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About
Bloom is an innovative private limited 
company that helps the public sector 
better buy and manage  consultancy and 
specialist professional service suppliers. 
Formerly known as NEPRO Ltd, Bloom 
was founded in 2012 and has offices in 
Sunderland, Birmingham and London, 
opening up procurement of professional 
services across the UK. 

Bloom is the only company that currently 
specialises in bringing together buyers 
and suppliers of professional services to 
achieve better outcomes. We have around 
2,000 suppliers and over one hundred and 
thirty Contracting Authority clients, mainly 
in local councils and central government. 

We bring suppliers and clients together via 
our neutral vendor or principal contractor 
model. We do this in two ways: one is by 
directly appointing companies; the other 
is by setting up mini-competition between 
a small number of potential suppliers. 
This cuts out long procurement processes 
that consume time and resources on both 
sides. Bloom manages the risk and ensures 
prompt payment for suppliers, only on the 
achievement of the agreed outcomes.

As supply chain specialists, our philosophy 
is underpinned by an outcome-focused 

approach to procurement. Procurement is 
about achieving outcomes for contracting 
authorities and taxpayers – and should 
be measured in this way. A modern public 
sector needs to focus on outcomes and not 
inputs. Instead of a focus on time worked, 
we need guarantees of quality and results.

We focus on driving value for money by 
giving contracting authorities the best 
choice of large and small suppliers in a 
quick, compliant and collaborative way. 
The neutral vendor model provides an 
efficient route to market for suppliers 
of all sizes. With Bloom, large and small 
consultancy suppliers can access significant 
public sector contracts without the need 
for complex tender responses. This 
approach supports the growth of the use 
of SME suppliers; a stated objective of the 
Government. To date, we have delivered 
over 2,000 projects, of which 70% were 
delivered by SME suppliers. 

Bloom is opening up procurement at a time 
when massive innovation is needed and 
too many procurement markets are closed. 
As we detail below, we agree strongly with 
the industrial strategy’s objective of using 
procurement policy to drive innovation. 
Below we set out how this can best be 
achieved. 



Building Our Industrial Strategy Green Paper 
Consultation response from Bloom Procurement Services Ltd

4

Executive Summary
The Industrial Strategy is a huge 
opportunity to get procurement right. 
International comparisons rank the UK the 
third slowest country in Europe for how 
long it takes to win a procurement contract.

Smaller suppliers face a number of 
barriers to securing government contracts, 
including the complexity and timescale of 
procurement; the reliability of contracts; 
delays in payments; a lack of collaboration; 
poor incentives for procurement 
professionals; crude measurement of value 
for money and a lack of timely publication 
of data. 

We believe that improving the incentives 
(and training) of procurement officials is key 
and taking a long term approach to building 
the commercial skills is required – to create 
a new cadre of procurement officials. This 
means embedding outcomes-based thinking 
within the DNA of the public sector. To achieve 
this, we recommend the following:

i. Require that procurement officials 
explain in writing what consideration 
was given to innovation prior to 
beginning the formal procurement 
process.

ii. Each government department should 
also be set its own percentage target 

for procurement spend on SMEs. There 
should be a single senior civil servant 
within each department accountable 
for achieving that department’s SME 
procurement target. A toolkit should 
be used to support this along with an 
annual plan by each department, which 
takes into account the shape of the 
SME market. Government should also 
consider a form of academy to help 
ensure procurement achieves SME and 
other targets. 

iii. Individual government departments 
should be independently assessed 
on their procurement processes. 
The same civil servant should be 
accountable for ensuring procurement 
is no more complex, time consuming 
or costly than is justified.

iv. All primary legislation and statutory 
instruments should be evaluated, at 
the earliest possible stages, for their 
impact on SMEs – including SME 
procurement.

v. Government departments, local 
authorities and other procurement 
bodies should be required to assess 
the likelihood of, and downsides 
of, supplier/provider failure when 
making procurement decisions. This 
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would help to avoid the cost and 
time involved in financial checks, 
accreditation requirements and 
other requirements that are out of all 
proportion to the actual risks – and 
very costly to the supplier.

