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Abstract 

The purchasing and supply management (PSM) literature has long recognized the importance of 

human skills and competencies for firm-level purchasing success. However, very little attention has 

been paid to what skills are needed in public purchasing, and in which phases of the purchasing 

process, to create public value. This study offers three contributions to this important field of re-

search. First, we present the results of a systematic review of the literature on public sector purchas-

ing skills. The review shows which skills matter in different phases of public purchasing and that 

overall five categories of competencies are needed: technical skills, project management, 

knowledge and expertise, inter-personal skills, and market management skills. Second, we embed 

these findings into an integrative framework that links purchasing skills to six key stages of the pur-

chasing process and the broader institutional environment, market characteristics, and task com-

plexity. Finally, we use the framework to discuss differences in public and private sector purchas-

ing. Our integrative framework thereby aims to facilitate a closer dialogue between the public and 

private sector literatures on purchasing skills.  

 

Keywords: public purchasing, skills, competencies, systematic review, integrative review 

 

1. Introduction 

Purchasing skills and competencies in private organizations have become a key theme in the pur-

chasing and supply management (PSM) literature (Stek and Schiele, 2021; Bals et al., 2019). Pur-

chasing skills comprise the ability to conduct tasks and processes associated with purchasing to 

achieve the goals of the organization, thereby fulfilling a crucial, strategic function (Tassabehji and 

Moorhouse, 2008). Although public organizations typically spend between 20 and 45 percent of 
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their budgets on purchasing (OECD, 2019), the purchasing literature has paid little attention to the 

topic of skills in public organizations (for a few exceptions see Williams et al., 2018; McKevitt et 

al., 2012). This lack of knowledge is important because public sector purchasing is, in several re-

spects, distinct from purchasing in private organizations. Procurement regulation, local and national 

political agendas, social and environmental values, and procurement of unique services such as 

eldercare or military aircrafts are some of the factors that make public sector purchasing different. 

Consequently, we cannot assume that the skills identified as important for purchasing in private 

organizations hold true for public procurement.  

To heed recent calls for more research on purchasing skills and competencies (Knight et al. 

2020), our study addresses recent attempts to integrate public purchasing more firmly into the 

broader PSM literature (IPSERA 2021). Doing so holds potential for expanding the PSM field to 

new applications in public administration and economics and for placing public purchasing in a 

more strategic setting. In a recent review of purchasing process models, for example, Bäckstrand et 

al. (2019, p. 9) identified 73 different process models to guide private sector purchasing but none 

for public purchasing. By conducting a systematic review of the literature on public purchasing 

skills, we aim to address this knowledge gap and facilitate cross-sector dialogue between the busi-

ness and public sector-oriented PSM literature.  

Specifically, we aim to develop a deeper understanding of public purchasing skills by ad-

dressing two questions: what comprises key purchasing skills in public procurement and how do 

purchasing skills influence different phases of the procurement process? Addressing these questions 

offers three main contributions. First, based on a systematic review of 28 international studies on 

public purchasing skills, we produce the first research-based overview of which skills are important 

in public purchasing. Second, by analyzing the reviewed skills, we find that different skills matter in 

different parts of the purchasing process and we conceptualize five different categories of compe-

tencies needed in public purchasing: technical skills, project management, knowledge and expertise, 

inter-personal skills, and market management skills. Third, we embed the findings into a process-

based, integrative framework that theorizes how the value of individual purchasing skills depend on 

the ability to apply them to the relevant phase and context of each purchase. Based on this 

knowledge, we discuss differences and similarities in public and private sector purchasing and pro-

pose how the framework can guide future studies and facilitate cross-sector dialogue.   

The article is structured as follows. The next section presents a brief theoretical background 

on skills using the resource-based view of the firm and the methodology of the systematic literature 
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review. The third and fourth sections analyze the 28 relevant studies from the review and combine 

these findings with insights from the resource-based theory into an integrative framework, intended 

to serve as a conceptual tool for scholars and practitioners in the field of purchasing. Based on the 

results of the review and the integrative framework, we discuss differences and similarities in public 

and private sector purchasing skills to spur more dialogue and learning within and across sectors. 

The final section concludes on the results of the systematic review and discusses the use and limita-

tions of the integrative framework in practice and research, encouraging more studies to test the 

applicability of the framework empirically on different types of products and services.  

 
2. Purchasing Skills: Systematic Review 

We consider purchasing skills and competencies a part of any organization’s human capital re-

sources, thereby drawing on the theoretical insights from the resource-based view of the firm (Wer-

nerfelt 1984; Barney 1991). This perspective explicitly focuses on the link between human capital 

and organizational performance, which makes the skills and competencies of the employees in the 

purchasing function "of strategic importance to firms" in a PSM context (Stek and Schiele 2021: 1).    

A common way to classify human capital resources is to focus on the knowledge, skills and 

abilities (KSAs) of employee organizations, which include both generic and job-specific competen-

cies, as well as tacit and explicit knowledge that is "causally related to effective or superior perfor-

mance" in a job (Delamare Le Deist and Winterton 2005: 32). Which purchasing skills and compe-

tencies create value in different contexts is a topic of ongoing debate (cite cite). Broad conceptuali-

zations of human capital resources capture both visible competencies such as knowledge and skills 

and underlying competencies such as personal traits and motives (Delamare Le Deist and Winterton 

2005: 29). However, having human skills and competencies in the purchasing function is not suffi-

cient to achieve superior performance. According to Wright (2001: 706), the value of human skills 

is realized through exhibited behavior, that is, the ability to apply the right skills to the right circum-

stances. Hence, purchasing skills are more than a checklist of additive competencies but requires 

adoptive expertise by matching the appropriate skills to the specific tasks of each purchasing situa-

tion (Kozlowski et al. 2001). This important insight prescribes that the potential for achieving or-

ganizational effectiveness does not lie simply in possessing a pre-defined list of purchasing skills 

but in the firm's ability to match the appropriate purchasing skills to the specific circumstances of 

the exchange. 

