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How to make public procurement smart 

and sustainable by design 
 

Whole-of-government digital transformation and impactful, sustainable change must be 

based on internet-era principles, methods and work practices beyond the digital and 

technology functions, says Warren Smith. 

 

Multi-disciplinary teams that are user-

centred, design-led, data-driven and work 

in the open are successful. This approach 

can turn blocks to modernisation, such as 

procurement, into change accelerators.  

 

Complex, not complicated 

 

Procurement is a critical and under-

leveraged area of public policy, 

governance, transparency, and 

accountability. With the global cost of 

corruption, fraud and bribery estimated to 

cost the global economy US$3.6 trillion 

every year, public procurement has the 

potential to ensure vast sums of money 

are directed towards investment in vital 

public services. 

 

Procurement isn’t complicated. However, 

in the public sector context, it is complex 

for a variety of interconnected reasons. 

 

First, procurement is big business and can 

be opaque. The Open Contracting 

Partnership and Spend Network estimate 

that, globally, governments spend US$13 

trillion each year through public contracts, 

but less than three per cent of that is 

publicly declared.  

 

Second, procurement is highly regulated 

in most countries. This governs principles 

such as transparency, fairness, equal 

treatment, non-discrimination and 

proportionality, information to share 

publicly via notices, procedures and 

systems to use, and timescales. 

 

Third, years of organisational custom and 

practice create bureaucracy: procurement 

customs become misinterpreted as 

statutory law. 

 

Finally, procurement carries integrity risks 

throughout its cycle, from pre-tender to 

post-contract award. An Organisation for 

Economic Cooperation and Development 

(OECD) report Preventing Corruption in 

Public Procurement found that of the 

cases reviewed under the OECD 

Convention of Bribery of Foreign Public 

Officials in International Business 

Transactions, 57 per cent occurred to 

obtain a public procurement contract. 

 

Public procurement needs service 

design 

 

There are four important conditions that 

produce benefits for citizens, civil servants 

and governments around the world. 

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/12/the-global-economy-loses-3-6-trillion-to-corruption-each-year-says-u-n
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/12/the-global-economy-loses-3-6-trillion-to-corruption-each-year-says-u-n
https://www.open-contracting.org/
https://www.open-contracting.org/
https://spendnetwork.com/
https://www.open-contracting.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/OCP2020-Global-Public-Procurement-Spend.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/gov/ethics/Corruption-Public-Procurement-Brochure.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/gov/ethics/Corruption-Public-Procurement-Brochure.pdf
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1. Mainstream, human-centred 

design, data-driven and open 

approaches in public procurement; 

2. Invest in multidisciplinary and 

cross-functional teams, which are 

founded on the right working 

practices, behaviours and culture, 

based on honesty, transparency, 

collaboration and integrity; 

3. Use public procurement 

approaches that are fit for the 21st 

century, as a lever to achieve 

inclusive, equitable and 

sustainable policy outcomes that 

have positive economic, social and 

cultural, and environmental 

impacts;  

4. Seize the opportunities provided 

by digital government, open data, 

new technologies, and innovation, 

throughout the full public spending 

lifecycle – from planning, informing 

the market, evaluation and award, 

and managing delivery. 

 
Between October 2018 and April 2021, I 

led the Government Digital Service (GDS) 

Global Digital Marketplace Programme. 

The UK Foreign, Commonwealth and 

Development Office Global Anti-

Corruption Programme funded this 

initiative as part of the former Cross-

Government Prosperity Fund. I worked on 

projects in Colombia, Indonesia, Malaysia, 

Mexico, and South Africa. For one project 

in Indonesia the team collaborated with 

specialists from World Commerce and 

Contracting to co-design government 

contracts for the digital age. This work 

naturally built on what we had achieved 

with the UK government.  

 

I’d like to share the UK story to illustrate 

that although the challenges can seem 

great, the significant results make the 

transformation process worthwhile. For 

example, to help opening the government 

procurement market to small and medium-

sized enterprises (SMEs). 

 
How the UK transformed its ICT 
procurement  
 
In February 2011, the UK National Audit 
Office (NAO) published the Landscape 
Review of government ICT. This review 
estimated that in 2009, central 
government ICT spend was £16 billion per 
annum and that 80 per cent of the work 
went to 18 suppliers.  
 