vi. A senior civil servant within the Cabinet 
Office should be responsible for 
promoting SMEs and innovation within 
other government departments – and 
pointing decision-makers within one 
department to relevant examples from 
other areas of government.

vii. Procurement should be redefined by 
government to reflect the broader 
concept of commerce. Renaming 
procurement officers ‘commerce 
officers’ or ‘commercial officers’ could 
contribute to a cultural change in which 
the role is correctly seen as much 
more than simply purchasing – but 
means achieving outcomes. 

viii. The Innovation Partnership Procedure 
should be encouraged across the 
public sector, central and local 
government. This procedure allows an 
entity to contract on a milestone basis, 
mitigating risks of provider failure or 
delays.

ix. Government should look to buy more 
of a stake in the intellectual property 
of innovation delivered through 

procurement. This allows the swift 
distribution of best practice while 
compensating innovators for the loss 
of market advantage.

x. Government should pursue a ‘dynamic 
supply chain’ in its procurement, with 
procurement officials having access to 
multiple suppliers at every point. This 
would be a positive step away from 
dependence on frameworks which 
operate as ‘closed shops’ for a defined 
period of time. 

xi. The Cabinet Office should explore a 
platform for allowing thousands of 
UK contracting authorities to look at 
whether a similar procurement has 
been done before, and determine 
whether to duplicate this approach. 

xii. The Cabinet Office should explore 
options for real time release of 
government spend data, rather than 
the current system with three or 
six month delays. The spend data 
publication requirements should be 
amended to deliver greater intelligence 
that can be used by the public sector 
as a whole.

xiii. The government should review 
supply rebate models, which may be 
encouraging the wrong incentives in 
procurement.
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The current context 
for procurement
We are the third slowest country in Europe 
for how long it takes to win a procurement 
contract.1

There is a target of 33% of all central 
government procurement spend going to 
SMEs by 2020. This is welcome because 
it is fairer to smaller firms. Bringing in 
new suppliers is also vital for increasing 
innovation. The Small Business Research 
Initiative is another positive step.

But smaller suppliers continue to face a 
number of barriers to securing government 
contracts, as identified by the Cabinet 
Office, National Audit Office, Reform, 
TechUK and others. The barriers to better 
procurement include the complexity and 
timescale of procurement; the reliability 
of contracts; delays in payments; a 
lack of collaboration; poor incentives 
for procurement professionals; crude 
measurement of value for money and a 

lack of timely publication of data. Below we 
set out in some detail where these barriers 
exist.

There is a need to reframe the narrative 
around procurement. It should be 
defined to reflect the broader concept of 
commerce. Renaming procurement officers 
‘commerce officers’ could contribute 
to a cultural change in which the role 
is correctly seen as much more than 
simply the process of purchasing – it is 
about achieving outcomes. It is about the 
UK recognising that every £1 spent on 
procurement is done for the benefit of UK 
citizens. Brexit offers the opportunity to 
redraw procurement rules free of external 
intervention in such a way that maximises 
this benefit – and encourages a multiplier 
effect through good spending practices. 
It is about contributing to social value 
through reducing unemployment and 
supporting apprenticeships – social value 
having been identified as a priority in the 
Public Services (Social Value) Act 2012.

Central government procurement through 
the Crown Commercial Service has seen 
some substantial improvements in recent 
years. Below we set out some of the 
improvements, and some of the issues that 
remain.

Smaller suppliers continue to face 
a number of barriers to securing 
government contracts
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Complexity/Timescale:
1. Complex Pre-Qualification 

Questionnaires and lengthy 
procurement timetables are a 
major burden for SMEs when 
looking to work through traditional 
frameworks. Suppliers often find 
tender documentation to be of poor 
quality, time-consuming and extremely 
complex. The House of Commons 
Communities and Local Government 
Select Committee has pointed out 
that while 75% of all UK contracts 
are tendered for a value below EU 
procurement thresholds, councils often 
nonetheless applied the full, onerous 
EU rules designed only for the most 
valuable contracts, perhaps because 
“Council procurement officers were 
‘paralysed’ by fear over breaching 
EU rules”.2 This is an issue for all 
government and public sector spend – 
e.g. in the NHS.