Which purchasing skills and competencies exhibit value in different purchasing situations 

depends on several factors including the task complexity (how complex the product or service is), 
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characteristics of the market (e.g. competitive or monopolistic markets), and the regulatory and in-

stitutional settings (e.g. the formal purchasing procedures). While the task complexity and market 

characteristics are likely to be largely similar in many public and private purchases, there may be 

significant differences in process and procedure requirements created by the formal regulatory 

framework (Tadelis 2011). (cite fra et-to af de sjældne off sektor studier i JPSM). In addition to the 

obvious differences in requirements for relevant skills related to the formal procedures, it may also 

create a need for other compositions and applications of skills in public procurement. The require-

ment for equal treatment of all potential suppliers can, for example, require other (or even a more 

complex portfolio of) market management skills, because market management contains both an 

informal relational element and a formal procedural requirement in public purchasing. Likewise, it 

may require other requirements for product skills to prepare a requirements specification in public 

procurement, e.g. because it requires the ability to translate tacit product knowledge into written 

down (and therefore explicit) product knowledge.  

Despite these important differences in procedural requirements for public and private pur-

chasing, there is very limited research into what skills and competencies public purchasing profes-

sionals need to deliver "high performance" (Stevens 2012: 92) and contribute to "organizational 

effectiveness" (Bell et al., 2017: 305). With the increasing evolvement of the PSM literature into a 

“human-centric discipline”, we perceive this lack of knowledge an important gap that warrants sys-

tematic assessment.  

 

2.1 Search for Literature 

To develop an integrative framework that builds knowledge about public purchasing skills and fa-

cilitate a dialogue across public and private purchasing research, we completed a comprehensive 

systematic review of public purchasing skills. We conducted the review according to the PRISMA 

standards (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses), see Figure 1.  

The first step was a scoping review to identify key words and develop a search string that 

captures the relevant literature on public procurement skills. We searched in Web of Science (SSCI) 

for literature on public procurement, read the ten most cited and relevant records in their full length 

and extracted key terms for four key concepts in our study (purchasing, public, private, skills), 

which resulted in a preliminary search string. When tested in Web of Science, the preliminary 

search string identified many irrelevant studies, indicating a need for modification. In the final 

search string, we therefore added an empirical criterion inspired by David and Han (2004) and re-
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moved a few search terms that produced many irrelevant results, such as market, bureaucracy, and 

human capital. We also added the term “competenc*”, which is frequently used in the PSM litera-

ture (Bals et al. 2019).1 

 

Figure 1. PRISMA flowchart 
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from bibliographies, relevant studies known by the authors of this paper, and from searching the 

main journals in the field of purchasing. 

Finally, three researchers were involved in screening the results. One researcher made an 

initial assessment of relevance of the 2.628 results based on title, abstract and journal. A second and 

third researcher did separate rounds of more critical sorting of relevant studies from the first round, 

which reduced the number of studies to 93, see flowchart in Figure 1. All 93 studies were read in-

full to assess their eligibility. The three researchers performed multiple reliability checks of each 

other’s assessment.  

To assess whether the reviewed studies were relevant, we developed a list of criteria for in-

clusion, presented in Table 1. The criteria are based on our research question, the resource-based 

view presented earlier, and an understanding of skills inspired by the PSM literature. We recognize 

that there is an ongoing debate about how to define skills, knowledge, abilities and competencies 

(see, e.g., Delamare Le Deist and Winterton, 2005), but that is a discussion beyond the scope of this 

study. We lean on Tassabeji and Moorhouse (2008) among others and define skills relatively broad-

ly as the ability to use formal knowledge and expertise to conduct the tasks and processes associated 

with purchasing to achieve the goals of the organization. This implies that we included studies ex-

amining individual-level purchasing skills that in theory can be taught through organizational train-

ing, classes, etc., but we did not include studies that consider experience and administrative capacity 

as skills (McKevitt et al., 2012).3 

Only studies that met all inclusion criteria listed in Table 1 were regarded as eligible and 

included in the review, resulting in a final selection of 28 studies. In some of the included studies, 

the authors have not explicitly studied purchasing skills directly (e.g., Brown and Potoski, 2006; 

Chen and Perry, 2003), but we have assessed that the empirical variables or factors of focus qualify 

as such based on our understanding of skills, as the ability to effectively apply the different skills to 

the right circumstances to create value (Wright, 2001).   

 

Table 1. Inclusion criteria 

Criteria Specification 
Topic Studies that examine public organizations’ procurement of goods, services, 

and works from private vendors, and where purchasing skills is part of or the 
sole empirical focus. The studies need to explicitly use some term for skills 
and study certain skills as variables/factors in relation to procurement in ac-
cordance with our applied definition of individual skills: the ability to use for-
mal knowledge and expertise to conduct the tasks and processes associated 
with purchasing to achieve the goals of the organization they work for. 
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Type of publi-
cation and time 

Peer-reviewed articles and books/book chapters published since 1970 in Eng-
lish. Review studies are excluded to avoid overlap in the extracted data. Grey 
literature is excluded. 

Research design All types of empirical research designs (qualitative, quantitative, and mixed 
methods). 

