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ABSTRACT 

In the last decades, there has been an expansion in public sector purchasing from external, 

private actors. The public sector is currently buying goods and services for considerable 

amounts – and consultancy services are no exception. 

Consulting services are nevertheless often perceived as risky, and difficult to 

evaluate. The purchasing process has therefore traditionally been conducted through 

relationships, trust, and personal references. However, in the public sector, this approach 

is restricted. Public procurers need to follow strict rules and standardized guidelines 

within the Public Procurement Act. In this study, we have mapped out how purchasers in 

the Swedish public sector manage the regulation, while still striving to make sure a 

qualified consultant is hired for the project. 

Empirical data was collected from six Swedish contracting authorities. Semi-

structured interviews were conducted with individuals involved at different stages of the 

purchasing process, providing a variety of views. The analysis of the material identified 

several procedures utilized by the individuals to facilitate the process. Findings indicate 

that preparation and precision is the key to succeed. This study has contributed to the 

understanding of how consultants are purchased in a public sector context. 

  

Keywords: Consultants, public sector, public procurements, purchasing consultancy 

services. 

 

  



 

 

SAMMANFATTNING 
Under de senaste årtiondena har det skett ett uppsving i den offentliga sektorns inköp 

från externa, privata aktörer. Den offentliga sektorn köper in varor och tjänster för 

betydande summor – och konsulttjänster är inget undantag.  

Konsulttjänster uppfattas dock ofta som riskfyllda, och svårbedömda. 

Inköpsprocessen har därför traditionellt baserats på relationer, förtroende och 

personliga referenser. Men i den offentliga sektorn är detta tillvägagångssätt begränsat. 

Offentliga upphandlare måste följa strikta regler och standardiserade riktlinjer inom 

Lagen om Offentlig Upphandling. I den här studien har vi kartlagt hur inköpare i den 

svenska offentliga sektorn hanterar regleringen i sin strävan att säkerställa den mest 

kompetenta konsulten till projektet.  

Empiriska data hämtades från sex svenska upphandlande myndigheter. 

Semistrukturella intervjuer med individer involverade i olika stadier av inköpsprocessen 

har genomförts, vilket bidragit till ett mångfaldigt perspektiv. Analysen av det insamlade 

materialet identifierade flera procedurer som inköparna använde för att främja 

processen. Resultatet indikerar att förberedelse samt precision är nyckeln till att lyckas. 

Den här studien har bidragit till förståelsen för hur konsulter köps in i den offentliga 

sektorn.  

  

Nyckelord: Konsulter, offentlig sektor, upphandling, köpa konsulttjänster. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
The consultancy field has grown rapidly in the course of the last decades (O’Mahoney & 

Markham 2013). With a total value of around 250 billion dollars, the global consulting 

sector is one of the largest within the professional services industry – and the demand is 

growing (Consultancy 2017). Consultants are in essence hired to provide organizational 

leaders with advice (O’Mahoney & Markham 2013), and today consultants help clients in 

diverse areas of business; ranging from the general strategy consultant and business 

consultant, to the more specific technology consultant, IT-consultant and marketing 

consultant, and the list goes on (Consultancy 2017). Consequently, choosing among the 

numerous actors has become a challenging task. 

 

1.1 Problematization 
Consultants’ advice and expertise have become a fundamental component in our society 

(O’Mahoney & Markham 2013), and selecting the right consultancy firm is a central 

matter of concern for many organizations. Substantial amounts of money are regularly 

spent on consultants (Clark 1995; Smeltzer & Ogden 2002) to receive guidance on how to 

improve organizational performance or to perform a specific task: skills the organizations 

might not be able to acquire themselves (Furusten & Werr 2005; Leaman 2013). Thus, 

misguided advice on important decisions, or poorly implemented projects, could 

potentially be very costly (Clark 1995; Näslund 2012; Smeltzer & Ogden 2002).  

Yet it is quite complicated to select and evaluate consulting services (e.g. 

Armbrüster 2004; Fincham & Clark 2002; Pemer, Werr & Bianchi 2014). The absence of 

rules, standards, and control mechanisms makes consultancy services abstract and hard 

to fully comprehend (Clark 1995; Pemer, Werr & Bianchi 2014; Werr & Pemer 2007). In 

addition, as the service is generated after the agreement is signed (Glückler & Armbrüster 

2003), differences in qualification of the individual consultant might influence the 

outcome of the project (Ernst & Keiser 2002). Consequently, purchasing consultancy 

services are generally considered risky and challenging (Clark 1995; Näslund 2012; 

Pemer, Werr & Bianchi 2014).  

To delimit these perceived risks, organizations have traditionally based the 

purchasing decision on individual preferences, and trust (Armbrüster 2006; Näslund 

2012). Experiences of the consultant’s earlier performance and service skills presumably 

decrease the risks of the project (Näslund 2012). Personal relationships are plain efforts 

to secure quality (Glückler & Armbrüster 2003; von Nordenflycht 2010) in a service 

where quality cannot easily be assessed in an objective way (Glückler & Armbrüster 

2003). Recurring projects furthermore help consultants form a complete understanding 

of the client’s organization and its industry, which in turn help them come up with more 

applicable solutions (Näslund 2012; Werr & Styhre 2002). In other words, a close 

partnership facilitates the process of freely exchanging ideas, which is the foundation of 

mastering a complex service, such as consultancy (Näslund 2012). The ‘best’ pick of 
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consultant might therefore well be the one the individual manager has a professional 

history with, and where their cooperation works smoothly. 

Nonetheless, even though choosing a consultant based on personal criteria 

evidently seems beneficial when purchasing uncertain consultancy services, this 

approach is restricted in the Swedish public sector. Ever since the 1980’s there has been 

a growth in outsourcing practices due to society’s emerging demand for welfare services 

(Sahlin-Andersson 2000; Svenskt näringsliv 2010). External actors such as consultants 

are now an essential component in the welfare state (Svenskt näringsliv 2010), because, 

the public sector still is obliged to provide these services (Sahlin-Andersson 2000). This, 

in turn, has led to a greater demand for transparency and accountability, as the public still 

wants control over tax spending (Power 1999). Consequently, organizations in the 

Swedish public sector are since the early 1990’s committed to a regulation framework 

called the Public Procurement Act (Statskontoret 2012). The regulation directs all public 

organizations in deciding who to work with, as well as the premises of the cooperation 

(Konkurrensverket 2015). The purpose of the procurement directive is to extend the 

government's supervision of the purchasing process to avoid corruption and make best 

use of taxpayers’ money (Lindberg & Furusten 2005), while still securing quality of the 

provided services (Sahlin-Andersson 2000). This development has consecutively led to 

limitations in the choice of consultancy partners.   

 

1.2 Problem Formulation 
Researchers have devoted much attention to understand the choice of consultancy 

partners (e.g. Pemer, Werr & Bianchi 2014; Werr & Styhre 2002), however, these studies 

have mainly been conducted in the private sector. Though many of the findings might be 

applied to the public sector as well, we argue that as the public sector differs, the 

procedures, and outcomes from the procedures, might also differ. Surrounding factors 

such as the regulation of purchasing practices inevitably influence the relationship 

between client and consultant (Furusten & Werr 2005; Werr & Pemer 2007). And public 

officials are, as opposed to private employees, mainly responsible to serve the public and 

provide well-functioning welfare services (Statskontoret 2015). In the public sector, the 

specific context sets a limit for what individuals and organizations have the authority to 

do, as well as what actions are socially accepted (Furusten & Werr 2005). Prevalent 

characteristics of the private sector, which makes it possible to select any preferred 

consultant (Näslund 2012; Pemer, Werr & Bianchi 2014), do not fully apply to the public 

sector.  

Nevertheless, the choice of consultancy partners ought to be as important in the 

public sector, as this is an effective way to secure quality of the service and maximize value 

for taxpayers. Against this background, the objective of the thesis is to create a better 

understanding of what measures purchasers in public organisations can take in the 

pursuit to ensure a qualified consultant. We will thus take on a client perspective, and 

investigate how the clients manage the prevailing rules and regulation in the public 

sector. This will be achieved through a case study consisting of six Swedish contracting 
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authorities. Theoretically, this will expand the knowledge of how consultancy firms are 

selected into a new context. Empirically, this study will demonstrate various measures to 

manage the regulation. These purposes led to the following research question:  

  

How do purchasers in the Swedish public sector manage the regulation in order to  

select a qualified consultant?   
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2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
In order to investigate the research question, we need to understand the complexity of 

consultancy services and why selecting a trusted partner is considered valuable in the 

private sector, as well as the distinct rules in the public sector that inhibit the choice. In 

the section below, we will outline a detailed description of the associated concepts.  

 

2.1 What is a Consultant? 
A consultant is defined as a professional adviser who analyses and develops 

recommendations on how to increase value for their clients (O’Mahoney & Markham 

2013; Oxford Dictionary 2016). The engagement ranges from identifying the problem to 

present a recommended solution, and sometimes also to assist in the implementation of 

that solution (O’Mahoney & Markham 2013; Sadler 2001).  

 

2.1.1 The Expansion of the Consultancy Industry  

The concept of consultants was introduced to the public in 1930 as a response to the 

increasingly complex business environment (McKenna 2006). The expansion of 

consultancy firms that has been prevalent during the last decades can be derived to the 

increased pressure on organizations to secure access to the latest knowledge (Sadler 

2001), and recurrently perform radical organizational changes in order to be flexible and 

stay competitive (Clark 1995; Werr & Styhre 2002).  

The literature on why companies exactly chose to employ consultants is broad and 

varied though. Researchers have portrayed the relationship between consultant and 

client quite differently depending on their viewpoint. The different streams can broadly 

be divided into two main perspectives: the functionalist and the critical view (Armbrüster 

2006; Werr & Styhre 2002). From the functionalistic perspective, the consultant is 

described as an external expert who contributes with fresh new knowledge (Werr & 

Styhre 2002). The consultant is the objective outsider who is relatively independent from 

the client, and who gives advice on matters the client does not have the skill to do 

themselves (Armbrüster 2006; Leaman 2013). Consultants can do this because they have 

developed expertise by doing things frequently, that the client does rarely (Armbrüster 

2006). The work of consultants is driven by well-developed methods on how to analyse 

and structure problems, which gives the consultant unique expertise in this area 

(Armbrüster 2006). Consultants are thus in demand because they carry ideas from client 

to client; ideas with potential to accelerate the process of organizational innovation and 

development (Sahlin-Andersson & Engwall 2002).  

The critical perspective emerged as a criticism against the big consultancy firms 

that dominated the market during the 1990s (Werr & Styhre 2002). Consultants are not 

only experts; they have an economic interest as well (Armbrüster 2006). From this 

viewpoint, the consultant could use powerful rhetoric to take advantage of the uninitiated 

client, who assumed to uncritical accept the consultant's services (Armbrüster 2006; 

Werr & Styhre 2002). The main purpose to employ consultants would from this 
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perspective be to reduce anxiety from coping with a complex environment, and to 

legitimize decisions and actions (Armbrüster 2006; Ernst & Keiser 2002).  

 

2.1.2 The Complex Nature of Consultancy Services 

As consultancy is a relatively new profession, its services generally lack standards, control 

mechanisms, and established rules (Armbrüster 2004; Bennett & Smith 2004). 

Consequently, anyone can call themselves a consultant, and consultants can conduct a 

variety of projects for their clients (Bennett & Smith 2004; Clark 1995), which might also 

explain why there are so many actors on the market (Glückler & Armbrüster 2003). 