2. Likewise, the Committee noted 
“the cost and unnecessary burden 
of completing individual, and 
often complex, Pre-Qualification 

Questionnaires”.3 The Cabinet Office 
has also criticised “burdensome pre-
qualification requirements”.4 

3. The National Audit Office has also 
pointed out that SMEs often lack 
“the resources to complete lengthy 
tender documentation”.5 As above, 
“The time it takes to win a contract 
is the third slowest in Europe”,6  and 
one contractor explained that a single 
procurement required “137 meetings 
with the relevant department and a 
375-line specification document”.7 

Reliability:
4. Bidding for contracts that are 

cancelled during the process is a 
disproportionate burden for SMEs. 
There is a danger of contracts being 
cancelled after suppliers have already 
committed significant resources. 
When TechUK – the trade body for 
the technology industry – surveyed its 
more than 500 SME members about 
procurement, they found that the 
reliability of contracts is a clear barrier 
for SMEs.8 There were “instances where 
tenders are being cancelled halfway 
through the tender process due to 
the lack of a confirmed budget, or as a 
result of Government buyers changing 
their minds”.9 Many smaller firms must 
decide whether the opportunity is even 
worth the time invested in bidding, 
given the risk of cancellation.

SMEs often lack the resources to complete 
lengthy tender documentation
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Delays in payments:
5. SMEs lack the cash flow to cope with 

delayed payments. The National 
Audit Office notes that the delays 
in payments from the existing 
procurement processes hurt smaller 
suppliers: “SMEs are less likely to 
have the financial capacity to absorb 
delays in payment and may struggle to 
manage their cash flow.”10 

6. Our suppliers’ experience is that the 
unintended consequence of legislation 
has previously been to give further 
advantage to larger suppliers. When 
a FTSE 100 company makes contact 
demanding prompt payment, local 
authorities are minded to act. In 
contrast, when a smaller supplier 
considers making the same demand, 
they fear being excluded from any 
future contracts with that contracting 
body. Local Authorities are naturally 
careful to ensure this is not done 
formally, but anecdotal evidence 
supports this and indeed councils 
also regularly confirm that they are 
not concerned about late payment 

penalties because they never end up 
needing to pay them. The Government 
is tackling this problem by creating 
transparency of payment performance 
and practices. This is a sensible 
approach that does not interfere 
with companies’ ability to negotiate 
commercial terms, but seeks to 
ensure that payment is made to term. 
This requirement is applied through 
Regulation 113 of the Public Contracts 
Regulations 2015, which has the effect 
of laying bare public sector entities’ 
performance against the Late Payment 
of Commercial Debts Regulations.

Intellectual property/collaboration:
7. Innovation is driven by new ideas, but 

the originator of an innovation usually 
has no financial incentive to allow 
contracting authorities to collaborate 
and share the information gained in a 
procurement with other authorities.

8. Public sector organisations rarely 
collaborate effectively in relation 
to procurement, optimise the 
collaborative opportunity – or check 
to see if similar procurements have 
been undertaken elsewhere. There 
is no platform or technology in place 
to allow thousands of contracting 
authorities in the UK to collaborate. 
But savings could be huge from this 
kind of platform – for example, 20% 
or 30% savings are achievable when 
work and intellectual content from 

The originator of an innovation usually 
has no financial incentive to allow 
contracting authorities to collaborate 
and share the information gained in a 
procurement
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previous procurements is reused 
rather than reinvented from scratch. 
Defining requirements, writing 
specifications, designing procurement 
processes, managing procurement 
processes, evaluating tenders, 
supplier feedback, pre-qualification 
etc. are all processes that consume 
internal time and cost. A common 
complaint is that it is duplicated 
across organisations due to a lack 
of coordination. This is a bad deal 
for taxpayers and the procurement 
bodies themselves. Consultants may 
see lower fees because of these 
savings, but they benefit in other ways 
from procurement bodies looking at 
examples of similar procurements in 
the past, because it can generate new 
business for them.

Poor incentives/risk aversion:
9. There are often little or no incentives 

to do commissioning well, and strong 
incentives towards excessive risk 
aversion.