Country/policy 
sector 

All types of procurement of goods and/or services by public organizations in 
advanced industrialized countries. We only include research examining public 
procurement in the 37 OECD member countries to ensure a comparable con-
text in relation to what types of task and responsibilities the public and private 
sector performs. 

 

2.2 Data Analysis and Development of the Integrative Framework 

We analyzed the 28 included studies using a review template consisting of 13 variables. Some of 

these variables extract basic information such as authors, journal, and research design, which we 

use to provide an overview of key characteristics and quality assessment of the studies. The majori-

ty of the variables extract substantial information related to, e.g., which skills are studied, which 

purchasing processes they focus on, and empirical findings concerning skills. The analysis of the 

extracted information entailed three phases that build up to the integrative framework.  

First, we summarized which public purchasing skills are empirically studied to provide the first 

research-based overview of purchasing skills in the public sector. Second, we divided the extracted 

skills into purchasing processes, organizing them based on which phase(s) they are considered im-

portant to or studied in relation to in the reviewed studies. Third, we aggregated the extracted skills 

into conceptual categories based on what we assess are common characteristics, i.e., whether they 

revolve around knowledge, technical and functional tasks, etc. Finally, we combined the insights 

from the previous analytical steps into an integrative, process-based framework that explicates the 

institutional and organizational context of purchasing and in which purchasing processes the differ-

ent categories of skills matter, drawing on the resource-based view presented earlier in section 2. 

Each analytical step is elaborated on and the findings presented in section 3. 

 

2.3 Key Characteristics and Quality Assessment of the Reviewed Studies  

The 28 studies resulting from our systematic review supports our initial argument that research on 

public purchasing skills is much less established compared to the literature on purchasing in private 

organizations, where similar systematic reviews include two to four times as many studies (Derwik 

and Hellström 2017; Karttunen 2018). However, our review reveals a growing interest in the topic. 

All studies except two were published after the millennium and the average publication year is 

2009. The reviewed studies also reveal a lack of common terminology and conceptualization of 
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public purchasing skills, emphasizing the need for an integrative review. Some studies explicitly 

state that they study purchasing skills, competencies, knowledge, or abilities of purchasing person-

nel (e.g. Brown and Potoski 2004; Carnochan, McBeath, Chuang, and Austin 2019; Collins-

Camargo, McBeath, and Ensign 2011). Others study contract management capacity (Brown and 

Potoski 2003; Joaquin and Greitens 2012) or the relationship between purchasing activities, strate-

gies, tools, practices, etc. and contract performance (e.g. Amirkhanyan, Kim, and Lambright 2010; 

Fernandez 2007). Most of the studies examine technical or social services, leaving only a few ex-

amples of studies of goods or works procurement. As for research design, the studies generally ap-

ply cross-sectional designs based on data from especially interviews or surveys. These limitations 

reduce the external and internal validity of the studies, which calls for caution in the generalizability 

of our findings that we present in the next section. 

 

3. Findings 

This section presents three main findings from the systematic review, which form the basis of our 

integrative framework. First, the analysis of the 28 included studies resulted in a descriptive over-

view of the extracted skills from each study, presented in Table 2. The comprehensive overview 

demonstrates the vast number of and variation in type of public purchasing skills and knowledge 

that are empirically studied, while several skills also appear in more than one study. The implication 

is that public purchasers require a well-rounded skills set ranging from the ability to effectively 

write the solicitation documents to monitoring and collaborating with vendors to enforce the con-

tract to strategic contract planning.  

Table 2. Descriptive overview of skills from the reviewed studied 

No. Author, year Country, government level and 
product type 

Skills studied  

1.  Amirkhanyan, 
2011 

• USA, central/federal and region-
al/state 

• Child-care centers 

• Relationship design/development  
• Contract specification  

2.  Amirkhanyan, 
2011 

• USA, regional/state 
• 14 government services in, e.g., 

healthcare, criminal justices, trans-
lational services.  

• Performance measurement (specifying and moni-
toring, e.g., quantitative indicators, qualitative in-
dicators, reputation) 

3.  Brown and 
Potoski, 2003 

• USA, local 
• N/A 

• Feasibility assessment capacity 
• Implementation capacity 
• Evaluation capacity 

4.  Brown and 
Potoski, 2004 

• USA, local 
• Refuse collection 

• Vendor management (Monitor vendor; Issue 
sanctions; Communicate with vendor; Bargain 
and negotiate with vendor) 

• Market maintenance (Address information 
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asymmetries; stimulate market competition) 
• Network maintenance (Activate: identify perfor-

mance asymmetries and recruit participants and 
resources; Frame: establish vendor network pur-
pose, goals, and ground rules; Synthesize: build 
connections between participants; Mobilize: 
stimulate the network into action)  

5.  Brown and 
Potoski, 2006 

• USA, local 
• Refuse collection 

• Service monitoring activities: random spot check, 
formally track missed streets, citizen surveys, 
track citizen complaints 

6.  Carnochan et 
al., 2019 

• USA, local 
• Child welfare; Adult and aging; 

Employment and housing services 

• Communication with external provider 
• Building relationships with external providers to 

manage challenges that arise in contractual rela-
tionships 

7.  Chen and 
Perry, 2003 

• USA, central/federal  
• Information technology; Infor-

mation services 

• Partnership approach (the ability to use a part-
nership approach to outsourcing) 

• Selective outsourcing with strategic fit (the 
ability to make make-or-buy-decisions and de-
termining the type and level of outsourcing) 

• Managing relations with external vendors (fre-
quent communication) 

• Management capacity (project management, 
strategic planning, teamwork, product 
knowledge) 

• Performance measurement/management  
8.  Collins-

Camargo et 
al., 2011 

• USA, regional/state 
• Child welfare services 

• Ongoing collaboration 
• Continuous communication 
• Clearly defined and agreed upon performance 
• Integrated research, data and case management 

systems 
9.  Daley, 2012 • USA, central/federal 

• Goods and services for the Army, 
Navy and Department of Defense 

• Negotiation denotes the formation of a new 
agreement  

• Mediation refers to the process of sorting out 
differences within an existing agreement.  