However, the variety comes with some drawbacks too, as lacking benchmarks makes it 

hard to know what to expect from the consultant (Armbrüster 2004; Pemer, Werr & 

Bianchi 2014). The fact that consulting is a knowledge intensive service (Alvesson 1993), 

prevailing in an unregulated market, does accordingly have implications on the 

complexity to determine its quality (Bennett & Smith 2004). 

Difficulties in evaluating complete projects range from the challenge to evaluate a 

consultant's performance in general, to the problem of measuring organizational 

effectiveness before and after a project (Bennett & Smith 2004; Ernst & Keiser 2002; 

Pemer & Werr 2013). Consulting services are broadly built up from non-measurable, 

subjective qualities such as creativity, expertise and responsiveness (Pemer 2012). The 

intangible nature and absence of concrete, previous results make it challenging to specify, 

compare, and evaluate the services (Bennett & Smith 2004; Pemer, Werr & Bianchi 2014). 

Not at least as effects from the project could appear long after the consultant is gone (Clark 

1995). Potential effects are essentially evasive and only observable in the long term 

(Gallouj 1997). And more times than not, circumstances of the project change throughout 

time, which means that previously set goals might be meaningless (Glückler & Armbrüster 

2003). This makes it complicated to determine which objective to use to assess a specific 

project. Low levels of transparency in the market furthermore generates an uncertainty 

over the consultancy firm and its alleged qualifications (Glückler & Armbrüster 2003). 

Taken together, this makes it complicated to judge the quality of the service, and to 

differentiate between the different options. 

The shifting nature and variation of projects also entails that every project delivery 

needs to be adapted to the specific client’s needs (Bennett & Smith 2004; Furusten & Werr 

2005). The fact that each project has unique conditions makes it difficult to judge the 

outcome of a service, both in advance and once the project is delivered (Furusten 2015). 

As the service is generated only after the agreement is signed (Glückler & Armbrüster 

2003), collaboration between consultant and client is required for delivery (Gallouj 1997; 

Näslund 2012). This implies that quality might vary depending on the project, and the 

individual consultant's ability to tailor the solution to the particular client’s need (Clark 

1995). Differences in qualification of the individual consultant, and their interplays with 

the client during service delivery, might therefore determine the outcome of the project 

(Ernst & Keiser 2002). Hence, in knowledge-intensive services such as consultancy 
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services, it is mainly the client who takes on the risk of the project (Glückler & Armbrüster 

2003). 

 

2.2 Selecting Consultancy Firm 
The complexity of the services has consequences on how consultants are purchased. 

Entering into a partnership is a strategically important decision for most organizations as 

it has potential to provide the organization with new knowledge and innovations (Pemer, 

Werr & Bianchi 2014). Purchasing professionals could invest significant amount of time 

and money into the decision (Clark 1995; Smeltzer & Ogden 2002), without any guarantee 

of a successful outcome (Mitchell 1994). Considering the high cost of the service and 

complicated evaluation process, purchasing consultants are generally perceived as risky 

(Clark 1995; Näslund 2012; Pemer, Werr & Bianchi 2014). Potential missteps can be very 

costly, and its consequences can be hard to repair (Clark 1995; Näslund 2012; Smeltzer & 

Ogden 2002). Hence, as companies inevitably are increasingly employing consultants, this 

uncertainty ought to be reduced to enable clients to make a satisfying decision (Glückler 

& Armbrüster 2003).  

 

2.2.1 Selecting a Well-Trusted Partner 

Informal social networks become necessary in uncertain environments (Glückler & 

Armbrüster 2003). Perhaps it is no surprise then, that the choice of consultant mainly is 

based on relationships. Selecting a trusted and well-known partner has traditionally been 

seen as advantageous when purchasing ambiguous consultancy services – because then 

at least you know what you get (e.g. Näslund 2012; Pemer, Werr & Bianchi 2014). 

This means that previous experience, trust, and relationships are important 

factors, and that these factors influence the ultimate choice of consultant (Armbrüster 

2006; Näslund 2012). Repeat customers, personal contacts, and third party referrals are 

all main concerns in selecting a consultancy firm (Bennett & Smith 2004). Many clients 

also prefer to collaborate with a consultant they previously have worked with, and have 

positive experiences from (Näslund 2012). Price and formal agreements become less 

relevant (Armbrüster 2006; Clark 1995). Personal relationships and reputation are 

simply mechanisms to guarantee quality of the service (Glückler & Armbrüster 2003; von 

Nordenflycht 2010) because quality cannot easily be assessed in an objective way 

(Glückler & Armbrüster 2003). Choosing a consultant based on relationships is thus 

rational in a market where it is not possible to judge the quality of the service beforehand, 

and where you have to rely on the consultant's expertise and knowledge – characteristics 

that do not show outwardly (von Nordenflycht 2010). 

The complex nature of consultancy services also makes a mutual, continuing 

partnership between the consultant and the client highly advantageous (Näslund 2012). 

Complex services can be executed in several ways, and different individuals have their 

own methods and knowledge, which ultimately has an impact on the quality of the service 

(Mitchell 1994). A mutual understanding, of both the problem and how it may be solved, 

is facilitated by long term relations as it takes time to come to the point where both parts 
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easily understand each other (Näslund 2012). Close collaborations help consultants 

towards a deeper understanding of the client’s organization and its industry, which in 

turn help them come up with better solutions and plans for the project (Sadler 2001; Werr 

& Styhre 2002). Hence, the individuals need to work well together to produce this kind of 

value from the project. As the person representing the consultancy firm often is the one 

building up the relationship, that individual person becomes more important than the 

actual consultancy firm (Mitchell 1994).  

 

2.2.2 Attempts to Standardize the Purchasing Process 

It has been argued however, that selecting a well-known consultant may result in 

organizations overlooking cheaper, newer, or possibly even better suppliers (Armbrüster 

2006; Pemer, Werr & Bianchi 2014). Committed relationships bias clients’ incline to hire 

familiar consultants - even if their specialty does not cover the new area (Armbrüster 

2006; Glückler & Armbrüster 2003). Consulting firms that would perform better in the 

particular area will as a consequence not be chosen, simply because there is no previous 

history of cooperation (Glückler & Armbrüster 2003). Close partnerships could therefore 

potentially inhibit organizational innovation, as it diminishes the outside perspective. 

Moreover, redundant reliance on personal networks and reputation implies a rise in the 

entry barrier for newcomers, as previous experience with a particular firm act as a prime 

guarantee for quality (Glückler & Armbrüster 2003). The relationship-based approach to 

purchasing has as a consequence been challenged by a new, more standardized way to 

organize the purchasing process (e.g. Pemer 2012; Smeltzer & Ogden 2002; Werr & Pemer 

2007). This development has been visible both in Swedish organizations and 

internationally (Pemer 2012). 

The trend of standardizing has meant implementation of policies, guidelines, and 

generally more structure for the purchases (Pemer 2012; Pemer, Werr & Bianchi 2014). 

Standardizing the purchase process has nonetheless proved to be especially difficult in 

the consultancy industry (Pemer 2012; Werr & Pemer 2007). The complex nature of 

consultancy services, with lack of standards and guidelines, makes a formal, transactional 

process hard to implement. Purchasing professionals have encountered problems in 

finding useful tools and models to evaluate the consultants (Werr & Pemer 2007). The 

more complex the service, and the less experience the purchaser has with the particular 

industry, the harder it becomes to know what to look for (Smeltzer & Ogden 2002). 

Additionally, consultants have criticized this approach for focusing too much on the 

wrong things, such as price before quality (Pemer 2012). Standardization in the 

consultancy industry could therefore impede on the critical flexibility and tailored 

solutions of the project. Despite this, the Swedish public sector has consecutively 

attempted to standardize the procedure for many years, which consequently has 

influenced its purchasing practices. 
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2.3 The Standardized Purchasing Process in the Public Sector 
An extensive reformation process took off during the 1980’s in response to the financial 

challenges the Swedish public sector was facing (Sahlin-Andersson 2000; Statskontoret 

2012). Society’s development and increased demand for welfare services had made it 

problematic for the public sector to do everything on their own (Leaman 2013; Svenskt 

näringsliv 2010). To secure quality of public services and increase efficiency in the 

allocation of taxpayer’s money, the Swedish public sector took influences from the private 

sector (Modén, Arnek, Tamm, Sidholm & Wahlman 2015; Statskontoret 2012).  

 

2.3.1 What the New Reforms Brought  

The practice of organizing the public sector in a market oriented way is sometimes 

referred to as New Public Management (Power 1999). The term was originally coined in 

the late 1980’s in the United Kingdom, and was generally accepted as the gold standard 

for administrative reforms during the 1990’s. New public management is a cluster of ideas 

that involves the desire to replace the presumed inefficiency of the hierarchical 

bureaucracy that earlier dominated the public sector, with the more effective market 

logic. Implementing success factors from the private sector was thought to lead to better 

efficiency, less economical waste and higher quality outputs (Sahlin-Andersson 2000). 

The concept is now generally accepted, and strategies such as result-oriented steering, 

quantitative measures, and outsourcing of core services have become viable in all levels; 

from governmental to local municipalities (Statskontoret 2012).  

As a result, services previously performed by the state are now being conducted 

by private actors (Modén et al. 2015). The new market direction thus opened up for 

employing a large variety of external actors, such as consultancy firms (Mellbourn 1986; 

Statskontoret 2015). Public sector organizations have thereby become dependent on 

outside expertise (Statskontoret 2015). However, a need for supervision arose when the 

public sector was not executing the services themselves (Statskontoret 2012). The 

increased utilisation of external actors raised concerns over loss of transparency, which 

induced a demand for control over exactly how taxpayers’ hard-earned money was spent 

(Power 1999). The demand for transparency consequently provoked the emergence of 

formal purchasing standards and guidelines (Power 1999; Sahlin-Andersson 2000). 

Because, even though the public sector no longer performs these services, they still need 

to make sure they obtain the same quality as before (Sahlin-Andersson 2000).  

 

2.3.2 The Regulation and its Consequences on the Purchasing Process 

A legal framework, termed the Public Procurement Act, was introduced in Sweden 1994 

to regulate purchasing of external goods and services in the public sector (Statskontoret 

2012). A transparent and regulated purchasing process was assumed to ensure that 

contracting authorities used public funds effectively, while at the same time counteracting 

corruption (Furusten 2015). The Act is based on the European Union's procurement 

directives, which means the same basic principles are applied in the whole European 

Union (Nilsson, Bergman & Pydokke 2005; Sundstrand 2013). Contracting authorities are 
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through the Act imposed to administer the purchasing process in a way that promotes 

competition, by searching for available alternatives and compare them against each other, 

in pursuance of finding the most suitable alternative (Furusten 2015). Having suppliers 

compete on the same terms are supposed to promote a healthy competition among actors 

on the market (Berlin 2006; Forsell & Norén 2013). Free competition among the potential 

suppliers would also lead to more options, better availability, and improved quality 

(Hartman 2011). 

The Public Procurement Act regulates the purchasing process from the point 

where a need is identified, to when a supplier is finally chosen. The whole purchase 

process is thus regulated and includes directives on how the procurement should be 

announced, how demands should be formulated, as well as how the offers should be 

evaluated (Upphandlingsmyndigheten 2011). The Act compels the contracting authority 

to fully identify its need before the consultancy firms are allowed to make an offer. Private 

discussions between individuals in the public organization and the consultancy firm are 

restricted until a final firm is chosen (Konkurrensverket 2015). Indubitable, the 

purchasing process in the public sector is rather bureaucratic, and complicated.  

