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Coronavirus (COVID-19) Procurement Advice Supplier Briefing 14

Common mistakes when tendering

To help everyone across the UK involved in public procurement, BiP Solutions’ Procurement Advice and Support Service 
(PASS) is providing buyers and suppliers with access to a range of briefings and webinars specifically relating to the 
COVID-19 outbreak, designed to help them 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 – from official guidances, including Procurement Policy 
Notes (PPNs) from the UK and Scottish Governments; to advice from the National Assembly for Wales and the Northern 
Ireland Assembly; to 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 are also be running webinars and online events to cover specific issues, including ‘Common mistakes when tendering’ 
on 16 June. 

PASS also has 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.

This latest Briefing looks at the common mistakes contractors make when tendering. 

Over the last 25 years, the PASS team have worked with many organisations bidding for public sector contracts, as well as 
assisting buyers in tender evaluation.

There are many areas where contractors effectively trip themselves up, from simply not reading the instructions, to failing to 
get their bids in on time.

Pre-Market Engagement

One of the most common mistakes made by contractors is ignoring pre-market engagement opportunities.

These are often advertised using Prior Information Notices or advertisements in the appropriate publications.

If you are unable to attend supplier meetings, make contact with the contracting authority, explain why you can’t attend and 
ask them to share the information which comes out of the meeting.
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Gaining knowledge of the discussions can be invaluable in how you position your bid - not knowing what was discussed can 
put you at a disadvantage.

This is also the stage where you should ask questions about the expected budget – there is no sense in chasing 
opportunities you can’t win.

Using business intelligence solutions such as BiP Solutions’ Tracker service can help identify opportunities for pre-market 
engagement are not missed. 

Selection Stage

Selection is a crucial element of the process and failure to comply at this stage will end a contractor’s participation.

This element of the process is full of pitfalls and there are various issues that frequently arise.

• Contractors don’t have the basic information likely to be requested, in any database or in suitable formats, such 
as PDFs for uploading.

• Be careful when completing selection questionnaires. Work offline whenever possible and once the information  
is collated, upload your answers. Just about every buyer in the country can tell you stories about incomplete 
online responses.

o There are numerous examples of respondents who forget to answer all questions, therefore removing   
 themselves from the process.
o Frequently attachments are forgotten as they haven’t been saved to the system.

• There is often a reluctance to ask questions and unfortunately this frequently leads to incorrect assumptions 
being made and the wrong information being supplied to the buyer.

• Where references are requested, some contractors will use examples that they feel make them look good – but 
have no relation to the contract – rather than showing their experience of similar work.

• Another error in references that often occurs is the failure by contractors to check whether the authority they use 
as a reference will provide a response, if one is requested.

• And another common mistake is outdated documentation, from insurance certificates to quality standards. It is 
important to double check everything before submission, as you may not get the chance once it has been sent.

Incidentally, don’t assume that the selection questionnaire, or tender documents, are correct – always ask questions if in 
any doubt.

Tender Stage

If you are successful in getting through the selection stage, there is even more room for error in the tender submission itself.

Several of the points already made in the selection stage apply here also, such as working offline, checking attachments, 
making assumptions, asking questions and showing experience through your answers.
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There are also quite a few other areas where you can trip yourself up.

• Probably the biggest mistake of all is the failure to read instructions. Many contractors focus on the questions 
and ignore much of the supporting documentation. However, there can often be details regarding policies, 
sustainable issues, submission instructions and more that must be taken into consideration when bidding. 
Failure to comply with even the simplest instruction can result in a failed bid.

• Aligned to this is non-compliance with the specification. Some contractors think they know better than the buyer 
about what is required. Instead of asking questions of the contracting authority or answering the questions 
asked, some bidders simply do their own thing and offer what they want to, rather than what the buyer asked for.

• When completing the response, there are several things to consider.
o If more than one person is providing responses for the bid, ensure that grammatically the response reads  
 correctly. It isn’t unusual to find reference to ‘we’, ‘our’, ‘us’ and the company name spread across  
 a response. 
o If only one person is responsible for completing the tender, make sure, wherever possible, that someone  
 else reads the response and questions anything they feel is unclear. When working solo, it isn’t   
 uncommon, if you make an error, that you will fail to spot it later. 
o If you have a library of previous submissions and are in the habit of re-using some elements of them, make  
 sure that you fully expunge any reference to the previous recipient.
o Make sure, in all circumstances, that the final response is ‘proof read’ before submission, by someone  
 other than yourself

• Incredibly, some bidders think that turning a question around as an answer will bring success. It is important that 
you quantify your answers and resist the temptation to simply say “We confirm that we can comply with…”. Similarly, 
always answer the question fully – don’t cross reference to a previous answer. 
• If you want to offer a variation on what the specification is asking for, always ask first. It may be that the buyer will 
be happy to accept an innovative solution, but presumption of this could see your bid rejected as non-compliant. 
If allowed to offer a variant bid, make sure you fully understand the minimum requirements that the solution must 
deliver, as failure to comply with these will also see your bid deemed non-compliant. 
• Another serious error at tender stage is doing the most important work close to the deadline. Too often, companies 
are still writing submissions on the morning the bid is to be submitted. When this happens, things become rushed 
and in some instances, this approach can lead to a submission being delivered late. If the contract is important to 
your business, don’t risk missing out at the last minute because you didn’t work on it early enough. Set yourself a 
false deadline ahead of the actual deadline wherever possible. 

What we advised earlier, in respect of selection questionnaires, also applies to tender documents – never assume they are 
correct. If you are unsure, ask questions.

There are some other issues you should also bear in mind, as they can have an impact overall on how your bid is scored.

If offered a presentation meeting, this will have a weighting applied. Only take the relevant personnel to the meeting, ensure 
they all understand the submission and have read it and make sure they know each other’s roles and responsibilities.
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At presentations, stick strictly to the timetable provided – 15 minutes for presentation and 15 minutes for questions, doesn’t 
mean that you can take 20 minutes for the presentation.

If offered a clarification meeting or call, make sure the right people are present. The purpose of a clarification is to gain a 
better understanding of one or more answers provided in the tender. Failure to provide clarity could result in your score 
being reduced, whilst the right response could see it being increased.

If the contracting authority wish to interview any of the people that will be working on the contract, always ensure they have 
a good knowledge of the tender. Failure to answer questions about their involvement and experience could result in a poor 
score being awarded.

The areas above are by no means exhaustive, however the above issues are some of the most common in our experience.

Be careful that your organisation doesn’t make these simple mistakes.

To help suppliers, here at PASS we have developed a short form of consultancy designed to offer you short, quick 
assistance. 

Our PASS consultants can provide you with guidance and advice on how your organisation should position itself, if you 
have any need of assistance. 

For more information, simply click here or call us on 0845 270 7055; or for further information on all of our services,  
just visit our website. 
 
Finally, as we have said before, while dealing with COVID-19 is understandably the priority for the UK Government and the 
wider public sector just now, there will also be considerable investment into public services once the pandemic is over. 

All information provided in this article is given in good faith. However, to the extent that any actions 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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