10.  Demirel et al., 
2019 
 

• The Netherlands, central 
• Public infrastructure (motorway 

extension) 

• Relational skills: share knowledge, establish 
trust, negotiating skills based on verbal commu-
nication to avoid conflicts etc. 

• Knowledge/expertise: profound understanding of 
the contract, related contracts and the task at hand 
on both sides.  

11.  Destler and 
Page, 2018 
 
 

• USA, local 
• Schools/public education 

Ability to encourage market formation/build up 
supply:  
• Market creation tactics 
• Smart buying tactics  
• Market management tactics 

12.  Ernita Joaquin 
and Greitens, 
2012 

• USA, local 
• 65 local government services in the 

following policy areas: Public 
works and transportation; Public 
utilities; Public safety; Health and 
human services; Parks and recrea-
tion; Cultural and arts; Support 
function services. 

• Agenda setting capacity 
• Formulation capacity 
• Implementation capacity 
• Evaluation capacity 

13.  Fernandez, 
2007 

• USA, local 
• 67 local government services (not 

specified further) 

• Expertise in contract administration 
• Technical knowledge of service 
• Communication after contract award 
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• Joint problem solving after contract award 
• Ex ante evaluation of bidders 
• Reliance on alternative means for resolving dis-

putes 
• Contract monitoring 
• Inclusion of financial incentives in contracts 
• Reliance on legal means 

14.  Fernandez, 
2009 

• USA, local 
• 67 local government services (not 

specified further) 

• Expertise in contract administration 
• Technical knowledge of service 
• Communication after contract award 
• Joint problem solving after contract award 
• Ex ante evaluation of bidders 
• Reliance on alternative means for resolving dis-

putes 
• Contract monitoring 
• Inclusion of financial incentives in contracts 

15.  Girth et al., 
2012 

• USA, local 
• 67 local government services 

(technical and social/welfare ser-
vices) 

• Find and retain vendors 
• Foster competition/prevent monopoly 
• Nurturing and mentoring contractors 
• Manage the solicitation and bidding 
• Contract oversight 
• Contract design 
• Partnering 
• Retain in-house equipment 

16.  Hartmann et 
al., 2014 

• UK and Netherlands, central 
• Infrastructure maintenance; Bun-

dled products and services (inte-
grated solutions) 

• Contractual skills: e.g. configuring appropriate 
incentives for supplier and contract specification. 

• Relational skills: developing trust-based relation-
ship and dealing with the problems that arise 
from the contractual issues. 

17.  Howden-
Chapman and 
Ashton, 1994 

• New Zealand, central and regional 
• Health services 

• Relational contracting skills: the purchasers' 
critical task is to build up people and organiza-
tions in the health service area, e.g., to pave way 
for more competition. 

18.  Johnston and 
Girth, 2012 

• USA, central/federal and region-
al/state 

• Mainly social/welfare services 

• Pre-contract award: Create/chase competition, 
find + retain suitable vendors -  build market ca-
pacity.  

• Post-contract award: retain incumbent vendors, 
maintain competition after contract takes effect, 
ensure competition  for future contracts (also 
when markets consolidate after contract award, 
e.g.) 

19.  Lamothe and 
Lamothe, 
2012 

• USA, local 
• Hard (e.g., solid waste collection, 

street repair, snow plowing, water 
treatment) and soft services (e.g., 
operation of mental health pro-
grams, programs for the elderly, 
child welfare programs, public 
health programs) 

• Relational governance: frequency of contacts and 
coordination with vendor during contract imple-
mentations and use of discretion in sanctioning in 
order to maintain relationships.  

20.  Lee, 2001 • Korea, regional and local 
• Information systems 

• Knowledge sharing  
• Organizational capability: scan for valuable 

knowledge, acquire the needed knowledge, as-
similate the knowledge and exploit it for organi-
zational objectives.  

21.  McCue et al., 
2018* 

• USA, central/federal and region- Knowledge, e.g.: 
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al/state 
• N/A 

• Analytical techniques  
• Budgeting methods  
• Procurement policies and procedures  
• Professional values (e.g. ethics, guiding princi-

ples)  
• Laws, regulations, and ordinances  
Tasks, e.g.: 
• Facilitate movement of goods (e.g. transporta-

tion logistics, delivery locations)  
• Maintain inventory (e.g. safety stock, stocking 

levels)  
• Analyze and evaluate solicitation responses (e.g. 

responsiveness, responsibility)  
• Develop solicitation document  
• Prepare and make recommendation for award  

22.  McKevitt et 
al., 2012 

• UK (Ireland and Wales), central 
and local 

• N/A 

• Commercial focus (challenge procurement com-
pliance) 

• Pragmatic (structured procurement process, 
providing advice and engaging suppliers in com-
plex projects) 

• Political (maneuvering obstacles and influencing 
stakeholders)  

• Person-centered (emotional and inter-personal 
skills, understanding stakeholder needs rather 
than broader organizational needs) 

23.  Michelsen and 
de Boer, 2009 

• Norway 
• N/A 

• Competence to formulate demands on environ-
mental performance and evaluate  

• Ability to formulate a purchasing strategy  
• Supplier information 
• Knowledge on purchasing process 