 

2.3.3 Criticism on the Public Procurement Act 

The Public Procurement Act has been criticized for its heavy reliance on control in terms 

of rules and paragraphs. The Act has been accused of being unnecessarily complicated, 

and thus obstruct smaller consultancy firms who are not able to afford the bureaucracy 

of the process (Ek Österberg 2016). It has also been stressed that deficiency of relevant 

expertise within the contracting organizations, especially authorities that conduct 

procurements to a lesser extent, might influence the quality of the judgment (Ek 

Österberg 2016).  

To compare alternatives and evaluate quality of complex consultancy services 

while following the regulation is a challenging task, especially as the regulation dictates 

equal treatment for all tenderers, regardless of market (Furusten 2015). Hence, the Act 

assumes all markets look the same, and that there are plenty of options to choose from, 

which is not always the case. The same procurement process has to be conducted 

irrespective of what type of service is purchased (Axelsson 1998). The Act might thus be 

contradicting: it is based on an idea of the free market, while at the same time being a 

powerful regulator on the very same market (Furusten 2015).  

The demand for transparency has also made it problematic to incorporate 

subjective opinions in the evaluations (Bergman 2013). Therefore, comparing 

alternatives is not always that easy. Difficulties in evaluating quality and incorporating 

subjective measures implies that easier measures, such as price and time, would 

determine the choice of consultant. Hence, the complexity of evaluating consultancy 

services could result in a contract with a consultancy firm that is not delivering the best 

quality, or in worst scenario, one where the collaboration does not work at all (Bergman 

2013). Additionally, fear of appeals against the decision might overpower the ambition of 

maximizing welfare for the money (Ek Österberg 2016). The objective of making the best 

use of taxpayers’ money might therefore backfire because of the bureaucracy (Pemer 
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2012). Evaluating services based on price furthermore give the consultancy firms 

incentive to compete with the lowest price, instead of quality (Bergman 2013). As a 

consequence, there is a risk that quality will deteriorate, especially in dimensions that are 

not easily measured, such as respect, trust, and ability to inspire (Bergman 2013).  

 

2.4 Summarizing the Line of Argumentation 
The uncertainty in the consultancy industry, and the challenge to evaluate its services, 

have caused the selection of consultancy firm to be perceived as risky (Clark 1995; 

Näslund 2012; Pemer, Werr & Bianchi 2014). Traditionally, a relational approach has 

worked as a safeguard against these insecurities (Armbrüster 2006; Näslund 2012; 

Bennett & Smith 2004). To base the decision on previous experience and trust is 

considered rational in a market where the quality of the service is hard to evaluate 

beforehand (von Nordenflycht 2010). However, this approach is not possible in the public 

sector due to the Public Procurement Act. The public sector needs to follow strict rules 

with the purpose to make best use of taxpayers’ money, while at the same time ensure the 

best possible provider of the service is chosen (Furusten 2015). Thus, a different strategy 

with other measures must be utilized in a public sector context to secure a qualified 

consultant. Previous research on how clients select consultants in the private sector might 

therefore not be directly transferable into the public sector.  

We will add knowledge into this area by investigating how purchasers in the public 

sector manage the regulation in order to select a qualified consultant. We will thus take 

on a client perspective, and investigate how the clients manage the specific rules and 

regulation prevailing in the public sector.  
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3. METHOD 
In the following section, the thesis’ method is explained. It contains a discussion of why a 

specific method was preferred, as well as ethical implications of the study. As the purpose 

was to understand how consultants are selected and purchased, a qualitative case study 

with semi-structured interviews was chosen. The ambition was to get admission to the 

individual’s own experience around the regulation.  

 

3.1 Exploring Through a Qualitative Study 
In order to adequately capture and describe how organizations in the public sector 

manage the regulation in their pursuit to hire a suited and qualified consultant, we chose 

to employ a qualitative research design. A qualitative research method was deemed 

appropriate as it enabled us to delve into the subject. It is beneficial when a study centres 

around intangible concepts, and the objective of the study is to deepen the understanding 

of an issue that currently lacks extensive knowledge (Farquhar 2014).  

 

3.1.1 Investigating Purchasing Practices with a Case Study 

The research question was investigated through a case study, involving a total of twelve 

individuals from six contracting authorities. A case study is particularly useful when 

exploring a phenomenon in a new and rare context (Eisenhardt & Graebner 2007). The 

six contracting authorities were treated as one case as the specific type of contracting 

authority and its function was judged unimportant for this particular research question. 

A case study strategy can thus incorporate more than one case and may, with few 

exceptions, be preferable to a single case study (Yin 2003). Multiple organizations within 

a case have the advantage that they can provide a richer, more holistic picture of the 

situation, rather than exploring merely one single organization (Remenyi, Williams, 

Money & Swartz 1998). The rationale for using multiple organizations thus lays in the 

wish to establish whether the findings from the first organization occur in the others as 

well, and, as a consequence, increase validity from the findings (Yin 2003).  

Nevertheless, the thesis has certain limitations that have to be accounted for. With 

regard to the time frame of the project, the study, and the interviews, were conducted 

over a short period of time. The ambition was to portray a contemporary phenomenon in 

its current context; in other words, to investigate the reality of the situation in the Swedish 

public sector right now. The result of the study is thus of a cross-sectional nature, which 

mirrors a particular snapshot in time (Farquhar 2014; Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2009). 

As the context is deemed important in the feasible measures used by the individuals 

involved in the purchase process, we want to make a reserve against future regulation 

changes. If this happens, techniques and methods revealed in this study might change as 

well.  
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3.1.2 The Case and Sampling of Respondents 

In this study, we have investigated six contracting authorities in the Swedish public sector. 

They differentiate in size and operations, however, as they are public organizations, they 

are all obligated to follow the Public Procurement Act when purchasing external 

consultants. Therefore, we have decided to not separate them in this case.   

To fulfil the aim of the study, interviews were conducted with a total of twelve 

individuals with different roles and positions. They are all seen as experts in their fields 

and have insights in the purchasing practices in their respective organization. Multiple 

perspectives are advantageous in providing a holistic view of the case (Farquhar 2014). 

The fact that the respondents possessed disparate positions might though affect the 

comparability in the answers and its conclusions, as they have more or less competence 

and different views of the situation (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2009). However, the 

broader view gained from this approach suited the aim of the study well, as its focus was 

to gather information within this specific context. Utilizing different perspectives was 

judged particularly beneficial as this study had an explorative character, investigating a 

phenomenon in a barely unknown context. The approach secured a variety of viewpoints, 

which helped describe the experience of the regulation and different purchasing 

techniques in more detail. In this way, we opened up for potential aspects of the case that 

might have been otherwise overlooked.  

The contracting authorities were initially selected through a convenience 

sampling, which meant they had to be situated in Stockholm or Uppsala. This method is 

to prefer when there is judged to be little variance in the population (Saunders, Lewis & 

Thornhill 2009). An introductory email describing the purpose of the study, together with 

a request for an interview, was sent out to a total of eight contracting authorities, who all 

fit the criteria. The email was sent to either an individual with a procurer position or a 

department head, including an inquiry to send the request forward if the person knew a 

more suitable person who was able to participate. This way, we gained insights about 

new, interesting respondents. From this aspect, we used an iterative approach (Saunders, 

Lewis & Thornhill 2009), as we continuously learned about additional potential 

individuals, with additional knowledge and roles we had not earlier considered. If the 

proposed individual felt relevant, we decided to contact them as well with a new 

introductory email. Once the interview was scheduled, we sent out an interview guide in 

advance to the respondents by email, in order to give them time to prepare for the 

interview and reflect around the research question. Giving the respondents a preview of 

the interview content ahead creates a feeling of security as the interview situation gets 

more predictable (Lantz 2013). The sample selection process continued until the required 

sample size had been reached. After twelve interviews, we felt satisfied in the amount of 

data. 

Below is a compile of all participating respondents. As the contracting authority, 

as well as the name of the individuals, was considered unimportant for the purpose, the 

respondents have been anonymized aside from their respective roles.  
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Contracting Authority Respondent's Position Date Location Reference 

Contracting Authority A Operations Manager I 2017-03-09 Public Setting Operations Manager IA 

 Operations Manager II 2017-03-13 Head Office Stockholm Operations Manager IIA 

 Project Leader 2017-03-13 Head Office Stockholm Project Leader A 

Contracting Authority B Procurer 2017-03-23 Head Office Stockholm Procurer B 

Contracting Authority C Procurer I 2017-03-23 Head Office Stockholm Procurer IC 

 Procurer II 2017-03-23 Head Office Stockholm Procurer IIC 

Contracting Authority D Procurer 2017-03-20 Head Office Uppsala Procurer D 

 Project Leader 2017-03-22 Head Office Uppsala Project Leader D 

Contracting Authority E Operations Manager 2017-03-20 Head Office Uppsala Operations Manager E 

Contracting Authority F Procurer I 2017-04-20 Skype Procurer IF 

 Procurer II 2017-04-20 Skype Procurer IIF 

 Procurer III 2017-04-26 Skype Procurer IIIF 

 Table 1. List of Respondents 

 

3.2 Collection of Data 
The collection of data consisted of primary data from interviews, as well as secondary 

data gathered from Swedish authorities’ websites. The website information mainly dealt 

with the procurement process and its technical aspects in order to prepare us for the 

interviews ahead. The interviews provided a deeper understanding of individuals’ 

thoughts around the subject. 

 

3.2.1 Semi-Structured Interviews  

As the aim of the study was to describe and understand how consultants are purchased in 

the public sector, semi-structured interviews were considered most suitable. Semi-

structured interviews allowed us to get access to individual's thoughts around the subject. 

Respondents were free to openly explain their reasoning around the purchasing process 

with their own words. Insights like these are not provided by quantitative studies, which 

focuses more on broad analyses to derive statistical generalizations (Bryman & Bell 

2013). Interviewing in person is particularly valuable when it comes to qualitative 

research as it enables the researcher to talk freely to experts in the field (Farquhar 2014). 

This suited the purpose of the study well as the aim was to understand how the 

individuals in our specific case study were acting. As semi-structured interviews have a 

relative free structure and allows for follow-up questions, they provide an opportunity to 

probe for answers and build on the responses (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2009). This 

allows respondents to lead the discussion into unfamiliar areas (Farquhar 2014), and 

discourages bias from the interviewers, which increase the authenticity of the answers 

(Bryman & Bell 2013). Semi-structured interviews furthermore allow the interviewees to 

explain their responses and lead the discussion into areas not thought of before 

(Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2009). Our respondents were given the opportunity to 

freely resonate around the subject, and was encouraged to further the discussion without 

restriction or influence of the interviewers. You might argue that the purpose could be 
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achieved with a larger number of individuals, through surveys or questionnaires. 

However, surveys would not have enabled us to further the investigation and dig deeper 

into interesting areas of the subject.   

The interviews were conducted by either one or both of the authors through 

personal meetings in Stockholm and Uppsala during the months of March and April in 

2017. Having face-to-face meetings might decrease the bias risks from having a 

convenience sample (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2009), which is why this method was 

preferred. Conducting the interviews face to face closes the distance between the 

interviewer and the interviewee and enables a more comfortable situation, where the 

respondent can speak more freely about the topics (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2009). 

However, due to events outside our control, we had to conduct two interviews through 

Skype. It has been argued however that online interviewing, like Skype interviews, can 

disadvantage the researcher in terms of building rapport (Deakin & Wakefield 2014). 

