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A B S T R A C T   

Previous studies have suggested that public procurement promotes transactional and standardized interfaces 
between public buyers and suppliers. The use of more interactive and translational interfaces in market dialogues 
during the pre-tender phase of public procurement has received limited academic interest. Based on a multiple- 
case study, this paper aims to address this research gap by focusing on public buyer-supplier interfaces and the 
buyer’s and the suppliers’ abilities to interact during market dialogues. Thereby, we contribute to the literature 
on public procurement and supplier management. First, we enrich the interface framework by showing that 
interaction can be achieved in market dialogues and highlighting that the dialogues do not necessarily feature 
only one interface but may contain a configuration of interfaces varying by interface type and sequencing. 
Second, we elaborate on the subdimensions of the public buyer’s and the suppliers’ relational abilities, which 
influence the buyer-supplier interfaces obtained through the market dialogue. We offer implications for orga-
nizing market dialogues in public procurement.   

1. Introduction 

Public procurement concerns the acquisition of products and services 
by public organizations for public use (Uyarra & Flanagan, 2010) and 
amounts to about 12% of the gross domestic product of the countries in 
the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 
2019). Public procurement is increasingly used to drive economic 
growth and achieve policy goals such as delivering sustainable out-
comes, developing SMEs, and unlocking innovation. To achieve these 
goals, practitioners and researchers have paid increasing attention to the 
importance of early interaction between the public buyer and potential 
suppliers (Alhola, Salo, Antikainen, & Berg, 2017; Kelly, Marshall, 
Walker, & Israilidis, 2021; Pelkonen & Valovirta, 2015; Semple, 2015). 
The pre-tender phase of public procurement offers opportunities for 
public buyers to interact with potential suppliers because this phase is 
less strictly regulated in the public procurement directives (McKevitt & 
Davis, 2015). During this phase, the public buyer can organize market 
dialogues (Alhola et al., 2017), enabling interaction between the public 
buyer, suppliers, and other stakeholders. 

Market dialogue is covered by EU directives specifying that 

interaction should not distort competition and should be conducted 
according to nondiscrimination and transparency principles (Directive 
2014/24/EU, 2014). Market dialogue can consist of different interaction 
episodes, such as market sounding, bidder conferences (OGC, 2006), 
“Meet the Buyer” conferences (McKevitt & Davis, 2014), annual supplier 
days, supplier conferences (Torvatn & de Boer, 2017), and technical 
dialogues (Keränen, 2017b). Through market dialogue, a public buyer 
can communicate their unmet needs (Pelkonen & Valovirta, 2015), and 
suppliers can provide feedback and influence the buyer in developing 
tender specifications (McKevitt & Davis, 2015). Such dialogues are 
important because prior research has identified problems related to 
buyers’ tender specifications, such as weak demand management, over- 
specification, and numerous changes made to the specifications (Rood-
hooft & Van den Abbeele, 2006) that may be alleviated by market 
dialogue. 

Despite the importance of market dialogue, the characteristics of 
buyer-supplier interaction in the market dialogue of public procurement 
have received scant attention in research. The literature tends to take an 
overall perspective on public procurement and focus on tendering (e.g., 
Heijboer & Telgen, 2002; Uttam & Roos, 2015) while neglecting the 
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buyer-supplier interaction that unfolds before such tendering. According 
to Torvatn and de Boer (2017), the phase before tendering allows for 
interactive interfaces between the public buyer and the suppliers, while 
the tendering phase features a specified or standardized interface. They 
briefly refer to Norwegian practice but call for more in-depth empirical 
research. 

This paper builds on the interface framework by exploring the de-
grees to which the buyer and the suppliers relate to each other’s contexts 
(Araujo, Dubois, & Gadde, 1999) and their abilities (Araujo, Gadde, & 
Dubois, 2016; Bjerhammar & Elbe, 2018) to interact in the market 
dialogue. The aim is to conceptualize buyer-supplier interfaces during 
market dialogue in the pre-tender phase of public procurement and 
explain the connection between capabilities and interfaces. “Capabil-
ities” refers to the abilities of the buyer’s and the suppliers’ employees to 
participate in market dialogue and to develop interfaces that, in turn, 
enable the development of the procurement processes and services. 
Furthermore, as market dialogue involves several suppliers, we are 
interested to find out where (Abrahamsen, 2016), that is, at which level 
(dyadic or network) interaction occurs. 

