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Public procurement represents around 16% of GDP in the European Union (EU)', giving

public buyers a powerful tool to support policy goals. This makes the public buyer’s job
more important, but also more challenging. In addition to ensuring transparency and fair

competition, public buyers are now often expected to contribute to sustainability,

security, and innovation, usually without additional time or resources.

This document provides practical guidance on how to stimulate innovation through

procurement. It outlines what public buyers can do to prepare a tender for innovation,
highlighting the most effective approaches. The guidance is based on a large-scale study

of over 1,600 public buyers across the EU and draws on statistically robust findings.?

The next sections explain:

e what public buyers can learn while preparing tenders for innovations and how these

learnings matter (Section 2);
e which preparation methods are most effective for gaining these insights (Section 3);
e which types of suppliers and stakeholders are most useful to engage with during

preparation (Section 4).

1 European Commission, “Public Procurement - Internal Market, Industry, Entrepreneurship and SMEs.”

2 Berkhout et al. (2026), “Does Market Engagement in Public Procurement Foster Innovation?”

See for other English sources, for example, the toolkit and resources of the European Assistance for

Innovation Procurement (EAFIP) of the EU, or the resources and insights of the UK-based Innovation

Procurement Empowerment Centre (IPEC).


https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S004873332500201X
https://projects.research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/en/strategy/support-policy-making/shaping-eu-research-and-innovation-policy/new-european-innovation-agenda/innovation-procurement/eafip
https://cp.catapult.org.uk/project/innovation-procurement-empowerment-centre/

Preparing tenders for innovation Utrecht University

2. Know what you want to learn

Before choosing a preparation method, be clear about what you want to learn. Different
methods lead to different types of insights, and not all of them supportinnovation equally
(see Sections 2-4).

1. Find new suppliers and their solutions.
This helps you to reach companies that do not usually participate in tenders but may
offer more innovative solutions.

2. Build a shared understanding with the market.
This means aligning expectations about the tender process and the type of solution
needed. This is especially important in complex and innovative projects.

3. Understand what the market can feasibly deliver.
This includes insights into technological maturity and feasibility. While important in
general, this type of learning might hinder innovation: feasibility is often proven with
existing, not novel, solutions. So, when aiming for innovation, it is recommended to
focus on the first two learning goals.

Public buyers are generally good at assessing the feasibility of a desired product or
service. Finding new suppliers and solutions, however, is much more challenging (see
Figure 1). This document explains which preparation methods and tools are most
effective for each learning.

During the pre-tender phase, public buyers learned about...

New suppliers/solutions 544 345 441
Mutual understanding 5211 380 703
Feasibility of desired solution 58 200 1111

0 200 400 600 800 1000 1200 1400 1600

Disagree Neither agree nor disagree Agree

Figure 1. Results of survey question on lessons learned during tender preparation.
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3. What preparation methods enable learning?

Table 1 provides an overview of the preparation methods included in the survey. Sections
3.1-3.4 explain how these methods can be used to gain the different types of insights

discussed above.

Table 1. Tender preparation methods assessed in the survey

Pre-tender market
engagement

Prior art analyses

Standards
inventories review

Business case
development

Developing use
cases

Interact with suppliers and other stakeholders before launching
the tender. You can do this in several ways:
e One-way interactions (‘static):
o Shareinformation (e.g., Prior Information Notices) to
alert suppliers about upcoming opportunities.
o Collect information (e.g., questionnaires with technical
guestions).
e Two-way interactions (‘dynamic’):
o Hold one-on-one meetings with potential suppliers or
experts.
o Organize group sessions such as workshops with
potential suppliers and other stakeholders.

Review publicly available information to understand what
solutions already exist in the market (e.g., by analyzing patents
or other intellectual property databases).

Check whether relevant standards or certifications apply to your
project. These can often be used directly in tender specifications.

Assess the project's expected costs and benefits to inform the
tender design.

Describe how the solution should work in practice, using
concrete scenarios.
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3.1 New suppliers and solutions

ldentifying new suppliers and solutions during tender preparation is challenging for
public buyers (see also Figure 1). At the same time, it has a strong impact on innovation.
Not all preparation methods are equally effective for this purpose. Table 2 shows which
methods help, which do not, and which may even have negative effects.

Table 2. What tender preparation methods work well to identify new suppliers and solutions?

Pre-tender market
engagement

[ﬂ__}, Sending out Alerts the market, allowing suppliers to better
information (static) prepare, and increases the project’s visibility, helping
attract a wider range of suppliers, including new ones.

information (static) inviting suppliers. This makes it difficult to reach
suppliers you do not already know, limiting your
ability to discover new ones. In particular, collecting
information through questionnaires can reduce the

[@ Collecting Most other market engagement methods rely on

One-on-one
meetings (dynamic)

i Vc\j/orkshpps chances of finding new suppliers. Avoid this method if
(dynamic) your goal is to stimulate innovation.
Other methods
Prior art analyses Helps identify suppliers with relevant, state-of-the-art

knowledge based on publicly available information.

A scan of standards  Can lead you to suppliers that meet relevant
inventories standards, including those you may not yet know.

O G

A business case -
approach

- Developing use cases -
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3.2.

Shared understanding
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Building a shared understanding between buyers and suppliers about the desired
solution is not easy. However, it plays an important role in achieving innovation and is
worth investing in during the pre-tender phase. Table 3 shows which methods support
this, which do not, and which have no effect.

