chain as the 

Government and worldwide bodies 

have recognised that public money is 

the taxpayers therefore agreeing that 

this money needs to achieve „value for 

money‟ (Simms, 2006, p. 1) This 



52 
 

ensures that it is spent wisely as the 

public expect a good quality service for 

money contributed into the system 

(Simms, 2006, p. 1). Value for money 

has been identified as the most 

important element of criteria due to its 

cost effectiveness in producing 

“greener” products, as it considers the 

whole life cycle of products to achieve 

an optimum combination of cost and 

quality to meet the client‟s requirements 

(The United Nations Department of 

Economic and Social Affairs, 2008, p. 

2; Dhaliwal, 2012, p. 38). This has been 

highlighted by the United Nations 

Department of Economic and Social 

Affairs (2008) and Marras (2012). 

However, Light and Vincent (2007) 

have discovered that value for money is 

not solely money- orientated and that 

this must be exercised alongside other 

criteria to successfully accomplish SP. 

This has resulted in procurement of 

expensive goods, products and services 

in order to abide by SP. Consequently, 

this demonstrates how one factor alone 

cannot deliver successful SP for an 

organisation on any scale, as all key 

factors rely on each other to attack SP 

equally in accordance with its 

mechanisms, which state that social, 

economical and environmental issues 

need to be in balance for successful 

implementation in accordance with the 

triple bottom line.  In turn, it has been 

found that some UK construction 

organisations do not have the capacity 

or resources to implement it. For this 

reason the author has come to the 

conclusion that there should be a sliding 

scale of implementation of SP due to 

capacity difficulties of some 

organisations, whereby large companies 

apply SP in one way, medium sized in 

another and small in another. In 

response the author has provided 

recommendations as shown in Figure 

11. 

 

Figure 11: Sliding Scope of Implementation of Sustainable 

Procurement: 
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Theory vs. Practice: 

 

Primary research was undertaken over a 

five-week period where five interviews 

were conducted through telephone 

conversations. The interviewees were as 

follows: 

 

1. Interviewee 1 – A West Midlands 

Council PQS 

2. Interviewee 2 – A West Midlands 

Council PQS 

3. Interviewee 3 – Procurement / 

purchasing manager from a large UK 

construction organisation 

4. Interviewee 4 – Procurement / 

purchasing manager from a medium- 

sized UK construction organisation 

5. Interviewee 5 – A West Midlands 

Council PQS 

 

The general consensus from the 

interviews is that SP is an encompassing 

part of procurement through 

sustainability and an integrated supply 

chain which has also been identified 

within theory; therefore monitoring and 

control of SP within the supply chain has 

become critical in implementing it within 

construction. However, it has also been 

determined that SP has its limitations and 

that sometimes it is not utilised due to 

other factors that become more 

important, such as time and cost; 

therefore being acknowledged as an 

aspect of sustainable construction rather 

than being distinguished as an individual 

element as  illustrated within theory. 

Interviewee 1 stated that “sustainable 

procurement is only used on large-value 

projects, of approximately £4.0 million 

plus, which have to be let under OJEU 

rules and regulations” (this refers to the 

Official Journal of the European Union). 

This is supported by interviewee 4 who 

states that SP is “spearheaded through 

procurement” therefore dedicating a SP 

Manager to the task. This demonstrates 

how both Local Authorities and main 

contractors are adapting to SP and how 

the main contractor has enforced it 

within their company through 

management of the work. This 

demonstrates good practice from a main 

contractor and that this type of set up 

should be incorporated by all main 

contractors working in the public sector.  

Interviewee 1 has also stated that “on all 

projects we issue a Pre-Qualification 

Questionnaire (PQQ) which lists a 

number of questions relating to 

sustainability, and the answers are scored 

on their merits. The score will then 

determine if a contractor will be invited 

to tender for the scheme” therefore 

demonstrating how Local Authorities are 

looking at sustainability as a key issue in 

the tendering process; which relates to 

theory. This is also recognised by 

interviewee 3 who has said that they are 

“happy to incorporate sustainable 

procurement within our organisation 

because if we don‟t we run the risk of not 

winning large scale projects”. However, 

this respondent also said that “if it wasn‟t 

a requirement of clients then we would 

always give our best price rather than 

alternatives that comply with sustainable 

demands”, therefore demonstrating how 

SP in practice has become an enforced 

necessity from an international level 

down to a local level rather than a 

preferred choice of good and best 

practice; which suggests that if it was not 

mandatory then it would not be 

implemented as much as it has been in 

recent years. This also demonstrates 

negative construction industry opinion of 

SP and that it will take a lot to change 

this belief.  