24.  Romzek and 
Johnston, 
2002 

• USA, regional/state 
• Social services: Medicaid and 

employment training services 

• In-depth planning for contractor performance 
measurement 

• Evaluation of contractor staff capacity 
• Evaluation of contractor financial management 

capacity 
25.  Taponen and 

Kauppi, 2017 
• Finland, central and local 
• Occupational healthcare; leasing 

services; translation services; cus-
tomer services 

• Feasibility assessment of outsourcing (cost calcu-
lations, market analysis, benchmarking) 

• Transferring the service production from inhouse 
to an external supplier or between suppliers 

• Evaluation (monitoring and managing the service 
delivery)  

26.  Van Slyke, 
2003 

• USA, regional/state 
• Social services 

• Before signature: write requests for proposals, 
solicit bids, evaluate bids, award contracts, tech-
nical assistance to contractors.  

• After signature: managing and overseeing con-
tract, evaluating service outcomes, acting as a li-
aison between agency executives, elected offi-
cials, clients, and contractors. 

27.  Willcocks et 
al., 1999 

• UK, central 
• Information Technology Services 

• Strategic direction 
• Project management 
• Business/systems analysis 
• Technical capabilities 
• Contract management 
• Costing standards and planning 
• Cost justification 
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• Relationship building 
• Identifying customer needs 

28.  Williams et 
al., 2018* 

• USA, N/A 
• N/A 

• Procurement administration (e.g., value analysis, 
audit purposes and reviews) 

• Sourcing (e.g., product specifications, roles and 
responsibilities) 

• Negotiation processes (e.g., problem-solving and 
decision-making techniques) 

• Contract administration (e.g., techniques to en-
sure supplier compliance) 

• Strategic procurement planning (e.g., analytical 
and research techniques 

• Supply management (e.g., ordering processes, 
asses management) 

*These studies have much longer lists of sub-skills, which are not displayed in this table. However, all sub-skills have 
been included in the analysis. 

 

Second, the analysis resulted in an aggregation of the identified skills in Table 2 to concep-

tualize which types of competencies public purchasing requires, looking at similarities and differ-

ences in the purpose and function of the listed skills across the 28 studies. The conceptualization 

resulted in five categories or constructs of competencies: technical skills, inter-personal skills, pro-

ject management, market management, and knowledge and expertise. The first category, knowledge 

and expertise, represent the cognitive competencies that precipitates the ability to effectively per-

form the various functions and activities of the job, e.g. knowledge of the procurement regulation 

and procedures (Delamare Le Deist and Winterton, 2005; McCue et al., 2018; Tassabehji and 

Moorhouse, 2008). The second category comprise technical or operational skills, sometimes re-

ferred to as “hard” skills, in the form of concrete activities or functions that a purchasing manager 

has to conduct, e.g., collecting performance data to ensure vendor compliance (Stek and Schiele, 

2021). Third, inter-personal skills are social competencies or “soft” skills, i.e., the ability to interact 

and communicate with internal and external stakeholder to identify needs, solve and prevent con-

flicts, and more (Delamare Le Deist and Winterton, 2005; Stek and Schiele, 2021). Fourth, market 

management aggregates the identified skills that relate to fostering competition, finding and retain-

ing vendors, and addressing information asymmetries. Finally, project management concerns the 

strategic skills necessary to uphold and implement the organizational objectives, longer term pur-

chasing strategy and supplier management as well as the daily management of contracts, teamwork, 

and personnel issues. 

Third, and final, the analysis resulted in a process-based division of the skills and compe-

tencies. Organizing them as such is no straightforward feat, as there is no consensus or one general-

ly applied model for phases in purchasing processes (Bäckstrand et al., 2019). There are, however, 
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commonly used processes found in the PSM (Bäckstrand et al., 2019; Bals et al., 2019; Weele, 

2018) and contracting literature (Brown and Potoski, 2003; McCue et al., 2018; Warren, 2014) that 

we lean on:  

1) Defining need/contract specification: (brief description) 

2) Selecting/search and screen for suppliers: (brief description) 

3) Contracting/solicitation and negotiation: (brief description) 

4) Ordering and implementation: (brief description) 

5) Monitoring and enforcement: (brief description) 

6) Evaluation and contract completion: (brief description) 

Not surprisingly, the reviewed studies show that some skills are associated with multiple phases of 

the purchasing process and others are particular to one process. For instance, the technical ability to 

develop solicitation and contractual documents is relevant in the first three processes (specifying 

needs, search and screen, and solicitation), while market management skills mostly relate to the 

second purchasing process of market dialogue and screening for potential vendors. 

Table 3 summarizes our findings from the systematic review with the six purchasing pro-

cesses in the far left column and the five conceptual categories of competencies in the far right col-

umn. The middle columns exemplify which individual skills matter within each of the competency 

categories and purchasing processes (see Table A1 with full list of skills in each process and catego-

ry in appendix). Together, the results from the review provide us with the first, systematic overview 

of the international literature on public organization purchasing skills, informing us of which skills 

and competencies matter and when in the purchasing process. However, the question of how these 

skills influence the purchasing process is left unanswered by these findings. To a large extent, the 

reason is the reviewed studies do not theorize or go into details in explicating the mechanisms of 

how the studied skills matter and influence purchasing (cite; cite) and the studies that explicitly fo-

cus on public purchasing skills remain primarily at a descriptive level (cite; cite). Moreover, we 

need to compare our findings with skills in private sector purchasing to facilitate our aim of mutual 

learning and dialogue across the public and private sector literature. In the next section, we there-

fore build upon the results from the review to develop an integrative framework. 
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Table 3. Types of skills in the different purchasing processes 