Despite visual presence, the interviews are not conducted in a traditional face-to-face 

environment, and therefore, the customs of shaking hands and perhaps having a coffee 

prior to the start of the interview are bypassed. This was offset through an informal chat 

before the interview questions were asked. The interviews were furthermore mostly 

done with one respondent at a time, with two exceptions, where two respondents 

representing the same organization were present. Most interviews took place at the head 

offices, as comfortable locations could minimize any potential power skewness (Kvale & 

Brinkman 2009). The interviews were conducted in Swedish to ensure a homogenous 

language context. This delimits risks for misunderstandings and enables the respondents 

to speak more freely, though, as translation is an interpretive act, meaning may get lost in 

the translation process (van Nes, Abma, Jonsson & Deeg 2010). The quotes included in the 

thesis have therefore been translated by the authors as accurately as possible. 

The interviews were recorded with permission from the respondents, and the 

majority of the interview lasted for approximately one hour. The recording enabled us to 

make transcriptions and to re-review the information again, which delimits the risk for 

misinterpretations (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2009). We were aware of the potential 

risk related to interview or response bias (Farquhar 2014), therefore, we actively tried 

not to put any valuations in the respondent’s answers. We are also aware that 

respondents might be affected by the surroundings and their own role in the 

organizational context, and that interviews might reflect what is portrayed as legitimate 

and not to say in the organization (Alvesson & Kärreman 2000). Some individuals might 

not even follow the rules imposed by the regulation, however, that has not been a focal 

point for this particular research. Additionally, an active choice was made to not reveal 

the contracting authority’s name or the respondents, as this was considered unimportant 

for this particular research. Concealing the identity of the participants makes them more 

relaxed and open in the discussion, which increases the level of reliability in the result 

(Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2009). The respondents were informed of the anonymity 

before the interview began.  

 



15 

 

3.2.2 Interview Protocol Was Used as a Guideline 

An interview protocol was used as a guide for the interviews, and is presented in 

Appendix 1. The guide worked mainly as a starting point for the discussion to make sure 

the interviews covered the most important questions. The guide contained general and 

open questions within the subject to encourage the respondents to express their own 

experience, and to illuminate the problem from different perspectives. Open-ended 

questions are a well-used approach, particularly in qualitative studies, as it enables 

researchers to be receptive for different interpretations and thereby to increase reliability 

of the research results (Bell & Bryman 2013). However, the flexibility of semi-structured 

interviews may lead to concerns about reliability, more specifically whether another 

researcher would reveal similar information (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2009). In this 

case, the flexibility needed to explore the complexity and dynamics of the topic was judged 

to outweigh the issue. Predetermined interview guides can reduce the risk of leading 

questions, and thereby prevent the respondents’ answers from being influenced (Gioia, 

Corley & Hamilton 2012; Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2009). For this reason, we were 

attentive and careful about the questions in the protocol, to ensure they did not contain 

any leading questions.  

The interview protocol was developed around broad concepts, identified from the 

literature on how consultants are selected. The questions included perceptions of what 

criteria are important, as well as a detailed description of how the purchasing process is 

conducted in this particular context. Other than that, the interviews were held quite open 

to support the purpose. If the interview protocol had been designed around existing 

theory and terminology, we could have missed important aspects of the respondent’s 

experience, as this enhances the risk of imposing a pre-ordinated understanding (Gioia, 

Corley & Hamilton 2012). Additionally, follow-up questions were used throughout the 

interviews to encourage the individuals to reflect around their choices and why a 

particular method was preferred. Through the course of the interviews, as our insights 

into the subject increased, the interview protocol changed to better suit the new 

perspective. It is important to recognize that the initial protocol needs to change like this 

with the progression of the research, as this is key to uncover new concepts (Gioia, Corley 

& Hamilton 2012). Together the combined answers from the different interviews will 

provide an understanding of how purchasers in the public sector manage the regulation.  

 

3.2.3 Complementing with Secondary Data to Increase Reliability 

In particularly case study strategies, it is useful to triangulate the data with multiple 

sources. In other words, to use multiple data collection techniques within one study 

(Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2009). External documentation beyond the primary data 

increases the credibility and validity of the answers from the respondents (Farquhar 

2014). Hence, triangulation works as a safeguard to ensure quality of the interpretation 

of the collected data (Yin 2003). We have therefore employed multiple data sources to 

enhance the reliability of the findings, hence, secondary data was added as a complement 

to the interviews. For this purpose, information has been collected from the websites of 
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Swedish authorities, such as the Swedish Competition Authority (Konkurrensverket), The 

National Agency for Public Procurement (Upphandlingsmyndigheten), and The Legal, 

Financial and Administrative Services Agency (Kammarkollegiet), to gain a deeper 

understanding of the process of public procurements.  

 

3.3 An Iterative Coding Process for the Analysis 
The data collection analysis was conducted through an iterative process (Saunders, Lewis 

& Thornhill 2009). The transcriptions were conducted at an early stage to get a broad 

picture of the material, and to reflect on it in relation to the research agenda. In addition, 

the iterative approach enabled necessary changes in the interview guide for consecutive 

interviews. Being transparent is important in this type of research, as the authors could 

become affected by their own discourse during the study at hand (Bryman & Bell 2013). 

That is, previous knowledge and understanding might guide what is searched for, and also 

what is seen (Auerbach & Silverstein 2003). Both authors therefore examined the 

material independently before conducting a mutual discussion, and selected quotes have 

been incorporated into the results to increase transparency. Providing quotes from the 

transcriptions furthermore increases the validation of the result, as it decreases the risk 

of biases (Bryman & Bell 2013). 

Interpretive aspects are integral parts of qualitative studies (Denzin & Lincoln 

1998; Morse 1994). As the norm of reproducibility nevertheless remains important, there 

has been a long tradition among qualitative researchers to document the process where 

the interpretations are made (Guba 1981). Showing the process of interpretation allows 

other researchers to follow the line of thought, and to make a personal analysis of the 

material (Farquhar 2014). The overall structure of the analysis process is outlined in the 

next section.  

 

3.3.1 An Analysis Based on First- and Second Order Categories 

Qualitative research can enhance quality rigor through a structured analysis process 

(Gioia, Corley & Hamilton 2012). The non-standardized and interpretative nature of 

qualitative data does have implications, and so, it has to be condensed, grouped or 

reconstructed into meaningful analysis (Farquhar 2014). Organizing the data into first- 

and second-order categories is a recognized and manageable method, as it also facilitates 

the later process of assembling the data into a more structured form (Gioia, Corley & 

Hamilton 2012). Following this approach, the transcriptions were analysed in two rounds 

before the final analysis. The first order of analysis was the first attempt to organize the 

data into categories. At this stage, transcriptions were systematically analysed one by one 

to code certain meanings and paragraphs of the material. The material was continuously 

compared to find cohesiveness, and if needed, possible subcodes. In the second order of 

analysis, categories with similar content were linked together. Through this process, 

themes started to emerge and the material became organized in a structural way. One 

theme that emerged clearly was the preparation heavy process. Below is a description of 

how the interpretation went through the first- and second order. For example, the 
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quotation “So, the chances you have to influence is basically in the contract document” 

have been categorized as “influence in the first phase,” which later on was combined with 

the “foresightedness and organizing capability” and “contract document determines the 

subsequent process” into the final theme; “preparation heavy purchasing process”. A 

complete compile of the analysis and themes is presented in Table 2.  

Transcription Example 1st Order Concept 2nd Order Themes 

"So, the chance you have to influence is basically in 

the contract document."  

Influence in the first 

phase   

"It is super important to be active in the beginning."  
Foresightedness and 

organizing capability 

Preparation heavy 

purchasing process 

"Once you have published the advertising, then that’s 

what applies." 

Contract document 

determines the 

subsequent process 

  

"I am not so naive that I believe you always get the 

best option. Rather, you get what you order."  
Competent procurer 

The right expertise at  

"This is why they [procurement consultants] need to 

come in.” 
Procurer consultant 

hand 

"But then I also need help from these knowledgeable 

individuals [in the operation], who are experts in the 

area." 

Support from project 

leaders 
  

"We have an arrangement where we have tried to 

summon everybody within that agreement to an 

information meeting.” 

Informal meetings with 

suppliers 

Complete 

understanding of the 

need 

"We are a bit unsure, we have a need but are unsure 

what exactly the market can offer, then you conduct 

a market survey." 

Informal market dialogue 

before the process starts 

  

"So, we don’t really have a huge focus on price. We 

almost always go on experience.” 
Quality vs. price   

"You can’t simply say a super competent 

photographer in the contract document, you need to 

formulate that into correct demands.” 

Define quality 
Proper specified criteria 

and demands 

"First, I like to know more about the members 

[consultants], what reports they have done 

previously.” 

Focus on individual 

consultants, not the firm 
  

“That they in turn have contracted a number of 

smaller subcontractors for projects which they then 

deliver to us.” 

Subcontractors help 

tenderers to fulfil the 

requirements 

  

"Consultancy brokers’ function is that they have a 

large number of subcontractors.” 
Consultancy brokers 

Secure a qualified 

consultant 

"[References] are partly to make sure to get the right 

competence; that they really have done the type of 

job they are claiming.” 

References on alleged 

skills 
 

"They could probably write down the description 

and send it in, but personal interviews are a bit 

different.” 

Meetings face to face   

 Table 2. Analysis Process 
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An important part of the data analysis was the continuous mutual discussions between 

the two authors to balance the combination of closeness and distance deriving from 

respective authors inside perspective. Redundant material was consecutively sifted out 

which provided a unified picture of the gathered material. This enabled us to look at the 

themes in relation to the theoretical framework, and facilitated the process of answering 

the research question. This also helped us to identify and to be alert to possible rival 

explanation, which is an important part in case study research (Farquhar 2014). Finally, 

as recommended to enhance validity (Bryman & Bell 2013), the findings were confirmed 

by the respondents to verify and validate the interpretation, and enable eventual 

corrections.  
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4. EMPIRICAL SETTING 
The following section explains the empirical setting of this thesis in more detail. The 

purpose is to give the reader an insight into the purchasing process in the Swedish public 

sector, and the regulation that determines it. Understanding the basic rules is necessary 

in order to further comprehend how these rules are managed. An overview of technical 

terms is presented in Appendix 2. 

 

4.1 Procurements in the Swedish Public Sector 
When public clients, such as agencies, governments, or municipalities acquire goods and 

services, the process of public procurement takes place. Around 20,000 public 

procurements are conducted in Sweden each year (Upphandlingsmyndigheten 2016). 

Public procurements thereby stand for a significant part of the economy; its yearly 

turnover of 600 billion SEK corresponds to 25 percent of Sweden’s annual gross national 

product (Upphandlingsmyndigheten 2016).  

 

4.1.1 The Legal Framework That Influence Public Procurement Practices 

The legal framework that directs the procurements is presented in the Public 

Procurement Act, also known as LOU from the Swedish “Lagen om Offentlig Upphandling” 

(SFS 2007:1091). The Public Procurement Act entered the Swedish legislation in 1994 

(Statskontoret 2012). The purpose of the Act is to prevent corruption and to ensure public 

funding is spent in the best way possible (Konkurrensverket 2015), by capitalizing on 

competition mechanisms on the open market (Lindberg & Furusten 2005). Public 

procurement is thus a process where the public sector exposes potential suppliers for 

competition in order to award the best suited a contract, for either goods or services 

(Konkurrensverket 2015). A healthy competition is to be secured through fundamental 

principles guiding the procurements; such as non-discrimination, equal treatment, 

proportionality, transparency and mutual recognition (Konkurrensverket 2015; Lindberg 

& Furusten 2005). In short, this means that all suppliers shall be given equal opportunity 

to compete for the contract (Lindberg & Furusten 2005). 

