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Coronavirus (COVID-19) Procurement Advice B13

Developing robust Supplier Relationships

To aid buyers across the UK public sector, BiP Solutions’ Procurement Advice and Support Service (PASS) is providing 
access to a range of briefings and webinars specifically relating to the COVID-19 outbreak, designed to help buyers 
navigate the challenges – ensuring that they are able to work effectively, compliantly and responsively in a dynamic and 
fast-changing environment. To access these resources, just click here. 

Our materials will cover a wide and diverse range of information – official guidances, including Procurement Policy Notes 
(PPNs) from the UK and Scottish Governments; advice from the National Assembly for Wales and the Northern Ireland 
Assembly; articles, opinion pieces and blogs from our own PASS consultants; as well as anything else we feel will help in 
the coming weeks and months. 

We will also be running webinars and online events to cover specific issues, including ‘Developing Robust Supplier 
Relationships’ on 4 June and ‘Managing Change in your Contract’ on 11 June. To register for these webinars, just click the 
links.

PASS also offers eLearning modules available to support procurement knowledge. If you are interested in hearing more 
about eLearning, just fill out our quick enquiry form and a member of our team will be in touch. 

Following on from our previous briefings and webinars, this briefing takes a high-level look at the importance of developing 
robust relationships with providers, to ensure contracts are delivered in the manner in which the authority requires and in 
keeping with the terms laid down in the contract.

Successful supplier relationships are built on a number of key criteria within the contract management cycle.

Key to this is the relationship itself. However, good communications, problem solving, management reporting and 
performance management all play a part in delivering the outcomes required.

This briefing looks at some of the elements and provides some pointers in building the relationship successfully for both 
parties.

The purpose of relationship management is to work closely with suppliers to maximise efficiencies for both the contracting 
authority and suppliers throughout the supply chain.

No matter the option selected in managing the delivery of the contract, it is essential that, at the very least, a level of supplier 
and relationship management must be undertaken.
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Contractors need guidance on what is expected, even if given a greater level of responsibility for delivering the contract 
itself.

The aim of developing good relationship management is to:
 • ensure the contract is successfully executed
 • leverage supplier expertise in pursuit of cost and efficiency gains
 • ensure that all parties recognise and understand their contractual roles and responsibilities
 • effectively manage the supply chain
 • provide a focus for development of initiatives and innovations
 • drive continuous improvement
 • identify lessons learned to inform future contract terms or strategies
 • maximise efficiency, collaborate towards common goals and reduce waste, environmental or social risks.

In developing relationships, it is essential to ensure that the correct people are in place to carry out the contract 
management activities.

The contract manager should have a detailed knowledge of the contract and other relevant issues, such as service level 
agreements, and ongoing supplier performance as well as the appropriate skills and more general commercial awareness 
and expertise.

Each party (buyer and supplier) needs to understand the objectives and business of the other and mutual trust and 
understanding, openness, and excellent communications need to be developed as these are important to the success of an 
arrangement.

Good relationship management should work to build and improve relationships, with the aim of driving up performance and 
optimising outcomes, whilst encouraging improvements in delivery and innovative thinking.

Structured and informal communication routes between the contract manager and supplier should be open and used, but it 
is also important to ensure that any communication is recorded for audit purposes.

Problem resolution processes should be well defined and designed to ensure minor problems do not escalate and cause 
relationship issues.

Any problems should be recorded, but they should also be communicated as early as possible to the contractor, thus 
reducing the risk of supplier meeting developing into a culture of ‘blame’.

It is also important to bear in mind that problems do not always lie at the contractor’s door – there are occasions when 
issues within contracts lie with the contracting authority or recipient.

This means that regular and routine feedback should be given to suppliers on their performance, with formal performance 
reviews undertaken and documented improvement plans agreed by both parties, where necessary, covering both 
operational issues and key contractual requirements. In addition, approaches to resolving problems should be clear and 
documented.

The success of the relationship between a contracting authority and a contractor depends on mutual respect and trust.
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One other element that can help to foster a good, open and trusting relationship is measuring aspects of the relationship 
process.

To do this, both parties should audit the relationship, focusing on a wide range of aspects which impact on the contract. 
This audit needs to be undertaken in a ‘no blame’ environment, to allow the contractor to be honest and open in their 
assessment.

Areas that could be assessed include:
 • the extent to which the provider is involved, or invited to become involved, in internal planning  
  or other activities
 • how well the management structures are seen to be operating
 • how successful communications are seen to be
 • the degree to which information is shared freely and openly between the parties
 • whether conflicts are being avoided or resolved effectively
 • whether feedback channels are seen to be working across boundaries and up and down  
  organisational hierarchies
 • whether financial and performance measurement systems are accessible to both parties
 • the extent to which adequate monitoring information is being provided, and its quality

The feedback from this process should be openly shared and issues that have been identified should be discussed and a 
method for their resolution agreed by both parties.

Open engagement of this nature can be hugely beneficial in ensuring that trust is maintained and that the relationship 
between the authority and the contractor is built on mutual understanding and respect.

We understand that some buyers may need assistance at this time, so our PASS consultants are available to assist you 
with any aspect of procurement. If you need further support, fill in our enquiry form or call us on 0845 270 7055.

 For further information on all PASS services, simply visit our website. 

All information provided in this article is given in good faith. However, to the extent that any actions are taken in relation to 
matters concerning procurement, the above article does not constitute legal advice to you. The contents of these articles 
are not to be construed as legal advice or a substitute for such advice, which you should obtain from your own legal 
advisors if required. We are not and shall not be held responsible for anything done or not done by you as a result of the 
information provided.
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