10. There is a strong ‘too big to fail’ culture 
in procurement decisions, driving 
what approaches an oligopoly in which 
procurement officers and buyers 
know they will never be punished for 
hiring the largest consultancies and 
professional service providers such as 
Capita, BT and Bupa, but also know 
they may in the line of fire if they hire 
a smaller firm that later fails to deliver 
because of insolvency. This leaves the 
few incumbent organisations with little 
incentive to innovate.

11. It used to be common to require 
three or more years of accounts from 
suppliers which completely excluded 
younger companies from bidding. 
Welcome efforts have been made 
to end this practice, and they have 
succeeded. Now audited accounts or 
financial projections tend to suffice 
for younger companies. This is a strong 
example of procurement policy moving in 
the right direction. 

12. Accreditation and other requirements 
can unnecessarily similarly exclude 
many firms. ISO accreditation is an 
example of this – it is often irrelevant 
for what is being procured.

13. Framework agreements are overused 
for procurement – they favour large 
firms because the costs are high and 
applying to them is resource intensive. 
There is generally no aggregation of 

Ending the practice of requiring three 
or more years of accounts, which 
completely excluded younger companies 
from bidding, is a strong example of how 
procurement policy is moving in the right 
direction 
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spending power – ‘committed volumes’. 
A common complaint from suppliers 
is that they have invested heavily in 
competing for and winning a place 
on a framework which sits on a shelf 
with very little or no use from the 
public sector. Buckinghamshire County 
Council Consultancy framework is one 
such example. An estimated bid costs 
£20,000 to £30,000 for an individual 
supplier.

14. Framework agreements operate as a 
‘closed shop’ – great for many of those 
who succeed in getting onto them, but 
acting to exclude all other potential 
suppliers for years.

15. There is also the problem that 
sometimes suppliers who succeed in 
getting onto a framework agreement 
after expanding considerable 
resources may find no actual contracts 
resulting from this. Nottingham City 
Council’s preferred services framework 
is one example of this. But no data is 
published on what is spent through 

framework agreements. The SCAPE 
framework was an example of lack 
of transparency, a ‘closed shop’ with 
nothing about prices or the rebate.

16. There is a place for framework 
agreements, but they act against 
innovation. A framework agreement 
that specifies certain conditions cannot 
later be altered. Frameworks can 
encourage volume rebates and other 
innovation, but this is rare. Framework 
agreements should allow for supplier 
innovation within the framework.

17. A market of a few large suppliers with 
very limited competition also means 
those suppliers have only minimal 
competitive incentive to innovate within 
existing contracts. The framework 
agreements effectively freeze the 
market for years. Sometimes, change 
is only permitted to the detriment of 
the taxpayer. For example, if energy 
costs rise, the contracting authority 
pays more. But if they fall, there is no 
reduction in payment.

18. Frameworks tend to offer nothing by 
way of performance management, 
or clear disadvantages if a supplier 
performs poorly.

19. There are separate framework 
agreements for consultancies and 
for agencies, and procurement must 
be done through one or the other. 

Framework agreements effectively freeze 
the market for years: they should instead 
allow for supplier innovation within the 
framework
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For example, CCS’s Consultancy 1 
or ESPO’s Management Consultancy 
framework agreements for 
consultancies and CCS’s  Contingency 
Labour 1 and ESPO’s MStar for 
agencies. But this is sometimes a false 
distinction. The focus should really be 
on different delivery options for an 
output, not the type of organisation 
delivering.

Value for money:
20. Value for money is currently measured 

simply as the cheapest option in a bid 
– mainly just day rates. The crudeness 
of this measure means that a project 
with a £400 day rate that takes 20 
days would be rated as better value for 
money than a project with a £500 day 
rate that takes 10 days.

21. There is also no measure of value 
delivered – only this crude measure of 
cost. A key test should be: would the 
procurement official make the same 
decision if spending their own money.

22. There should be a greater onus on 
the procurement organisation to set a 
budget and set out its ideas on what it 
wants based on research. Instead the 
norm is simply to wait for bids.

Data:
23. The government has made welcome 

progress in publishing spend data – for 
example, publication of spend above 
£500. But this is often published three 
or six months later. Real time data 
would be far more useful for external 
organisations with something to 
offer government. It would also save 
the government considerable time 
responding to Freedom of Information 
requests.