This was at a time when more scalable 

and more secure cloud-based utility 

storage and compute services could be 

procured from the private sector market, 

at vastly lower whole-life operational 

costs. However, as a result of its 

technology decisions and procurement 

approaches, the UK government had 

locked itself out of being able to take 

advantage of other digital, data and 

technology innovations from the market. 

Many contracts were for government 

departments’ whole ICT services. This 

meant that civil service staff, knowledge, 

skills, networks and infrastructure had 

been transferred to suppliers. There were 

long-term contracts that locked 

government services in.  

 

The NAO report also found that 

procurement of ICT infrastructure failed to 

take account of what the government 

already owned. For example, a Cabinet 

Office review identified 220 central 

government data centres (with hundreds 

more estimated across the wider public 

sector) but on average seven per cent of 

this capacity was used. 

 
The solution – a digital marketplace for 
government 
 
I joined GDS in November 2012. The G-

Cloud framework and the CloudStore —

the online service through which the 

framework was originally accessed—were 

https://gds.blog.gov.uk/2019/01/22/how-gds-is-helping-tackle-global-corruption/
https://gds.blog.gov.uk/2019/01/22/how-gds-is-helping-tackle-global-corruption/
https://www.worldcc.com/Resources/Content-Hub/View/ArticleId/9908/Co-designing-Indonesian-government-contracts-for-the-digital-age
https://www.worldcc.com/Resources/Content-Hub/View/ArticleId/9908/Co-designing-Indonesian-government-contracts-for-the-digital-age
https://www.nao.org.uk/reports/information-and-communications-technology-in-government-landscape-review/
https://www.nao.org.uk/reports/information-and-communications-technology-in-government-landscape-review/
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in their infancy. These were crucial 

foundations for the new approach that was 

to prove revolutionary in helping to buy 

better. The aim was to be simpler, clearer 

and faster for both public sector buyers 

and suppliers, and to open the 

government procurement market to SMEs. 

 

GDS began working with the Crown 

Commercial Service (CCS, known then as 

the Government Procurement Service) to 

develop the Digital Services framework. 

By the end of March 2013, G-Cloud 

uptake had increased to £18.3 million 

(from £5.62 million in 2012). The 

government meanwhile announced its 

Cloud First policy: a development that 

would contribute significantly to cloud 

services procurement. 

 
The Digital Services framework, and the 

Digital Services Store (the online service 

through which this framework was 

originally accessed), went live in 

November 2013. This was intended to 

build on the G-Cloud approach to provide 

a commercial route to market for a broad 

range of providers, with capabilities to 

support user research, user-centred 

design, software development and agile 

delivery of digital by default public 

services. 

 

In March 2014, work began on the Digital 

Marketplace alpha; this would replace the 

separate CloudStore and Digital Services 

Store. In November of that year, the 

Digital Marketplace opened for business. 

 

However, initial feedback from buyers and 

suppliers suggested that the Digital 

Services framework, associated call-off 

contract and the online service to access 

and award these contracts, caused 

friction. The approach needed to be more 

consistent.  

 

Looking sideways to see the way 
forward 
 
In spring 2015, we announced a fresh 

start, and that summer I organised a 

series of hack workshops to reimagine the 

Digital Services framework to create 

simpler and clearer contracts. This 

brought practitioners from across 

government together from a range of 

functions: user research; content and 

interaction design; agile delivery; 

commercial policy; procurement 

operations; legal and complex 

transactions; and plain legal language 

campaigners. 

 

Hacking the Digital Services framework in 

this experimental and inclusive way had 

two main benefits. It provided raw 

materials to take into user research and 

develop what would become the Digital 

Outcomes and Specialists framework 

(April 2016) on the Digital Marketplace. 

Second, it inspired the CCS Policy team 

and Government Legal Department (GLD) 

to follow a user-centred, cross-functional 

and multidisciplinary approach, working 

with GDS to design government contracts 

for the digital age. This resulted in the new 

model public sector contract for all CCS 

common goods and services across four 

pillars: buildings, corporate, people, and 

technology. 

 

Results 
 
The first Digital Services framework had 

£177.6 million public sector spend through 

it in its four-year, 10-month lifespan. The 

improved Digital Outcomes and 

Specialists framework had almost £2.8 

billion spent through it in the same amount 

of time.  