 

4.1.2 The Rules of the Public Procurement Act 

The structure of the procurement process is quite similar regardless the type of 

consultancy service. Roughly, the types of procurements could be divided into two 

groups; object-specific procurements or framework agreements. An object-specific 

procurement is the procurement of a clearly defined good or service (Procurer IF). 

Framework agreements, on the other hand, are conducted when it is unclear exactly when 

something is needed, or how big the project will be (Konkurrensverket 2015). A 

framework agreement is more specifically a contract between the contracting authority 

and one or more suppliers with the purpose to establish terms for a later award of 

contract during a given period, and no more than four years (Procurer D). The framework 

agreement could be established internally, or the contracting authority could use an 
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already existing governmental framework agreement. In Sweden, it is the Legal, Financial 

and Administrative Services Agency who is in charge of these universal framework 

agreements (Kammarkollegiet 2017). The agency functions as a central purchasing body 

for the different public actors and has several framework agreements which are free to 

use (Kammarkollegiet 2017; Konkurrensverket 2015). A framework agreement entails 

that when the authority later on requires a service in one of the predefined areas, they 

have to go to one of the suppliers listed on that framework agreement (Konkurrensverket 

2015; Operations Manager IIA; Procurer D; Procurer B). The framework agreement is 

thus a binding contract which obliges the contracting authority to buy all future services 

from a listed supplier within the contracted area, as long as the contract is valid. Usually, 

contracting authorities procure a set of framework agreements for their most common 

purchases. The different areas could for example be categorized into technical 

consultants, IT-consultants, management consultants, or advertising consultants 

(Procurer B; Procurer D). These categories could in turn have sub areas, such as wind 

solutions under technical consultants (Procurer IIIF).  

The contracting authority also has the alternative to directly award the contract to 

a partner of their own choice, through a so-called direct award of contracts 

(Konkurrensverket 2015). Direct awards can be conducted without the procurement 

process, as long as there is no existing framework agreement in the area, and the budget 

of the project lies within the threshold. The upper threshold for a direct award of contract 

is currently SEK 534,890 (Konkurrensverket 2015). However, direct awards are quite 

uncommon when it comes to consultancy services, as these as a rule add up to amounts 

above the threshold (Procurer B).  

The implication of the legal framework is that, once a contracting authority has 

identified a need, an analysis of how that need might be satisfied must be conducted. At 

this stage, it is also important to make a budget for the purchase. This is because the 

circumstances of the particular project determine what type of procurement process 

should be used (Konkurrensverket 2015; Operations Manager IA). See Figure 1 for a basic 

view of the first phase of an average procurement process, when there is no existing 

framework agreement. 

       
        Figure 1. Basic Overview of the First Phase in a Procurement Process 
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4.1.3 Procurement Process for Awards of a Final Contract 

Coming to a final agreement is a process involving many steps, and could occasionally take 

years to complete (Operations Manager IA). The procedure of carrying out a procurement 

process is about the same regardless if it generates a framework agreement, or a final 

contract. A final contract generated from a previous framework agreement is in 

procurement terms called a ‘call-off agreement’. The main difference between the types 

of contracts is that a framework agreement is more general, due to the unspecified scope 

of the project, while a call-off agreement is specific to the project, much like an object-

specific procurement.  

  

Call-Off Through Reopening of Competition or Ranking 

A framework agreement signed with more than one winning supplier has generally two 

main approaches in choosing among the suppliers, once a service is needed (Procurer D). 

The chosen approach should be stated in the contract document for the framework 

agreement. The first practice is to rank all winning proposals based on pre-set criteria, 

and enter the ranking placements into the framework agreement (Konkurrensverket 

2015). The fixed ranking approach entail that the contracting authority is restricted to go 

to number one on the list, if available, and if not, go to number two and so on (Procurer 

B). The second approach is to organize a reopening of competition for that specific project 

(Konkurrensverket 2015; Project Leader A). In this procedure, the companies within the 

framework agreement are exposed to a new round of competition with a similar 

procurement process, in effort to win the final contract of that specific project (Procurer 

B; Project Leader A). Fixed ranking has the advantage that it simplifies the process and 

shortens the time-frame in choosing a supplier, while reopening of competition enables 

flexibility for the procurer which increases the chance of matching the right supplier for 

the specific project (Procurer B; Procurer D). Reopening of competition therefore usually 

works best when the future service requirement is not fully determined, while rankings 

works better when the future need is more clear (Procurer IIC).  

It is possible to make combinations of these two approaches as well. As long as the 

conditions are predetermined, and the information is accessible to everyone, the 

contracting authorities are free to customize the framework agreement (Procurer B; 

Procurer D). One way of combining the approaches is to perform rankings up to a certain 

amount, and reopen the competition above the determined threshold (Procurer B). A 

simplified illustration of a typical procurement process for a framework agreement, with 

a subsequent process for a call-off agreement through reopening of competition once a 

specific project is determined, can be seen in Figure 2.  
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       Figure 2. The Procurement Process 

 

The processes for carrying out a procurement resulting in a framework agreement, or a 

call-off agreement, are quite similar. The big difference is in the details of the agreements; 

while the framework agreement is more general, the call-off agreement needs to have 

specific details about the project in mind. Below is a more detailed description of the 

general process; from preparation, advertising, bid evaluation and award, to final signing 

of contract.  

  

Preparation 

The purchasing process begins as soon as the contracting authority identifies a need. The 

procurement procedure is to a large extent reliant on the contracting authority’s ability 

to determine and specify that need, which is done already in the preparation phase 

(Sporrong, Bröchner & Kadefors 2005). This process results in a ‘contract document’, 

which should include all information the suppliers need to make a tender 

(Konkurrensverket 2015). The contract document should at least contain general 

requirements for the supplier, how the tenders are going to be evaluated, conditions and 

terms of payment, and an explanation of the award process, including its timespan 

(Konkurrensverket 2015). A contract document for a call-off agreement should 

additionally include a description of the assignment. An estimation of the total amount of 

resource requisites should be performed at this stage as well, as the estimated value of 

the contract determines which award process should be applied (Konkurrensverket 

2015). The estimated value does not need to be visible in the contract document, however, 

it is possible to set an upper or lower limit on the incoming tenders. This is a good measure 

to make sure the incoming tenders corresponds with the budget for the project 
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(Operations Manager IA). Setting a limit also facilitates the process for the suppliers, in 

knowing what level of ambition to expect (Operations Manager IA). 

It should be evident exactly how the tenders are going to be evaluated, also in 

regards to more specific demands, such as experience, competence, price, and quality 

(Konkurrensverket 2015). These additional demands are however not mandatory to 

place in a tender. The contract document should ideally be so clear that the suppliers are 

directly able to calculate their own tenders’ total score (Procurer D). To facilitate in the 

evaluation of tenderers’ claims, the contracting authority usually demands documents to 

support the stated qualification (Project Leader A). These documents vary depending on 

project, however, it is quite common to demand résumés, references, or attachments with 

lists of previous achievements. However, the more comprehensive demands the 

contracting authority has on the documents supporting the supplier, the more time-

consuming it is to go through all incoming tenders (Project Leader A). In conducting a call-

off, the contracting authority need to communicate in more detail what they need, making 

the contract document more similar to a project plan in comparison to a framework 

agreement (Operations Manager IIA). Terms already contained in the general framework 

agreement cannot be renegotiated during a reopening of competition, nor can the 

requirements stated in the contract be altered or substituted (Konkurrensverket 2015).  

  

Advertising  

The final contract document is published in a public notice, enabling all potential 

suppliers to view the document, and tender for the contract (Konkurrensverket 2015). 

Nowadays most public notices are published online, through tools such as TendSign or 

Visma Opic (Procurer D). No changes in the publication are allowed once the procurement 

starts, neither are private communication between the public procurer and the 

consultancy firms tendering for the contract (Konkurrensverket 2015; Project Leader A). 

All communication during the procurement is restricted to questions regarding the terms 

on the contract, and all questions need to be publicly published for everyone to take part 

in (Operations Manager IA; Procurer D; Project Leader A). Sometimes there are lots of 

questions, especially in dealing with intellectual services that could be challenging to 

describe in a comprehensible way (Operations Manager IA). The public procurer is 

allowed to forward the question to someone with specialized knowledge if the question 

is of a complex nature, as long as the questions are answered within the predetermined 

timeframe (Procurer D).  

In conducting a reopening of competition, the requirements are communicated 

through a ‘call-off request’, which is made available for all suppliers within the framework 

agreement (Konkurrensverket 2015). Like in the process of framework agreements, any 

private communication between the public organization and the suppliers are forbidden 

until one supplier has won the contract (Konkurrensverket 2015).  

  

Bid Evaluation 

In some projects, price is the most conclusive variable, while in other projects, quality has 

more importance. As a rule, the evaluation is based on some mandatory basic demands, 
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such as the firm's overall capability to perform the project, and some additional demands, 

called ‘added value’ (Operations Manager IA; Procurer D). Added values are demands that 

are not necessary to meet in order to place a tender, however, they could give the supplier 

an edge in the later evaluation process. These demands may be based on different types 

of conditions, such as competence, time, service, or environmental effects, as long as the 

criteria is relevant for the specific project (Konkurrensverket 2015). The procurer can 

determine which variables to use in the evaluation, as well as whether or not a demand 

should be mandatory (Procurer B; Procurer D). The different award criteria could 

furthermore have different importance, or different weights, in the evaluation 

(Operations Manager IA; Operations Manager IIA). For example, the weighting may be set 

at 70 percent quality and 30 percent price respectively, which means that in later 

evaluation process, a low price should only count for 30 percent of the total judgement 

(Konkurrensverket 2015).  

Evaluating the incoming tenders generally begins with a confirmation of the 

mandatory, basic criterion, where tenderers are automatically disqualified if not fulfilled 

(Operations Manager IIA). The rest of the tenders are carefully assessed and evaluated 

based on the predetermined specific demands, and their weights (Procurer B; Procurer 

D). The tenders are then ranked based on their scores, where the one with the highest 

score – the tenderer who best matches the predetermined demands – gets the final 

contract (Procurer B, Procurer D). The winner could be one, or many suppliers. The 

decision needs to be fully transparent, which means that the predetermined criteria 

should be detailed enough, so all involved understand why the contracting authority 

chose one particular supplier over another (Project Leader A). Detailed information 

regarding the bid evaluation should also be formulated already in the contract document 

so it is apparent how tenders are going to be evaluated (Konkurrensverket 2015).  

  

Award 

A contracting authority shall notify the tenderers in writing as soon as the decision is 

made to award a contract (Konkurrensverket 2015). The reasoning for the decision 

should be motivated to each of the applicant suppliers to ensure the process is fair and 

transparent (Procurer D; Project Leader A). This applies both when concluding a 

framework agreement and a call-off (Konkurrensverket 2015). When it comes to 

reopening of competition, the process results in a call-off agreement, specifically 

produced for the individual project (Konkurrensverket 2015).  

Suppliers are allowed to appeal against the procurement process and the award 

decision if they believe the Act has not been correctly followed (Konkurrensverket 2015). 

Thus, there has to be a timeframe where the deselected tenderers have opportunity to 

make an appeal against the decision (Operations Manager IIA). For example, if one 

supplier has been rejected with the motivation of insufficient competence, the supplier 

could make an appeal and argue why that motivation is wrong (Operations Manager IIA). 

Suppliers could make appeals even though the law has been strictly followed if they feel 

they have a chance (Procurer B). This might for instance happen if the contract document, 

or the motivation of the award decision, has been formulated in a diffuse way (Project 
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Leader A). The final decision of award can be aborted or corrected if the court concludes 

that a violation of the Act has caused effects on the procurement’s result 

(Konkurrensverket 2015).  