 

Interviewee 4 has distinguished the need 

for monitoring of the supply chain as 

they state that “we monitor our supply 

chain's adoption of our Sustainable 

Procurement policy principles through 

pre-qualification audits” which 

demonstrates how supply chain 

management from a national level to 

local level has become increasingly 
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important in implementing SP and that 

monitoring and control of this process 

has become increasingly important to 

“deliver best value.” This has also been 

acknowledged by interviewee 5 who 

identifies that “it takes time to assess 

each individual company‟s compliance 

with sustainable procurement which can 

sometimes drain on time and resources 

whereby smaller companies are usually 

more reluctant to comply with the ethos 

of sustainable procurement”. This 

demonstrates that not every contractor 

has the capacity or capabilities to 

respond to the requirements of SP issued 

from an international and national level, 

therefore linking the results found in 

theory with the results found in practice; 

thus identifying limitations of SP. It also 

suggests that some local authorities do 

not „believe in‟ SP which, again, links to 

the UK construction industry‟s belief that 

SP is mandatory and that, if it was not 

compulsory, it would not be utilised as it 

may not offer the most competitive price 

or quality of product that non-sustainable 

products may offer. However, in the 

public sector this is not taken into 

account as the primary aim is to achieve 

value for money through SP: this 

demonstrates the difference between 

private and public sector procurement 

even though the construction 

organisations within both sectors are the 

same. The difference is that the clients 

are not the same for both sectors, which 

demonstrates how SP is the main concern 

for public sector clients such as 

Government whereas private sector 

clients will value best price as the 

principal concern.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Critical Reflection: 

 

This study has discovered that public 

sector procurement has become 

increasingly important within the UK 

construction industry as international 

organisations have recognised the 

importance of Government and their 

influence on the industry to acquire value 

for their money. In turn, it has been 

found that SP has various definitions and 

explanations, which have been outlined 

in this study, from which the author has 

developed a concept in order to 

standardise its meaning in a particular 

context. In so doing, the author has also 

created a list of criteria that can be 

utilised throughout by others to move 

towards the end goal of a „100% SP 

organisation‟ despite the low likelihood 

of this being achieved.  However, in 

moving in this direction more sustainable 

projects will be delivered encompassing 

the wider objectives of sustainability. 

Consequently, this can now be exercised 

by organisations so that they comply 

with SP and its needs within the public 

sector. Furthermore, this can also be used 

within the private sector in order to 

demonstrate competency and pro-

activeness towards SP.  

 

It has been found that Government has 

been acknowledged as the most 

important public sector purchaser from 

an international to local level therefore 

having the most purchasing power, thus 

having a substantial influence when it 

comes to procurement and sustainability. 

In turn, theory has recognised that the 

combination of procurement and 

sustainability to deliver SP is now a 

Government requirement set in 

coordination with international directives 

therefore those who wish to work in this 

sector of construction must ensure that 

they comply to secure public sector 

work. However, this is not reflected in 

practice, as the interviews have revealed 

that SP is sometimes not implemented as 

a single element but as part of sustainable 

construction. In turn, practice has also 

found that sometimes cost outweighs 

sustainability particularly in the current 

economic climate unless rules and 
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regulations are imposed upon the 

organisation. This demonstrates how SP 

can only be implemented if it is made 

mandatory in every project. If this does 

not occur then organisations will 

interpret it differently and in some cases 

it will not be taken into account within 

construction at all. However, criteria 

developed by the author will help reduce 

miss-interpretation within the industry 

thus generating a standard set of criteria 

that can be put in place by UK 

construction organisations which will 

change the industry to comply with SP 

requirements  

 

To conclude, it is clear that SP will 

become a mandatory requirement for 

public procurement due to world 

requirements; therefore making 

mandatory implementation inevitable. 

This will result in adaption of all UK 

construction organisations which will be 

required to implement SP through a form 

of policy approach. In turn, it is clear that 

this study will help UK construction 

organisations develop an approach to 

adapt to SP and meet requirements 

through standard criteria and SP 

diagrams, which allow them to develop a 

policy of their own in order to not effect 

and limit themselves in terms of type of 

work, projects and sectors they can 

become involved with.  

 

 

Future Research: 

 

It is suggested that further research 

should be undertaken into SP within the 

public sector as this study has 

highlighted its importance and 

implementation within contracting 

organisations. It is also suggested that a 

comparative study should be undertaken 

to identify the differences between 

private sector SP and public sector SP 

and why the differences have occurred in 

order to develop reasons and expand 

upon the results of this study. In addition 

to this it is suggested that further research 

should be undertaken after this study in 

order to determine whether the results of 

this study are achievable in practice. 

Furthermore, this study has found that 

there has been minimal research on 

public sector procurement but this has 

now become extremely important due to 

changing international and national 

influence; therefore the criteria and 

diagrams for implementation, developed 

by the author, need to be tested in 

practice within the industry to determine 

if the results of this study are viable. The 

author believes that further research must 

be undertaken to increase the 

understanding of sustainable public 

procurement and its influence from an 

international to local level as it is 

continually developing and transforming 

which will enhance performance, reduce 

risk and optimise sustainability within 

procurement as a response to 

international, national and local needs for 

value for money through SP.  

 

 

Summary: 

 

1. There is a range of  definitions of SP. 

 

2. Value for money has been recognised 

internationally as the most important 

factor of SP. 

 

3. Government has been recognised as an 

important influence on sustainable public 

procurement. 

 

4. 100% SP organisations are required 

but this is unlikely to be achieved.  

 

5. There is currently no standard template 

or perfect solution to SP. 

 

6. SP will become a mandatory 

requirement of SC. 

 

7. UK construction organisations will 

need to adapt to meet SP requirements. 
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8. Sometimes cost outweighs SP. 

 

9. Sometimes SP is not implemented on 

its own but within sustainable 

construction.  

 

10. Organisations interpret SP in 

different ways. 
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