Market management:
24. Some suppliers wield disproportionate 

influence at central government level 
and receive far too much public sector 
spend. For example, Capita received 
£1.2 billion from the taxpayer last year 
– 25% of their total revenue.

The new system has improved,  
for example when it comes to  
pre-qualification questionnaires  
and the new webinars
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Central government 
procurement
25. The government body with the most 

direct responsibility for procurement is 
the Crown Commercial Service, which 
sits within the Cabinet Office. It has 
operated under various names, but 
has been in its current form since 2014, 
after the Government Procurement 
Service merged with procurement 
management from other government 
departments.

26. Many of the objectives set for the 
CCS are welcome. But there are some 
vital objectives that the CCS has yet to 
achieve.

27. The new system has improved, for 
example when it comes to pre-
qualification questionnaires.

28. But the new system can be similarly 
costly for suppliers and potential 
suppliers. Efforts to broaden the 
supplier base were once limited to little 
more than individual supplier events. 
The new webinars are very welcome 
examples of improvement.

29. There has been a lack of early 
market engagement, diminishing 
the advantages of this. Early market 
engagement amounts to knowing 
what the problem is that the supplier 

could solve and then inviting firms in. 
They are then able to come up with 
solutions and submit their ideas prior 
to the procurement formally going to 
tender. The alternative is the more 
common linear model. The problems 
with this were described by Tom 
Symons of NESTA:

“the linear model assumes we can 
know everything about what a good 
or service will need to do before we 
start, and that the way to ensure 
value-for-money and manage risk is 
to place restrictive specifications on 
service delivery in advance of any 
delivery actually happening. The end 
result of this approach is to close down 
innovation in development, and stifle it 
once operational.” 11

30. The National Audit Office noted in 
a recent report that only 57% of 
procurement was for a fixed price on 
outcomes, rather than for inputs such 
as day rates. The report also reported 
suppliers’ views that within this 57% 
in practice “departments awarded 
contracts on the basis of the daily rate 
that suppliers used to calculate the 
fixed price and that these contracts 
were often extended when the fixed 
price was reached”. 12 
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31. There is a risk that the new system 
also takes away accountability from 
the government, and from individual 
departments.

32. There is distrust between Public 
Buying Organisations – and incentives 
can relate to their income from a 
rebate rather than value for money, 
best practice or key performance 
indicators. PBOs promote their own 
frameworks but rarely do they present 
the economic justification/business 
case. As to when a contracting 
authority should use it, this is changing 
but there is still a sense of competing 
PBOs pushing their own agreements as 
opposed to presenting their agreement 
as part of a portfolio of available 
agreements for which organisations 
could determine for themselves which 
one(s) would represent the best overall 
value given their specific requirements. 
PBOs historically have been far too 
assumptive with the market, marketing 
their agreements on the basis that 
they are frameworks and therefore 
they must be good. Early market 
engagement – listening to what the 
market requires and understanding 
what suppliers have to offer – is a 
critical part of the process, but still not 
properly embedded into the DNA of 
the process. Getting these incentives 
right for procurement departments is 
very important.

33. Based on the above, we believe 
that improving the incentives of 
procurement officials is key. This means 
embedding outcomes-based thinking 
within the DNA of the public sector. The 
following are examples of policies that 
would incentivise further innovation 
and open up the procurement market 
in a way that aligns with the objective 
of increasing procurement spend on 
SMEs.

The recommendations that follow 
are our answer to the consultation  
question 23: “Are there further steps 
that the Government can take to 
support innovation through public 
procurement?”.
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Recommendations
i. Require that procurement officials 

explain in writing how they 
considered how to contribute 
to innovation through their 
procurement decision – for example 
by finding an alternative to using a 
framework agreement. There may 
be particular procurement decisions 
where no innovation is possible, but 
keeping this requirement in mind could 
contribute to identifying the others.