  

Contracts 

The consultant usually does not enter the picture until it is decided who won the contract 

(Operations Manager IA; Procurer IC). At this point, the contracting authority and the 

consultant are free to meet and discuss the details of the project. The suppliers are 

allowed to give their point of view before signing the contract (Operations Manager IIA). 

A final budget for the project can also, if preferable, be discussed between the contracting 

authority and the consultant (Procurer B). If the winning offer contains an hourly rate, the 

budget is based on that rate (Procurer B). This first meeting with the consultant is thus 

highly important, as this is the point where the plan is decided (Operations Manager IIA). 

Once the plan is set and the contract signed, it is no longer possible to make significant 

changes (Operations Manager IIA). If a need arises in an area outside the framework 

agreement during a project, the contracting authority need to conduct a new round of 

procurement (Procurer B). As the specifics of the project must be predefined, any new, 

improved ideas the consultants might present outside the written contract are prohibited 

to implement (Operations Manager IA). Larger rearrangements during a project are not 

allowed, however, as long as the plan is followed, more or less focus might be placed on 

certain areas depending on how the project develops (Operations Manager IIA). 

The contract should also contain details of eventual measures if a termination of 

the contract is required. This might happen if the consultant does not deliver what has 

been promised, if the consultant has not acted truthfully in the tender, or if issues in the 

collaboration arises. However, terminating a contract is a heavy process and the evidence 

must be presented by the contracting authority (Project Leader D). Moreover, subjective 

problems such as difficulties in the collaboration could be challenging to evidence, and 

therefore, it is usually preferred to simply switch to another consultant within the same 

consultancy firm instead (Procurer B). 

 

4.1.4 Flexibility and Exceptions in the Rules 

Even though these rules might sound rigid, there are some built-in flexibility as well. The 

contract authority has for example the option to add a section with potential 

supplementary services into the contract document. This means that suppliers could offer 

for example an hourly rate on additional services that potentially might be needed 

(Operations Manager IA; Operations Manager E). If changes in the project plan occur 

during a project, the contracting authority is allowed to buy extra service from the 

contracted supplier for the predetermined hourly rate (Operations Manager E). In this 

case, the terms should be specified beforehand as well. If the consultant is not delivering 

according to plan due to unexpected reasons, the contracting authority could also hold 

the money until the issue is resolved (Operations Manager IIA; Project Leader A). 

Recently, a new phenomenon has been to use so-called consultancy brokers. A 

consultancy broker is a company with a bunch of subcontractors, with the purpose to 
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select and present suitable suppliers for the contracting authority when a specific tender 

comes up (Procurer IF). Agreements with consultancy brokers could be either established 

internally, or exciting ones, owned by the Legal, Financial and Administrative Services 

Agency, could be utilized. The consultancy broker thus works as a middleman between 

the suppliers and the contracting authority. However, this choice is still new and 

controversial as the subcontractors are not fully exposed for competition, and thus, the 

selecting process is not completely transparent (Säfvenberg 2016).  
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5. RESULTS 
The results from the study are outlined in this section. We have investigated how 

purchasers in the Swedish public sector manage the regulation in order to select a 

qualified consultant. The procurement process is bureaucratic and many times 

complicated, which places high demands on procurers to understand the regulation. The 

interviews from the case study have disclosed strategies the purchasers are utilizing to 

make the process as efficient as possible. The results are organized in accordance with 

identified themes from the data analysis.  

 

5.1 Preparation Heavy Purchasing Process 
Considerable emphasis seems to be placed on the preparation process. Planning becomes 

necessary when signed framework agreements could last up to four years, and when the 

Act basically restricts all communication until the contract is signed (Operations Manager 

IA). Setting the right demands from the beginning is crucial for future consultancy 

projects, as the contracting authority is restricted to work with the winning consultancy 

firms (Operations Manager IIA).  

It is super important to be active in the beginning, to make sure our demands and needs are 

written down. Because, our needs are converted into demands in the contract document, and 

these demands are those the supplier need to fulfil. (Project Leader D) 

The preparation phase is thus strategically important for the rest of the procurement 

process, and careful preparation becomes the only guarantee that the firms ending up in 

the framework agreement are qualified. The public authority therefore need to 

communicate its needs as precise as possible in the contract document, as this is the only 

part where the procurer has influence over the process, and the potential winners 

(Procurer B).  

So, the chance you have to influence is basically in the contract document. Once you have 

published the advertising, then that’s what applies, and the evaluation of the tenders would 

have to proceed exactly as we have described in that document. (Procurer B) 

Purchasing consultants in the public sector thus requires a solid foresightedness and 

organizing capacity to manage the process (Operations Manager E).  

 

5.2 The Right Expertise at Hand 

The bureaucratic and many times complicated purchasing process places high demands 

on the procurers, who need to possess proper skills and know-how.  

I am not so naive that I believe you always get the best option. Rather, you get what you 

order. And thereby, if you are not a highly skilled procurer, you might not get as good 

services as you hoped for. (Operations Manager E) 
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Consequently, a great deal of resources is distributed to acquire competence and 

expertise in the procurement area. Having a centralized department that solely focus on 

procurements could therefore be highly beneficial. Internal expertise is often necessary 

in order to make the public procurements efficient (Operations Manager E; Procurer IIC). 

Some organizations even have procurers entirely dedicated to develop strategies for the 

procurement process (Procurer IF).  

That unit is basically about purchasing development, and could be anything from purchasing 

strategies, to facilitate in finding the right tools, purchasing templates and so on, and to make 

sure we have the right tool in our hands, in order to work efficiently (Procurer IF). 

The procurers are responsible for the whole purchasing process and has the full 

responsibility to make the process as efficient as possible. A competent procurer should 

have a complete understanding of the regulation in order to manage it the most efficient 

way (Procurer D).  

Everybody needs to work in an efficient way, and for that, you need to know what that entails. 

[...] But you always have to make sure to stay within the law, and that is why it is extremely 

beneficial to have competent procurers, who know when you start to get closer to the 

boundary of the law. (Operations Manager E) 

Not every contracting authority has the capacity to carry all required expertise in-house, 

especially when a larger project comes along (Operations Manager E; Operations Manager 

IA). In this case, external procurement consultants are hired to aid in the composition of 

the contract document (Operations Manager E) and give expertise in the intended area, 

to make the procurement process as efficient as possible (Operations Manager IA), or 

simply to help the contracting authority compare alternatives and sift out the best 

supplier (Operations Manager E).  

In this case it is incredible important that we do not just go to the first guy in town, because, 

you do not really know who is skilled - we have no idea. This is why they [procurement 

consultants] need to come in. (Operations Manager E) 

Hence, bringing in external experts to participate in the process essentially increases the 

chances of getting a qualified consultant. External procurement consultants could thus 

work as an engine for the whole project.  

Consultants might furthermore support the procurers in subsequent 

procurements, and hence, secure expertise through all phases of larger projects that 

involves many stages, such as construction work (Procurer B). In these kind of projects, 

the consultants might have an added responsibility to not only complete their particular 

project, but also to act as experts in writing the contract document for the next stage of 

the project.  

It is quite hard for us to do that [write the contract document], when somebody else has 

conducted all work behind all measurements, so that part is usually built into the 

consultant's commitment (Procurer B).  
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This means that the consultant who has done the preparatory work, and outlined the 

project, also helps describing the need and the prerequisites in procurement terms. This 

makes sense, as they have more insights into the project. 

 

5.3 Complete Understanding of the Need  

A complete understanding of the need is essential in public procurements (Procurer IIIF). 

Requirements for consultancy services might arise due to lack of knowledge, lack of 

resources, or time deficiency (Operations Manager IA; Operations Manager IIA; Procurer 

B). Usually, the need is detected by the project leader or operations manager, and not the 

procurer (Operations Manager IIA; Procurer D). In smaller, specialized contracting 

authorities though, procurer and project leader are sometimes combined in the same role 

(Project Leader A). However, in authorities with separate procurement departments, the 

procurer would struggle to fully understand the need without the help of project leaders. 

It is therefore common with collaborations in order to comprehend the need, and present 

the right information in the contract document.  

We do not know that much about what needs we have in the operations. Here, the operation 

comes to us and say that we need an IT consultant for this project, who should have this type 

of competence. (Procurer IF) 

Thinking the need, the timeframe, and the budget of the project through properly is 

important, especially as there are limited possibilities to make changes afterwards 

(Operations Manager E; Procurer IF). Deliberating the project beforehand is beneficial, 

not at least to avoid a situation where unrealistic goals result in increased expenses, and 

hence, an inefficient use of taxpayers’ money (Operations Manager E). The combination 

of procurement expertise and project expertise is thus advantageous when defining the 

needs for the contract document (Procurer B).  

But then I also need help from these knowledgeable individuals [in the operation], who are 

experts in the area, when conducting demands and defining what consultants we need. So, it is 

a cooperation. And then I am in charge of compiling the contract document and make sure it is 

in line with the law. (Procurer B) 

Sometimes though, the project leader and procurer might have different viewpoints. For 

instance, the project leader might want to target a specific consultant in the framed 

requirements, instead of opening up for competition. This could be risky, as there is no 

guarantee that the specific consultant wins (Operations Manager E; Procurer IIC). 

Opening up for competition, and evaluate different alternatives, is to prefer as it increases 

the chance of finding a qualified consultant (Procurer IIC). The discussion between 

procurer and project leader should therefore aim to clarify the actual need.  

When I sit down with a [project leader], I sometimes get to be the devil’s advocate [...] It may 

be a consultant who has worked with us for many years, and the project leader might like to 

keep that consultant a little longer [...] But, we have to go out and make a new round of 

procurement, or maybe a new call-off from the framework agreement, and then you could be 

lucky to get the same supplier, and maybe even the same consultant. However, we might also 
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have to replace them [the existing supplier] and that might hurt, but that is just how it is. This 

is a really common issue, that we as procurers would have to address. (Procurer IF) 

In some rare situations, where the contracting authority’s collective expertise in the 

actual need is limited, advice from the market might be essential. So-called requests for 

information allow the procurers to speak on a general level with the market in order to 

collect inputs, before the contract document is announced (Procurer IF; Procurer IC).  

A RFI is a request for information, a market survey where you go out and ask, we are a bit 

unsure, we have a need but are unsure what exactly the market can offer, then you conduct a 

market survey (Procurer IF). 

The procurer could also in some cases assemble all consultancy firms, signed in the 

current framework agreement, for an informal information meeting before the actual call-

off (Operations Manager IA). In this meeting, the procurer has the opportunity to describe 

in words what the project is about, and discuss possible ways to solve the issue 

(Operations Manager IA). This process opens up for a transparent dialogue, where all 

participants have equal opportunities to raise questions and provide ideas.  

For services that might be hard to describe [in writings], such as services that require 

innovation, we have an arrangement where we have tried to summon everybody within that 

agreement to an information meeting. (Operations Manager IA) 

This is a practical flexibility allowed by the Act, however, all consultancy firms might not 

be comfortable to share their ideas in a room full of competitors (Operations Manager IA).  

 

5.4 Proper Specified Criteria and Demands 

The identified needs are translated into concrete demands and criteria in the contract 

document (Operations Manager IIA). Demands on qualitative aspects, such as 

professional experience, or experience from similar projects, are believed to be an 

effective indication of the consultant's knowledge. Translating identified demands into 

proper quality criteria is a measure to increase the likelihood of securing a qualified 

consultant (Operations Manager IIA; Procurer B). Quality criteria also facilitate the 

process of separating and comparing the alternatives (Operations Manager E), and give 

the procurer an opportunity to reward those with higher ambitions instead of allowing 

price to be the final determiner (Procurer IIC).  