 

The Digital Outcomes and Specialists 

framework had half the number of words 

and simpler navigation compared to the 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ft1-oGf4b5Q
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ft1-oGf4b5Q
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/government-adopts-cloud-first-policy-for-public-sector-it
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/government-adopts-cloud-first-policy-for-public-sector-it
https://gds.blog.gov.uk/2013/11/28/opening-the-doors-of-the-digital-services-store/
https://gds.blog.gov.uk/2013/11/28/opening-the-doors-of-the-digital-services-store/
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-digital-marketplace-opens-for-business
https://digitalmarketplace.blog.gov.uk/2015/03/27/digital-services-a-fresh-start/
https://digitalmarketplace.blog.gov.uk/2015/03/27/digital-services-a-fresh-start/
https://digitalmarketplace.blog.gov.uk/2015/06/29/redesigning-digital-services-creating-simpler-and-clearer-contracts/
https://digitalmarketplace.blog.gov.uk/2015/06/29/redesigning-digital-services-creating-simpler-and-clearer-contracts/
https://digitalmarketplace.blog.gov.uk/2016/07/14/working-together-to-design-government-contracts-for-the-digital-age/
https://digitalmarketplace.blog.gov.uk/2016/07/14/working-together-to-design-government-contracts-for-the-digital-age/
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original version. There were six Invitation 

to Tender (ITT) documents compared to 

12 ITT documents used for the Digital 

Services framework. The framework’s 

readability test score of “Plain English. 

Easily understood," compared to "Very 

difficult to read. Best understood by 

university graduates" increased. As of the 

beginning of November 2022, public 

sector buyers have published more than 

5,230 contracting opportunities. 

 

Publicly available data shows that just 

under £17 billion was spent through the 

Digital Marketplace since April 2012. Of 

this, £12.85 billion was through the G-

Cloud framework; £3.97 billion through the 

Digital Outcomes and Specialists 

framework; and£177.6 million through the 

Digital Services framework.  

 

The CCS annual report and accounts 

2021 to 2022 states that total direct spend 

with SMEs that year was £2.22 billion (i.e. 

across all their commercial agreements; 

their website lists over 110 agreements 

across four ‘pillars’). Direct spend with 

SMEs through the Digital Marketplace 

(hosting two CCS agreements) during that 

period was £1.41 billion, representing 64 

per cent of the CCS total. 

 

These results suggest that it is imperative 

that we continue to scale our efforts to 

improve smart and sustainable public 

procurement, as a lever to achieve social 

value for money

Additional resource 

 

● Doing the hard work to make things simple (blog, Mike Bracken) 

● Most of government is mostly service design most of the time. Discuss (blog, Matt 

Edgar) 

● Beyond the Wall of Text: How Information Design Can Make Contracts User-Friendly 

(report, Stefania Passera)  

 

Warren Smith 
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Cities’ (U4SSC) Thematic Group on ‘Procurement for Smart Sustainable Cities’. He has 

more than 25 years’ experience in procurement and supply-chain management, across 

private and public sectors, leading transformative projects to introduce new ways of thinking 
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At the UK Government Digital Service (GDS) Digital Marketplace, he led the introduction of 

user-centred, design-led, data-driven and open approaches to public contracting.  

 

 

https://readable.com/readability/flesch-reading-ease-flesch-kincaid-grade-level/
https://app.powerbi.com/view?r=eyJrIjoiNTEyMTZhZDAtZGNiNi00OWQxLWI5ODYtMjg1ZWNlMmNkODVhIiwidCI6IjlmOGMwZDc5LTNlODctNGNkMy05Nzk5LWMzNDQzMTQ2ZWE1ZSIsImMiOjh9
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/crown-commercial-service-annual-report-and-accounts-2021-to-2022/ccs-annual-report-and-accounts-2021-to-2022-accessible-version
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/crown-commercial-service-annual-report-and-accounts-2021-to-2022/ccs-annual-report-and-accounts-2021-to-2022-accessible-version
https://gds.blog.gov.uk/2014/07/28/doing-the-hard-work-to-make-things-simple/
https://blog.mattedgar.com/2015/05/12/most-of-government-is-mostly-service-design-most-of-the-time-discuss/
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2640818
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2640818
https://www.curshaw.com/
https://u4ssc.itu.int/
https://u4ssc.itu.int/