Purchasing process Competency category and examples of skills  

1) Defining need/contract 
specification 
a. Specification of needs 
b. Procurement strategy 

(competitive proce-
dure and contract 
terms) 

Technical skills: E.g., Developing and reviewing solicitation and contractual docu-
ments (Girth et al., 2012; McCue et al., 2018; Van Slyke, 2003; Williams et al., 2018; 
Amirkhanyan, et al. 2010; McCue et al., 2018) 

Project management: E.g., Ability to formulate a purchasing strategy (Michelsen & de 
Boer, 2009) 

Knowledge and expertise: Technical knowledge of service (Fernandez, 2007, 2009) 
and regulation: Procurement policies and procedures, laws, regulations, and ordinanc-
es, reliance on legal means (Fernandez, 2007, 2009; McCue et al., 2018; Williams et 
al., 2018) 

Inter-personal skills: Identifying customer needs (Willcocks et al., 1999) and emo-
tional and inter-personal skills, understanding stakeholder needs rather than broader 
organizational needs (McKevitt et al., 2012) 

2) Selecting/search and 
screen for suppliers 
a. Product options  
b. Market dialogue 
c. Stimulate market 

Market management: Find and retain vendors (build up supplier preference and diver-
sity programs) (Girth et al., 2012; Johnston & Girth, 2012; Williams et al., 2018; 
McCue et al., 2018) and foster competition/prevent monopoly (Destler & Page, 2018; 
Girth et al., 2012; Johnston & Girth, 2012) 
 
Knowledge and expertise: Supplier information (Michelsen & de Boer, 2009) 
Inter-personal skills: Continuous communication with external provider (Brown & 
Potoski, 2004; Carnochan et al., 2019; Lamothe & Lamothe, 2012; Collins-Camargo 
et al., 2011) 
 
Technical skills: Market research resources (Williams et al., 2018) 
 
Project management: Structured procurement process, providing advice and engaging 
suppliers in complex projects (McKevitt et al., 2012) 

3) Contracting/solicitation 
and negotiation 
a. Negotiation 
b. Evaluation of bids 
c. Selection of suppli-

er(s) 

Technical skills: Evaluation of bidders (e.g., contractor staff and financial capacity) 
(Fernandez, 2007, 2009; McCue et al., 2018; Romzek & Johnston, 2002; Williams et 
al., 2018; Van Slyke, 2003) 
 
Project management: Uphold and promote the mission, vision, and values of the pro-
curement department (McCue et al., 2018) and manage the solicitation and bidding 
(Girth et al., 2012) 
 
Knowledge and expertise: Expertise in contract administration (Fernandez, 2007, 
2009) and knowledge of contract terms and conditions (McCue et al., 2018) 
 
Inter-personal skills: Problem-solving and decision-making techniques and processes  
(Williams et al., 2018; McCue et al., 2018; Fernandez, 2007; 2008) 
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4) Ordering and implementa-
tion  
a. Negotiate 
b. Transfer 

Project management: Contract oversight (Girth et al., 2012)  
 
Technical skills: Technical assistance to contractors (Van Slyke, 2003) and transfer-
ring the service production from in-house to an external supplier or between suppliers 
 
Inter-personal skills: Share knowledge, establish trust, negotiating skills based on 
verbal communication to avoid conflicts etc. (Demirel et al., 2019; Lee, 2001) 
 
Knowledge and expertise: Profound understanding of the contract, related contracts 
and the task at hand on both sides (Demirel et al., 2019; McCue et al., 2018; Williams 
et al., 2018) 

5) Monitoring and enforce-
ment 
a. Modifications  
b. Mediation 
c. Sanctions 

Technical skills: Techniques to ensure supplier compliance to specifications, e.g., 
issue sanctions and alternative means for resolving disputes (Williams et al., 2018; 
McCue et al., 2018; Brown and Potoski, 2004) 
 
Knowledge and expertise: Profound understanding of the contract, related contracts 
and the task at hand on both sides (Demirel et al., 2019; Williams et al., 2018; McCue 
et al., 2018) 
 
Inter-personal skills: Mediation to sort out differences within an existing agreement 
(Daley, 2012) and use of discretion in sanctioning in order to maintain relationships 
(Lamothe & Lamothe, 2012) 
 
Market management: Retain incumbent vendors (Johnston & Girth, 2012) and main-
tain competition after contract takes effect (Johnston & Girth, 2012)  
 
Project management: Managing and overseeing contract (Fernandez, 2007, 2009; Van 
Slyke, 2003)  

6) Evaluation and contract 
completion 
a. Contract completion 
b. Termination/exit 

strategies  
c. Evaluation  
d. Future needs and 

purchases 

Inter-personal skills: Continuous communication with provider (Carnochan et al., 
2019; Fernandez, 2007; 2008; Collins-Camargo et al., 2011) 
 
Technical skills: Evaluating service outcomes (Van Slyke, 2003; Ernita Joaquin & 
Greitens, 2012) and contract termination (Williams et al., 2018) 
 
Project management: Succession planning (Williams et al., 2018; McCue et al., 2018) 
 
Knowledge and expertise: Procurement trends (Williams et al., 2018) 

Note: Table 3 presents examples of individual skills within each phase and competency construct. A table with a full list 
of identified skills within in each process and category is in the appendix. 
 