Public procurement can contribute to innovation when an innova-
tion-friendly environment that permits knowledge exchange and learning 
is created. Even though market dialogue is primarily associated with 
Public Procurement for Innovation (PPfI) which “occurs when a public 
organization places an order for the fulfilment of certain functions (that 
are not met at the moment of the order or call) within a reasonable 
period of time through a new or improved product” (Edquist, Vonortas, 
Zabala-Iturriagagoitia, & Edler, 2015 pp. 6–7), the focus of our study is 
on “regular public procurement which is carried out in such a way that 
new and innovative solutions are not excluded or treated unfairly” 
(Edquist et al., 2015, p. 7). Thus, the primary aim in such procurements 
is not to buy something that “does not yet exist” (Uyarra & Flanagan, 
2010, p. 127), but to develop the procurement processes and existing 
services. This requires the ability to rethink the procurement process 
(Knutsson & Thomasson, 2014), and draws attention to practices and 
competencies that enable innovative solutions (Uyarra, Zabala- 
Iturriagagoitia, Flanagan, & Magro, 2020), which adds value to public 
services (Guarnieri & Gomes, 2019). PPfI has gained considerable aca-
demic interest, even though much of today’s public procurement is still 
completed routinely without specific innovation intentions (Lember, 
Kattel, & Kalvet, 2014). The most often cited examples of procurement- 
related innovation concern secondary products of “regular” procure-
ment, instead of conscious attempts to innovate (Uyarra & Flanagan, 
2010). Yet, few studies focus on market dialogue interaction in the 
context of regular public procurements. Furthermore, extant empirical 
studies show that the outcomes of the dialogues do not always fulfil their 
aims. For example, Keränen (2017a) reported on buyer-supplier di-
alogues that did not help in preparing proper tendering reports and 
initiating healthy partnerships, and Holma, Vesalainen, Söderman, and 
Sammalmaa (2020) found that the suppliers’ full potential to take part 
in the service specification was not used in the market dialogues. 

To use market dialogue, the public buyer needs to dedicate time and 
resources and have the appropriate capabilities to articulate needs and 
collect information and process data from suppliers (Valovirta, 2015). 
Hence, market dialogue interaction places demands on the capabilities 
of public buyers and suppliers to gain a mutual understanding of the 
service requirements, an issue which has only been addressed concep-
tually and as a sub-function of public organizations’ capability to 
conduct PPfI (Valovirta, 2015). We know little about the relational ca-
pabilities buyers and suppliers need to create mutually beneficial market 
dialogue interaction. Therefore, aided by a multiple case study design, 
we explored market dialogue interaction between a public buyer and 
potential suppliers in the context of sub-national level procurement 
(municipal and county level) to find out how buyer-supplier interaction 
can be developed to enhance the development of the services and pro-
curement processes. Innovation is less likely to occur due to conscious 
policy at the sub-national level, but more likely as a by-product of 

regular procurement activities (Lember, Kalvet, & Kattel, 2011). Our 
empirical study focused on procurement processes in which public 
buyers applied market dialogue and asked the suppliers to provide pre- 
existing solutions of regular procurements in an improved way (Knuts-
son & Thomasson, 2014). The majority of public procurement research 
takes the buyer’s perspective, while the supplier perspective is much less 
common in public procurement research. Furthermore, most papers 
with a supplier perspective use secondary data from buyer surveys 
(Kelly et al., 2021). However, to get a comprehensive picture of market 
dialogue interaction, we collected data from both the buyers and the 
suppliers that took part in the market dialogues. We aim to answer the 
following research questions:  

• How can the interfaces between the public buyer and the suppliers 
during market dialogue interactions be characterized?  

• Which capabilities are important for the development of mutually 
beneficial market dialogue interactions? 

This study contributes to public procurement and supplier manage-
ment research. First, this study enriches the interface framework (Araujo 
et al., 1999; Araujo et al., 2016) and highlights that buyer-supplier 
interaction in market dialogue does not necessarily feature one inter-
face but may be modelled as a configuration of multiple interface types. 
The configuration of interface types is based on two dimensions: i) the 
sequence of interfaces occurring in market dialogue, as the market dia-
logue may comprise several interaction episodes, and ii) the degree to 
which each interface in a sequence of episodes is pure (i.e., identical to 
one of the four basic types (Andersen & Gadde, 2019; Araujo et al., 1999; 
Araujo et al., 2016; Sundquist & Melander, 2020)) or a mix of several 
interfaces. Thus, interactive buyer-supplier interfaces can be obtained in 
the market dialogue of public procurement. Second, we identify sub-
dimensions of the public buyer’s and the suppliers’ abilities that influ-
ence the buyer-supplier interfaces chosen and obtained during market 
dialogue interactions. Our study was conducted with public buyers 
involved in improving the existing services they procure, as well as the 
processes of regular procurements resulting in the procurement; how-
ever, the findings are transferable to the PPfI context. 

This paper is organized as follows. Section 2 presents the conceptual 
background and analytical framework based on the interface framework 
and the buyer’s and suppliers’ relational abilities. Section 3 explains the 
research methodology. Section 4 presents the two empirical cases. Sec-
tion 5 presents the findings of the case analyses. Section 6 discusses and 
conceptualizes the findings from the two cases. Section 7 concludes the 
paper and offers managerial implications and research opportunities. 

2. Conceptual background 

2.1. Public buyer-supplier interaction and buyer-supplier interfaces 

Traditionally, buyer-supplier interaction in the public sector has 
been considered arms-length and transactional (Lian & Laing, 2004). 
Furthermore, long-term relationships and trust are considered difficult 
due to culture, regulations (Erridge & Greer, 2002), and competitive 
tendering processes hindering relationship continuity (Bygballe, Jahre, 
& Swärd, 2010; Waluszewski & Wagrell, 2013). The difficulties of 
developing long-term buyer-supplier interaction pose a challenge for 
innovation, in particular (Axelsson & Torvatn, 2017; Melander & 
Arvidsson, 2020) and procurement processes and service development, 
in general (Valovirta, 2015). 