ii. Each government department 
should be set its own percentage 
target. These targets should be 
benchmarked against existing 
SME spend but ambitious for 
future growth. There should be a 
single senior civil servant within each 
department accountable for achieving 
that department’s SME procurement 
target. A toolkit should be used to 
support this goal, and departments 
should publish an annual plan for 
achieving this goal which takes account 
of the shape of the SME market. SME 
expenditure should ultimately be 
about value, quality, economic and 
social value – not merely “We’ve hit our 
target”. Government should consider 
a form of academy to help ensure 
procurement achieves SME and other 
targets. 

iii. Individual government departments 
should be assessed on their 
procurement processes. The criteria 
for these assessments should include 
how extensive and time-consuming 
their processes are, how much 
documentation and accreditation they 
require, and whether these levels can 
be justified. The same civil servant 
should be accountable for ensuring 
procurement is no more complex than 
is justified.

iv. All primary legislation and statutory 
instruments should be evaluated, 
at the earliest possible stages, for 
their impact on SMEs – including 
SME procurement. All legislation 
should be considered with the law of 
unintended consequences in mind. The 
risks of particular proposals adversely 
and disproportionately affecting SMEs 
and innovation would therefore be 
highlighted immediately, and potentially 
mitigated.

v. Government departments, local 
authorities and other procurement 
bodies should be required to assess 
the likelihood of, and downsides 
of, provider failure when making 
procurement decisions. Objective 
criteria should be used to arrive at 
a realistic assessment of the risks. 
Financial accounts should not be 
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requested unless genuinely required. 
This would help to avoid financial 
checks, accreditation requirements 
and other requirements that are out 
of all proportion to the actual risks – 
and very costly to the supplier. Risk 
is currently flagged up as a concern, 
but there is no effort to assess it. Risk 
management/mitigation should be 
part of the toolkit mentioned above in 
recommendation ii.

vi. A senior civil servant within 
the Cabinet Office should be 
responsible for promoting SMEs and 
innovation within other government 
departments – and pointing decision-
makers within one department to 
relevant examples from other areas of 
government.

vii. Procurement should be redefined 
by government to reflect the 
broader concept of commerce. 
Renaming procurement officers 
‘commerce officers’ could contribute 
to a cultural change in which the 
role is correctly seen as much more 
than simply purchasing – but means 
achieving outcomes. The word 
‘commercial’ should be clearly defined 
and embraced, as opposed to being 
used as an excuse not to do something 
– i.e. equating the word with ignoring 
outcomes or delivery. The word 
commercial should be synonymous 
with effective use of taxpayers’ money 
(incorporating overall social and 
economic value).

viii. The Innovation Partnership should 
be encouraged across central and 
local government. This procedure 
allows an entity to contract on a 
milestone basis, mitigating risks of 
provider failure or delays. It can be 
structured in successive phases and 
set intermediate targets to be attained 
by the partners and provide for 
payment in appropriate instalments. 
This is beneficial for contracting 
authorities seeking to procure a new 
process that does not already exist in 
the marketplace, such as innovative IT 
solutions. Despite its clear advantages, 
Bloom is unaware of anyone actually 
using the Innovation Partnership.

ix. Government should look to buy 
more of a stake in the intellectual 
property of innovation delivered 
through procurement. This allows the 
swift distribution of best practice while 
compensating innovators for the loss 
of market advantage. 

x. Government should pursue a 
‘dynamic supply chain’ in its 
procurement. Under the dynamic 
supply chain model, procurement 
officials have multiple suppliers 
at every point. This provides 
choice, competition and the ability to 
substitute one supplier for another at 
short notice. This would be a positive 
step away from dependence on 
frameworks which operate as ‘closed 
shops’ for a defined period of time.
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xi. The Cabinet Office should explore a 
platform for allowing thousands of 
UK contracting authorities to look 
at whether a similar procurement 
has been done before, and determine 
whether to duplicate this approach. 
This would address existing problems 
of ineffective knowledge sharing.

xii. The Cabinet Office should explore 
options for real time release of 
government spend data, rather 
than the current system with three 
or six month delays. The spend data 
publication requirements should be 
amended to deliver greater intelligence 
that can be used by the public sector 
as a whole.

xiii. The government should review 
supply rebate models, which may be 
encouraging the wrong incentives in 
procurement. 

 

Adam Jacobs
Executive Chairman 

April 2017

Bloom Procurement Services Ltd 
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