 
4. Integrative Framework 

Figure 2 presents the integrative framework, which conceptualizes how different types of purchas-

ing skills and competencies create organizational value depending on the relevant circumstances 

and processes. The integrative framework is based on our findings from the previous section; the six 

purchasing processes are at the core of the framework along with the five competency categories of 

skills and knowledge that apply in one, more, or all of these processes. Among these five constructs, 

knowledge and expertise is illustrated as the cognitive background necessary for the technical, mar-

ket management, inter-personal, and project management skills. The framework exemplifies how 
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specific skills within the five competency constructs matter in different phases of the purchasing 

process, as discussed in section 3. Finally, the framework integrates these analytical findings into 

the resource-based view presented in section 2. Specifically, the institutional setting, market charac-

teristics, and task complexity comprise the circumstances that influence the value of purchasing 

skills as the human capital in any purchasing function (Wright, 2001; Kozlowski et al. 2001; 

Tadelis 2011).  

Figure 2. Integrative framework for understanding the role and influence of purchasing skills 

 

 

The framework is not a complete recipe detailing all the different combinations of skills, processes, 

and contextual factors that influence organizational value. The purpose of the framework is to serve 

as a conceptual tool that illustrates how the influence of purchasing skills and competencies on the 

creation of organizational value in the public sector cannot be viewed or analyzed in isolation. Ra-

ther, which purchasing skills matter and when depends on whether we are, for instance, in the initial 

phases of contract specification or in the monitoring phase. Moreover, which purchasing skills are 
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needed and in what phase should be seen in light of the complexity of the product or service being 

purchased, the regulatory setting, the number of suppliers in the market, and so forth.  

The integrative framework is oriented towards purchasing in the public sector. However, 

we hope that the results of our systematic review and the integrative framework might spur a more 

active dialogue and potential for learning across research into public and private purchasing skills. 

For instance, one might examine how differences and similarities in the institutional, market and 

task-based context between the public and private sector manifest themselves in the required pur-

chasing skills in each sector. There are no doubt commonalities across sectors in all five competen-

cy categories. Technical skills such as contract specification and inventory and asset management, 

and inter-personal skills such as internal and external stakeholder management are but a few exam-

ples of similarities (cite cite).  

There are, however, some important differences as well, which relate to the different cir-

cumstances of purchasing in public and private organizations respectively. The perhaps most obvi-

ous difference is the comprehensive set of regulation that comprise the institutional setting for pub-

lic purchasing, but does not apply to private sector purchasing. Nearly 500 statutes regulate federal 

purchasing in an American context (Williams et al., 2018), and all public authorities in the member 

countries of the European Union are regulated by a common procurement directive (cite). For pub-

lic purchasing managers, the regulatory context influences all five competency categories, as they 

must have knowledge of the regulation and be able to apply that knowledge when preparing solici-

tation documents, when managing the markets, etc.  

Another important difference is in the market characteristics. Public purchasing is often chal-

lenged by weak competition with few vendors in a market, which is a recurring theme in the re-

viewed public sector studies (Girth et al., 2012; Destler & Page, 2018; Johnston & Girth, 2012; 

Williams et al., 2018; McCue et al., 2018). Hence, for public purchasers, market management cen-

ters around fostering competition by finding and retaining vendors, building up markets, and main-

taining markets to ensure that there are vendors to compete against each other and to choose from - 

now and in the future. Fostering competition does not stand out as such in private sector purchasing, 

the global nature of the market is a pressing circumstance (Karttunen, 2018). This context translates 

into technical, inter-personal, and market management skills revolving around export and import 

processes, international buying, cross-cultural teamwork, foreign languages, and an international 

outlook (cite cite). 
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5. Conclusion 

With the systematic review and development of an integrative framework, we have taken a step 

further toward establishing a distinct research agenda on public purchasing skills and hopefully in-

tegrating research on public purchasing more firmly into the PSM literature. Specifically, our study 

has provided the first overview of the literature on public purchasing skills, conceptualizing five 

key competency constructs, and integrating these skills and competencies into a process-based 

framework. The result is an integrative framework that conceptualizes when, where, and how dif-

ferent types of purchasing skills create organizational value, thereby linking skills and performance. 

Our hope is that the framework can serve as a tool for scholars and practitioners working with pur-

chasing in public or private organizations and increase the potential for learning and developing the 

purchasing knowledge and practice within each sector.  

Our review points to important avenues for further research, which are closely related to 

the limitations of this study. First, there is a need for further conceptualization of the distinction 

between knowledge, skills, and abilities (KSA), and how to define a skill in the purchasing litera-

ture. Based on the resource-based view of the firm, we have tried to elaborate on the concepts 

somewhat and how they are connected to organizational performance, but it has been beyond the 

scope of this review to further disentangle them. The consequence is that we still lack a clear under-

standing of how a skill is enabled to make a difference in practice in our integrative framework. 

This gap is evident in the studies we reviewed, which often lack the theoretical power to explain 

how a studied skill “work” and what it entails. However, we acknowledge that this conceptual 

muddle is part of a standing debate with no clear consensus stemming from other theories such as 

human capital and training theory (Delamare Le Deist and Winterton, 2005; cite). It would be unfair 

to expect an emerging literature on public purchasing skills to have solved this theoretical gap, 

which is still a contested issue in the more established literature on purchasing skills in private or-

ganizations (Stek and Schiele, 2021; Tassabehij et al., 2008).  