We perceive this model with the added values, as we call it, to work pretty well. You can pick 

up on things pretty well. So, we don’t really have a huge focus on price. We almost always go 

on experience. (Procurer B) 

Sometimes though, it is easy to believe the most qualified consultant is necessary, which 

however, might not always be the most cost-efficient decision (Procurer IC). Thus, 

deciding what should be mandatory requirements and added values is an important 

question. After all, efficient use of taxpayers’ money is challenging for all contracting 
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authorities, and all procurements must be considered from a societal and economical 

point of view as well (Operations Manager E).  

You need to sit down and think about exactly what you need. And through this process, 

hopefully, you reach a potential efficiency, as you may realize that this I don’t need, or this I do 

need. And then you simply put it into your demands and decide what should be mandatory. 

(Operations Manager E)  

Finding consultants with the required competence can be challenging, as consultancy 

firms consist of a number of individual consultants (Operations Manager E). The 

competence of these individuals must also be encountered in order to secure quality 

(Project Leader A).  

First, I like to know more about the members [consultants], what reports they have done 

previously. Only the specific members, because, if they have really good project leaders, but 

they [the project leaders] work in another project, that really doesn’t help me. I like to know 

the members specific, for this project. (Project Leader A) 

Asking for specific consultant’s competence in the criteria enables the procurer to also 

evaluate the specific members and base the award decision on that knowledge (Project 

Leader A). The competence asked for should ideally be closely connected to the current 

demand, for example, when conducting a procurement for a written report, the procurer 

might ask to see previously written reports.  

If I receive previous reports, then I can assess approximately what level they are at. You 

probably can do that too if a student comes to you and wants you to read their thesis, it is 

quite easy to see how you would expect this person to write in another report as well. 

(Project Leader A) 

This makes sense, especially in cases where the individual consultant's expertise is 

decisive for the final quality. A prominent dilemma however, seems to lie in how to 

translate the decided competence, into appropriate criteria.  

It is really hard to set up the right criteria, but we try. We can quite easily say what our needs 

are, that we need a super competent photographer. But, then the procurer needs to know what 

we mean by that. You can’t simply say a super competent photographer in the contract 

document, you need to formulate that into correct demands. Well, then we need to think about 

what a super competent photographer means for us. Is it someone who has worked for 10 

years, or who has worked within healthcare? We have to formulate that exactly, what we mean. 

(Project Leader D) 

Precision is key here, and is particularly important in larger and more risky projects 

where it is crucial to get a competent consultant (Procurer IIIF). If not done properly, the 

contracting authority might end up with a winning supplier who lacks the proper 

competencies (Operations Manager E), or is unwilling to implement the plan the way you 

imagined (Operations Manager IIA). Emphasizing quality however also increases the risk 

of appeals, if the contract document is not precise enough (Operations Manager E). This 

places high demands on a competent, and conscious procurer.  
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What we do is to design all our contract documents in a way, so that appeals become 

unnecessary because we have been as clear and transparent as we possibly can (Procurer IF). 

At this point, it is up to the procurer to direct the project leaders and make sure the 

contract document is specific enough (Procurer B). However, it might still be quite 

difficult to formulate the correct specifications, especially when the needs are diffuse 

(Operations Manager E), or when dealing with more complex, subjective services, such as 

advertising advisory (Project Leader D).  

In the last photo project, we demanded experience in the daily press. However, that was a 

blunder, as it was too restrictive. But someone thought that was a smart way to make sure to 

get an experienced photographer […] I know many who are really good photographers, who 

have no experience in the daily press. We need to find other experience criteria. (Project 

Leader D) 

Specifying quality demands into criteria is challenging; being too general and broad about 

the required needs, might prevent smaller firms from bidding on the contract, as they 

might not possess all types of competences (Procurer IF). On the other hand, being too 

specific, might exclude tenderers that do not possess the specific competence (Project 

Leader D). 

It comes down to sifting, to get what you really want. But if you place too easy demands, then 

maybe you have made a blunder, and the same applies if you place too tough demands, that no 

one manages to fulfil. (Procurer B)  

The procurer also need to take the supplier's actions into account when specifying the 

criteria. The suppliers have incentives to place the best tender and win the contract, which 

makes it even harder to know how to set up the right criteria. A competent procurer 

should be aware of different manoeuvres from tenderers. A not so uncommon supplier 

manoeuvre has been to offer an extremely low price to win the award. 

We know there has been an inimical, downward pressure on prices in the consultant industry, 

that some offer consultants for 1 SEK per hour merely to deceive, just to win the award. But 

then, when we need that consultant for 1 SEK per hour, that specific consultant is busy. And 

then they offer you another consultant for 1000 SEK per hour instead. (Procurer B) 

Another example is when senior consultants use junior consultants for the actual work in 

the project, despite the senior consultants being the ones on the contract, and thus the 

ones matching the requirements (Operations Manager IIA).  

You cannot bring in some stars [into the tender], and then newly hired employees are coming, 

who has hardly worked at all. [...] I can imagine this is the case in the consultancy industry, that 

you have those who know how the job should be done, but the actual work is conducted by 

someone who is not in the contract. But the main priority for us is that the service delivered is 

something we can live with. (Procurer D) 

These types of risks can be reduced by specifying a minimum price on the consultant to 

avoid extremely low bids. The opposite is also possible; setting a maximum price on the 
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offer (Operations Manager IA). A maximum price gives a hint to the supplier what 

ambition level is expected. Another measure is to quality check the delivered service 

before approving the payment (Project Leader A).  

 

5.5 Securing a Qualified and Competent Consultant 
The chosen evaluation method in the contract document is critical to secure quality and 

competence, not at least over time as the contracting authority is restricted to work with 

winning consultants in the present future (Operations Manager IA). In most cases, 

evaluating quality consists of evaluating experience, in form of references and résumés. 

In some cases, the procurer can conduct this themselves (Procurer D), other times, the 

procurer might need assistance to evaluate the criteria, particularly in softer criteria 

(Operations Manager E).  

Especially this part where you need to judge the résumé, and previously done jobs, I let the 

group [project leaders] evaluate and decide, because they are more used to work with these 

consultants (Procurer D).  

Using references also enables the procurer to demand more relational aspects, such as 

collaborate skills, which in some cases is more important than the actual experience 

(Procurer B). However, it might be problematic to get an honest opinion, as the tenderers 

get to appoint the references themselves (Procurer B).  

[References] are partly to make sure to get the right competence; that they really have done 

the type of job they are claiming, so you do not get someone who has worked with something 

completely unrelated. And then you can demand pure references to prove they have good 

cooperative skills. (Procurer B) 

Sometimes, meeting the consultants is necessary to get a more personal encounter with 

the tenderers before making a final decision (Procurer B). One way to achieve this is 

through personal interviews. In this procedure, it is important to specify beforehand, in 

the contract document, exactly how the interview will proceed, and how the interviewees 

will be judged (Procurer B; Procurer IF). Simply stating that personal chemistry will be 

evaluated is not enough – it needs to be objective. Largely, the interviewees are requested 

to provide a description of the implementation plan (Procurer B). The discussion is then 

evaluated in an objective, pre-set scale to prevent it from being subjective (Procurer B).  

They could probably write down the description and send it in, but personal interviews are 

a bit different. Because then, they need to respond more directly to the questions, when you 

sit down with someone. Then maybe you get a better feeling of their competence, because, 

maybe they are really good at communicating their skill on paper, but, well… (Procurer B) 

Sometimes, however, the need is of such a subjective matter that subjective opinions are 

necessary. Creative works are one prominent example, where work samples might have 

to be evaluated (Project Leader D). However, subjective opinions increase the danger of 

appeals (Project Leader D). To escape a subjective evaluation that is too subjective, and to 
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make the process transparent and in line with the procurement rules, it is advantageous 

to conduct judgements with help from a jury (Project Leader D).  

Then we had arranged for the tenderers to come and hold a presentation, about themselves 

and their work. And then I had a jury, we were about 15 people, sitting there in the room and 

judged different soft and hard criteria. Does she project trust when she speaks, and so on. 

Maybe that is too soft facts, and there were many who wrinkled their noses; how do you work 

with transparency and professionalism? My motivation was then, as there were 15 individuals 

conducting those subjective judgements, it got a little bit more objective. (Procurer IIF) 

In some industries, the number of consultancy firms are meagre, which makes it possible 

to know the individuals involved (Operations Manager IIA). If an individual within the 

contracting authority has previous experience from working with the specific consultant, 

or has insights into earlier projects, this information might even come into the evaluation 

discussion of the tenders (Operations Manager IIA; Project Leader A). Hence, knowledge 

about these individuals works as a quality insurance.  

Usually when we have worked with them for 2 years, we know what their strengths and 

weaknesses are. Then when a bid comes in, then we know exactly that they are best at this and 

so on. (Operations Manager IIA) 

However, the fact that the contract document needs to be specified in advanced entails 

that it is up to the tenderer to fulfil all demands. To place high demands on previous 

experience seems to be beneficial for the contracting authority, but it also benefits the 

consultancy firms that have more experience, while preventing smaller, or new tenderers 

without much experience, from bidding on that contract (Operations Manager E; 

Operations Manager IA). Which does not conform to the idea of an equal market. This 

sometimes forces tenderers to hire subcontractors to be able to respond to the 

advertising of the contract document. Admitting subcontractors might prevent bigger 

players from taking over the market completely, as this allows smaller and niched 

consultants to enter the public market (Procurer IIC). The subcontractors must pass the 

mandatory shall requirements as well (Procurer B).  

But the problem with framework agreements, as I see it, is that the smaller actors, they don’t 

bid on the framework agreements because they [the framework agreements] are usually too 

broad and too big. Our demands make the framework procurement broad, and smaller actors 

can’t fulfil that. But many of the suppliers we have on the contract have solved this. Sometimes, 

we have such specific needs, that they in turn have contracted a number of smaller 

subcontractors for projects which they then deliver to us. This is one way to solve a specific 

need. (Operations Manager IA) 

Consultancy brokers is another method to manage packaging questions. Consultancy 

brokers assemble a large number of consultants in different areas, and then present those 

candidates to the contracting authority. The purpose of consultancy brokers is to facilitate 

in the search for candidates that fit the criteria. Contracting authorities might want to use 

their services to find a specific competence that might otherwise be difficult to reach, or 
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to help fulfil a complete need in a project where not one single consultancy firm possesses 

all total requirements (Procurer IIIF). 

We make call-offs from that agreement, and then, we can use consultancy brokers. Consultancy 

brokers’ function is that they have a large number of subcontractors. Then, it is the consultancy 

broker who is responsible to select suggestions among the subcontractors they have 

agreements with, and then suggest them in the call-off. (Procurer IF) 

Some would argue that a consultant broker works as a facilitator that keeps the 

competition healthy on the market, while others would argue they poses an extra step, to 

sidestep from approaching the consultancy market directly. Smaller consultancy firms 

would benefit from this approach, as they might not have the resources to bid on the 

larger contracts (Procurer IIF). However, in deciding whether to use a packaging strategy 

or not, it is important for the procurer to realize that it might affect the whole market.  

There are a lot of packaging questions that affect how the market will develop. If we state that 

you have to have these competences, well, then the only option for many smaller suppliers 

would be to become a subcontractor for a bigger consultancy firm. (Procurer IF) 

The results presented here have demonstrated that it is possible to get a competent 

consultant despite the complicated regulation – it just requires a different approach.  