Table 3. What tender preparation methods work well to create mutual understanding between
the buyer and suppliers?

5 G G

Pre-tender market
engagement

Sharing information
(static)

Collecting
information (static)

One-on-one
meetings (dynamic)

Workshops
(dynamic)

Other methods
Prior art analyses

A scan of standards
inventories

A business case
approach

Developing use cases

Market engagement is the most effective way to build
a shared understanding between buyers and
suppliers. All these three formats involve direct
exchange, helping both sides better understand the
problem, the process, and possible solutions.

Dynamic formats, especially one-on-one meetings,
are particularly effective. They allow for in-depth
discussion and help build trust. These meetings are
legally permitted but must be handled carefully:
ensure transparency, as close interaction with a single
supplier can undermine fair competition.

Questionnaires can also support mutual
understanding. However, they may limit your ability
to identify new suppliers, so use them with caution.

Helps make the desired outcome more concrete for
both buyers and suppliers, making it easier to build a
shared understanding of the solution. However, this
effect is limited. Market engagement remains the
most effective approach for this purpose.
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3.3. Feasibility of a desired solution

Assessing feasibility is an essential step in any procurement process. It helps avoid
wasting time and resources on solutions that are not technically, financially, or socially
viable. However, focusing solely on feasibility rarely leads to innovation. It tends to steer
attention toward existing, proven solutions rather than new ones.

Table 4. What tender preparation methods work well to learn about the feasibility of a desired
solution?

Pre-tender market

engagement

- Sharing information -
(static)

[Kb Collecting information Questionnaires with technical questions can
(static) make it harder to discover new solutions and

limit innovation. However, they are useful for
assessing whether a solution is feasible.
- One-on-one meetings -
(dynamic)
- Workshops (dynamic) -
Other methods
Prior art analyses -

Dib A scan of standards Using standards helps ensure that solutions are
inventories proven and widely used, and that they meet
agreed requirements (e.g., ISO standards).

- A business case approach -

- Developing use cases

3.4. Benefits for suppliers

Some preparation methods not only help you design more innovation-friendly tenders,
but also support suppliers in developing better solutions, especially when you share
these insights with the market. The following methods are particularly effective:

2 Consulting standards databases and including relevant standards in the tender sets
a clear quality benchmark. This can encourage suppliers to improve their solutions,
especially if they do not yet meet the standard.

A well-developed business case shows how the solution creates value, not only for
the buyer, but also for the supplier. This can help suppliers refine and strengthen
their proposals.

7 Use cases illustrate how the solution should work in practice, helping suppliers
better tailor and improve their solutions.
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Which actors to engage in preparation activities?

Pre-tender market engagement is a key part of tender preparation. The way you organize
it and who you involve both matter. Table 5 shows which types of suppliers and
stakeholders are most useful to engage with.

Table 5. Which actors to engage with during market engagement activities

15
5

Sector and
industry
organizations

Other
government
bodies and
consultants

Small and
medium
enterprises
(SMEs)

D{J__;, Actor diversity

Have broad knowledge of their sector and can provide
more neutral input than individual suppliers during
market engagement.

Can provide neutral input and share good practices from
a public sector perspective. Beware, though, that
consultants can be costly and may reduce opportunities
to build internal expertise.

Engaging SMEs during market engagement does not
always lead to better outcomes. This is not because SMEs
are less innovative; on the contrary, those that win
contracts can be highly innovative.

However, during the pre-tender phase, SMEs may have
less capacity or less experience with procurement rules.
This can limit the usefulness of their input.

If you engage SMEs, make sure they are well prepared.
You can:
e point them to relevant training (e.g., through
national competence centers);
e build longer-term relationships so they become
more familiar with your processes.?

Engaging with a broader range of actors (e.g., startups,
larger companies, knowledge institutes) positively affects
innovation by providing public buyers and suppliers with
a more diverse knowledge base to learn from during
market engagement activities.

3 Also see IPEC, “Unlocking Innovation in Public Procurement: A Practical Guide to Pre-Market Engagement.”

on tactical (project-level) vs. strategic (long-term) market engagement.
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5. Further reading

Berkhout, Pelle, Anne Rainville, Matthijs Janssen, and Koen Frenken. “Does Market
Engagement in Public Procurement Foster Innovation? Results from a Pan-
European Survey.” Research Policy 55, no. 1 (2026): 105372.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2025.105372.

European Commission. “Public Procurement - Internal Market, Industry,
Entrepreneurship and SMEs.” Accessed January 26, 2026. https://single-market-
economy.ec.europa.eu/single-market/public-procurement_en.

IPEC. “Unlocking Innovation in Public Procurement: A Practical Guide to Pre-Market
Engagement.” Innovation Procurement Empowerment Centre, 2024.
https://www.ipec.org.uk/resource/a-practical-guide-to-pre-market-engagement/.

6. Funding and contact details

Contact details: Pelle Berkhout, m.berhout@uu.nl

This guidance document was developed as part of the DemoTrans project, funded by the
Horizon Europe Framework of the European Union (EU) (Grant No. 101059288). Views
and opinions expressed are those of the author(s) only and do not necessarily reflect
those of the EU or the granting authority. Neither the EU nor the granting authority can
be held responsible for them.
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