Secondly, the framework is intended to inspire researchers and purchasing managers alike 

to bear in mind that the value of individual purchasing skills depend on the ability to apply them to 

the relevant phase and context of each purchase. However, while in theory the framework applies to 

public purchasing in general, there are limitations concerning the relevance of the framework. For 

one, the framework is based on findings from the reviewed studies, which focus on purchasing in 

single organizations at different government levels. Hence, we do not know the utility of the 

framework in analyzing and conducting centralized procurement through framework agreements or 
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cooperative purchasing. Likewise, the framework might be more relevant when purchasing complex 

products and services such as IT infrastructure and eldercare, but less relevant for standardized 

products such as pencils and paper. We encourage empirical studies to test the applicability of the 

framework on different types of products and services.  
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Notes: 

1 The first search string used in Web of Science and SCOPUS: ((government* OR public OR municipal* OR state OR 
cities OR authority OR authorities) AND (contracting OR procurement OR privatization OR privatisation OR outsourc-
ing OR purchasing) AND (skill OR skills OR competenc* OR ability OR abilities OR capacity OR capacities OR ex-
pertise OR capability OR capabilities) AND (supplier* OR vendor* OR provider* OR contractor* OR seller* OR 
"company" OR "companies" OR "third part*" OR nonprofit OR forprofit OR "non profit" OR "for profit" OR firm* OR 
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nongovernmental OR "non governmental" OR business*) AND ("data" OR "empirical" OR "test" OR "statistical" OR 
"finding*" OR "result*" OR "evidence" OR survey OR "case study" OR "case studies" OR interview*) 

2 The second search string used in Web of Science and SCOPUS: ((government* OR public OR municipal* OR state 
OR cities OR authority OR authorities) AND ("purchasing skill*" OR "purchasing capability" OR "purchasing capabili-
ties" OR "purchasing competenc*" OR "purchasing ability" OR "purchasing abilities" OR "purchasing capacity" OR 
"purchasing capacities" OR "purchasing expertise" OR "purchaser skill*" OR "purchaser capability" OR "purchaser 
capabilities" OR "purchaser competenc*" OR "purchaser ability" OR "purchaser abilities" OR "purchaser capacity" OR 
"purchaser capacities" OR "purchaser expertise" OR "supply skill*" OR "supply capability" OR "supply capabilities" 
OR "supply competenc*" OR "supply ability" OR "supply abilities" OR "supply capacity" OR "supply capacities" OR 
"supply expertise" OR "supply chain* skill*" OR "supply chain* capability" OR "supply chain* capabilities" OR "sup-
ply chain* competenc*" OR "supply chain* ability" OR "supply chain* abilities" OR "supply chain* capacity" OR 
"supply chain* capacities" OR "supply chain* expertise" OR "supply chain* management skill*" OR "supply chain* 
management capability" OR "supply chain* management capabilities" OR "supply chain* management competenc*" 
OR "supply chain* management ability" OR "supply chain* management abilities" OR "supply chain* management 
capacity" OR "supply chain* management capacities" OR "supply chain* management expertise" OR "procurement 
skill*" OR "procurement capability" OR "procurement capabilities" OR "procurement competenc*" OR "procurement 
ability" OR "procurement abilities" OR "procurement capacity" OR "procurement capacities" OR "procurement exper-
tise" OR "procuring skill*" OR "procuring capability" OR "procuring capabilities" OR "procuring competenc*" OR 
"procuring ability" OR "procuring abilities" OR "procuring capacity" OR "procuring capacities" OR "procuring exper-
tise" OR "procurer skill*" OR "procurer capability" OR "procurer capabilities" OR "procurer competenc*" OR "procur-
er ability" OR "procurer abilities" OR "procurer capacity" OR "procurer capacities" OR "procurer expertise" OR "con-
tract* skill*" OR "contract* capability" OR "contract* capabilities" OR "contract* competenc*" OR "contract* ability" 
OR "contract* abilities" OR "contract* capacity" OR "contract* capacities" OR "contract* expertise" OR "contract* 
management skill*" OR "contract* management capability" OR "contract* management capabilities" OR "contract* 
management competenc*" OR "contract* management ability" OR "contract* management abilities" OR "contract* 
management capacity" OR "contract* management capacities" OR "contract* management expertise" OR "privatisation 
skill*" OR "privatisation capability" OR "privatisation capabilities" OR "privatisation competenc*" OR "privatisation 
ability" OR "privatisation abilities" OR "privatisation capacity" OR "privatisation capacities" OR "privatisation exper-
tise" OR "privatization skill*" OR "privatization capability" OR "privatization capabilities" OR "privatization compe-
tenc*" OR "privatization ability" OR "privatization abilities" OR "privatization capacity" OR "privatization capacities" 
OR "privatization expertise" OR "outsourcing skill*" OR "outsourcing capability" OR "outsourcing capabilities" OR 
"outsourcing competenc*" OR "outsourcing ability" OR "outsourcing abilities" OR "outsourcing capacity" OR "out-
sourcing capacities" OR "outsourcing expertise" OR "buyer skill*" OR "buyer capability" OR "buyer capabilities" OR 
"buyer competenc*" OR "buyer ability" OR "buyer abilities" OR "buyer capacity" OR "buyer capacities" OR "buyer 
expertise" OR "buying skill*" OR "buying capability" OR "buying capabilities" OR "buying competenc*" OR "buying 
ability" OR "buying abilities" OR "buying capacity" OR "buying capacities" OR "buying expertise")) 

3 Experience essentially measures how long you have worked with procurement, not whether you are skilled at it and a 
purchaser can be experienced without necessarily being a competent buyer, which is why we exclude experience as an 
indicator for skills. Likewise, administrative capacity, such as personnel cost or the ratio of staff working with procure-
ment or contract management, does not express or measure whether the staff has the necessary skills to do so.  
 

 