It demands a little bit more structure and organization, and we need to be transparent to be 

able to show after that we actually have done it right, and chosen the right supplier based on 

the set criteria and demands from the contract document. But as long as we have time and 

competence, it works. (Procurer IIIF) 
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6. ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION  
The purpose of the thesis was to investigate how purchasers can make sure a qualified 

consultant is hired in a context incorporated with strict rules. Prevailing regulation of the 

Public Procurement Act has a structure that restricts the traditional, relational approach 

in the Swedish public sector. This poses a challenge: public procurers need to comply with 

the rules, while at the same time secure a suitable provider of the service. We have 

explored different strategies procurers are utilizing in attempts to manage these rules in 

the best possible way. The purpose was operationalized through the following research 

question: How do purchasers in the Swedish public sector manage the regulation in order 

to select a qualified consultant?  

 

6.1 Managing the Insecurities of Purchasing Consultancy Services  
Precision and preparation seem to be the key to succeed in securing qualified consultants 

in the public sector. The procurers have no control over the process once the contract 

document is advertised, which more or less forces them to think hard about the needs, as 

well as how to define those needs. Having the right expertise was a critical aspect to 

accomplish this, and a well-functioning collaboration between the procurer and project 

leader facilitated in this process. Because, the less experience the procurer has with the 

particular industry, the harder it becomes to know what to look for. The project leader 

could contribute with expertise in determining the criteria for the specific project, while 

the procurer contributed with knowledge about how to navigate the regulation. The 

combined expertise enabled the procurer to fully comprehend the need, which was 

essential in order to place the right demands. In this case, quality had significantly more 

influence than price. However, defining quality in an objective and precise way, is difficult. 

Previous attempts to standardize the purchasing process in the private sector also 

indicated the same dilemma. There is no clear answer how to resolve this, but the rigorous 

preparation process the rules imposed seemed to be quite helpful. Thus, a complete 

understanding of the need supports the procurer in finding the right criteria, and hence, 

a qualified consultant.  

Our results revealed that, although the purchase process in the public sector is 

standardized and bureaucratic, personal aspects from the traditional approach was still 

present. References from previous experience was one major component in the 

evaluation process and had significant influence on the winning consultant. Face to face 

meetings were a prominent aspect as well; personal interviews and presentations held by 

the individual consultant were both utilized approaches to facilitate in the evaluation 

process. Relational aspects thus seem hard to completely eliminate, even with the strict 

rules. However, the purpose of these approaches seemed to be less about ensuring good 

chemistry between individuals or functioning collaborations, and more about actually 

securing the right competence. This indicates that trust is still an important aspect, 

however, in the public sector, trust is achieved through a meticulous process to determine 

the individual consultant’s capacity and competence. The uncertainty to evaluate complex 

consultancy services is thus managed through conscious execution of the process – to 
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make sure the selected consultant has the right qualification. Hence, it is possible to 

manage the insecurities and create certainty in the public sector, even without traditional, 

relational aspects.  

While it might be challenging for procurers to map out the specific needs early in 

the process, the whole procedure seemingly gives them a better understanding of their 

own operations. A rigorous process increases certainty over the decision as the needs are 

extensively considered beforehand, and multiple alternatives are evaluated. Hence, in the 

public sector, it is the client who sets all premises for the cooperation. The fact that the 

contracting authority is compelled to design the plan of the project themselves, more or 

less forces the consultant to adapt to that plan, which brings more power to the client. A 

competent procurer, who can manage this process efficiently, is therefore an essential 

component in securing a competent supplier, while at the same time achieving the 

objective of the Act: to spend taxpayers’ money efficiently and ensure high quality of the 

services. Therefore, a regulated and standardized purchasing process might not be as 

problematic as previous research suggested, as long as this is managed in an efficient way. 

A regulated purchasing process, where different alternatives are consciously compared, 

might even result in a more qualified consultant than the practice of employing the same 

well-trusted partner every time, as in the traditional approach.   

 

6.2 Discussing Implications from the Results 
The strict purchasing practices that prevail in the public sector exist to deal with its 

unique context. The rules have a good purpose with society’s best in mind, however, they 

have also received criticism for being unnecessary complicated, and to oppose the idea of 

a free and equal market. Nevertheless, there are still room for flexibility, which implies 

that the way procurers manage these rules might have further implications on the 

contracting authority, as well as the consultancy market.   

The Public Procurement Act seems to mainly benefit bigger, and more experienced 

suppliers. Demands on previous experience within the same field, particularly more 

specific experience within the public sector, inevitably hinders those who do not have that 

kind of experience yet. Hence, firms with previous relationships might have bigger chance 

of winning the award again. This might crowd out inexperienced firms that cannot meet 

the criteria, especially with the concept of framework agreement that secures the same 

supplier for a longer period of time. This reveals a contradiction between the purpose of 

the regulation to promote a healthy competition, and the potential consequence of 

excluding new actors. After all, knowing the suppliers is both convenient and effective, 

since a consultant with a complete understanding of the prevailing conditions might do a 

better job. However, constantly hiring the same consultant might, as research indicated, 

impede innovations and result in that organizations overlook better suppliers. This poses 

a challenge, as being innovative ought to be even harder in the public sector where the 

rules give limited flexibility. Fortunately, as the Act basically oblige the contracting 

authority to regularly switch provider, the Act might actually facilitate in this process.   
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The strict, bureaucratic process also poses a challenge for smaller actors, who are 

not able to afford the bureaucracy. However, there were still ways for contracting 

authorities to reach smaller, more specialized suppliers through subcontractors or 

consultancy brokers. While smaller suppliers might not have the resources to fulfil all 

criteria in the contract document, subcontractors and consultancy brokers might help 

them get into the contract anyway. Nonetheless, consultancy brokers are still relatively 

new on the market, and the future development thus depends on legislators’ approach.  
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7. CONCLUDING REMARKS 
Our study has contributed to the knowledge of how consultants are purchased in the 

Swedish public sector. In this regulated context, individual preference is forced to stand 

back for a more objective procedure. In the public sector, the procurer does not actually 

‘select’ a consultant, as in the private sector. Matching defined needs with the consultant 

who best fits the criteria might be a better description. Hence, contracting authorities are, 

due to the Public Procurement Act, more or less forced to search for the most qualified 

consultant. The subjective choice is thus, in a sense, organized away through bureaucracy, 

which indicates that certainty can be increased as long as there is a reliable system at 

hand. 

 

7.1 Contributions and Limitations of the Study 
The findings have contributed to theory by demonstrating how consultancy services are 

purchased within this new, standardized context. Empirically, we have demonstrated 

several measures the purchasers were utilizing to manage the prevailing regulation.  

As indicated from this study, a regulated purchasing process might actually be 

positive for the outcome, as it forces the purchaser to think thoroughly before making the 

choice. Previous research from the private sector revealed that the implementation of 

standardized purchasing practises has been unsuccessful, and one explanation might be 

the complex nature of consultancy services that makes the purchase process quite 

resource demanding. Therefore, findings from this study might to some extent be helpful 

in a private sector context as well, in their attempt to efficiently select qualified 

consultants.  

Our research has been conducted from a client perspective. However, consultancy 

services involve two parts, hence, the findings might also have implications for 

consultants active within the public sector. The context dictates the rules for everyone, 

which means the consultants need to adapt to these rules as well. This gives them less 

power over the process. Therefore, in the public sector, building legitimacy and 

reputation would get less important. The best way for the consultants to win awards is 

simply to comply with the rules and focus on building knowledge about the procurement 

process within the firm. 

Nevertheless, our thesis has certain limitations that have to be accounted for.  As 

only a few respondents have been asked to participate, the results are a reflection of their 

perception. The findings thus mirror these particular procurers’ way of manage the 

purchasing, and is not attempted to be universal. Other individuals might have had other 

perspectives and measures. Nevertheless, this is a useful demonstration of how 

consultants are being purchased in a public sector context.  

We also want to point out that the consultancy field is broad, and consist of many 

types of consultants, such as IT consultants, advertising consultants and management 

consultants. In this thesis, we have chosen to define consultants in a wide sense. We are 

aware that we could have found different results with a narrower definition. For instance, 

in less complex services, price may get a higher significance than our results indicated, 
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and defining quality and demands might be easier for the procurers. While in more 

complex services, such as management consultants, relations might be more important 

aspects, and it might be harder to judge competence in projects that requires subjective 

qualities, such as in creative projects.  

 

7.2 Suggestions for Future Research 
Our results have indicated that different types of consultancy services might call for 

different purchasing methods. Therefore, it would be interesting to conduct a study that 

separates complex services, such as management consultancy, with more simple services, 

such as certain IT services. Further research could also look into ways the private sector 

might benefit from standardization practices. The measures revealed in this study might 

facilitate in the process of comparing and evaluating alternatives. A third, interesting 

aspect, would be to look deeper into the phenomenon of consultancy brokers and see how 

they affect the market. As this is a new phenomenon, the rules of today might change in 

attempts to make this process more transparent, and aligned with current procurement 

rules.  
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APPENDIX 1 – INTERVIEW GUIDE (IN SWEDISH) 
 

Generellt om rollen på myndigheten 

• Skulle du kunna beskriva din roll på myndigheten?  

• Hur länge har du haft din nuvarande roll?  

• Vad är din roll/ditt ansvar när det gäller att upphandla konsulter?  

 

Konsultanvändande - bakgrund 

• Hur och när arbetar ni med konsulter? Vill du ge exempel på projekt/behov som ni har 

anlitat konsulter för?  

• Vilken typ av konsultfirmor använder ni er av? Använder ni ofta samma eller olika 

konsultfirmor? 

 

Välja rätt konsult 

• Vad är viktigt att tänka på vid valet av konsult? Vilka kriterier är viktiga för dig när du 

ska välja in en konsult till ett projekt?  

• Hur säkerställer ni att konsulten har rätt kompetens för uppdraget? 

• Gör ni skillnad på olika typer av konsulter när ni ska välja?  

 

Processen att välja konsult (upphandling) 

• Hur fungerar upphandlingsprocessen av konsulter generellt på er organisation?  

• Vilka har inflytande över anbudsprocessen, och slutliga valet av konsult? 

• Hur tänker ni när ni bestämmer kriterier för upphandlingen till anbudsprocessen?  

• Kan du ge ett exempel på en upphandlingsprocess av konsulter som du varit 

medverkande i? Vad gick bra/mindre bra?  

 

Reflektioner 

• Avslutningsvis, ser du några möjligheter eller utmaningar med att hitta en kompetent 

konsult i den offentliga sektorn?  

• Vilka implikationer tror du regelverken inom offentlig upphandling kan ge på 

samarbetet med konsulterna? 

• Ser du någon utmaning i att sätta kriterierna tidigt i projektet? 
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APPENDIX 2 – GLOSSERY 

 

 

 

 

English  Swedish 

Added value Mervärde 

Appeal Överklagande 

Award criteria Utvärderingskriterier 

Award decision Tilldelningsbeslut 

Call-off request Avropsförfrågan 

Contracting authority Upphandlingsmyndighet 

Evaluation of tenders  Anbudsutvärdering 

Framework agreement Ramavtal 

Object specific procurement Objektspecifik upphandling 

Operations manager Verksamhetschef 

Procurer Upphandlare 

Procurement Upphandling 

Project leader Projektledare 

Public Procurement Act Lagen om Offentlig Upphandling (LOU) 

Shall/mandatory requirements Skall-krav 

Contract document Förfrågningsunderlag 

Tender Anbud 

Tenderer Anbudsgivare 

Threshold Tröskelvärde 