However, during the last decade, we have witnessed a shift in public 
procurement from a transactional and regulative approach to a strategic 
focus which emphasizes sustainability and innovation (Grandia & 
Kruyen, 2020; Oruezabala & Rico, 2012) and begets more strategic and 
interactive approaches to buyer-supplier interaction in public procure-
ment. As a result, academic studies have focused on organizational ar-
rangements that enable interaction between public buyers and suppliers, 

A.-M. Holma et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                             



Industrial Marketing Management 104 (2022) 51–67

53

such as public-private partnerships (Keränen, 2017a, 2017b; Torvinen & 
Ulkuniemi, 2016; Waluszewski, Håkansson, & Snehota, 2019), public- 
private cooperation (Leite & Bengtson, 2018; Nissen, Evald, & Clarke, 
2014), and public-private innovation relationships (Arlbjørn & Freytag, 
2012; Munksgaard, Evald, Clarke, & Damgaard, 2017). Furthermore, 
new procurement procedures have been introduced (Torvatn & de Boer, 
2017), for example, innovation partnerships and practices that take a 
more relational approach, such as early buyer-supplier interaction through 
market dialogue (Alhola et al., 2017). 

To grasp buyer-supplier interaction in the market dialogue of public 
procurement, we rely on the framework developed by Araujo et al. 
(1999), where interfaces are conceived as resource contact points created 
in buyer-supplier interaction (Araujo et al., 1999). Interfaces have also 
been used to describe coordination and involvement across firm 
boundaries (Andersen & Gadde, 2019). Araujo et al. (1999) presented 
four types of interfaces: (i) standardized, (ii) specified, (iii) translation, 
and (iv) interactive. The different interfaces arise due to the interactivity 
between the buyer and supplier (Araujo et al., 1999), represent different 
forms of involvement, and provide the buyer with different possibilities 
for accessing the supplier’s knowledge (Andersen & Gadde, 2019). In the 
following section, we describe the four interfaces and how they relate to 
the public procurement context, in line with our focus on services in the 
empirical study. 

In a standardized interface, the supplier does not need insight into the 
user context, and the buyer does not need to consider the supplier’s 
context and resources. A standard service is purchased, and no adapta-
tions are required between the buying firm and its supplier, or between 
the producing and using sides of the relationship (Håkansson & Axels-
son, 2020). There is no or limited involvement between the buyer and 
supplier, and the interaction is at arm’s length (Andersen & Gadde, 
2019; Sundquist & Melander, 2020). Due to the transactional relation-
ships, public procurement has been argued to hinder “thick” interaction 
between buyers and suppliers (Waluszewski & Wagrell, 2013) and 
feature standardized interfaces (Håkansson & Axelsson, 2020). 

In a specified interface, the buyer gives precise directions regarding 
the service, leaving suppliers with restricted possibilities to influence the 
specifications and develop the service (Araujo et al., 1999). For example, 
traditional public procurement imposes detailed specifications and 
careful evaluation of tenders in terms of preferred criteria and costs to 
ensure the best value for taxpayers’ money and the fair treatment of 
competing suppliers (Pelkonen & Valovirta, 2015). Information goes 
primarily from the public buyer to the supplier, as in the open and 
restricted procedure in public procurement (Torvatn & de Boer, 2017). 

In a translation interface, the buyer describes the service’s required 
functionality rather than giving detailed specifications. Functional 
specifications require substantial internal interaction in the buying or-
ganization and a higher degree of supplier involvement (Araujo et al., 
2016). The supplier has some freedom in translating the functional 
specifications and may suggest new solutions that fulfil the buyer’s 
needs while simultaneously providing productivity and innovation gains 
(Araujo et al., 1999). Studies of PPfI underline functional specifications 
as beneficial for innovation because suppliers can use their creativity 
and suggest alternative solutions to the buyer’s need (Edler & Geor-
ghiou, 2007; Edquist & Zabala-Iturriagagoitia, 2012). 

An interactive interface allows open dialogue between the buyer and 
the supplier. Together, the buyer and supplier consider each other’s 
contexts and direct and indirect costs for both parties. The supplier 
learns about the buyer and takes on more responsibility, and may also 
exploit experiences from interfaces with other buyers to increase inno-
vation (Araujo et al., 1999). The supplier is thus given the freedom to 
propose alternative solutions and new technologies to create value for 
the procuring organization (Valovirta, 2015). The interactive interface 
provides the highest-potential benefits of the interfaces, as it represents 
opportunities for mutual adaptation (Andersen & Gadde, 2019), but is 
also more resource-demanding (Araujo et al., 1999). Torvatn and de 
Boer (2017) distinguished between the different phases of buyer- 

supplier interactions in public procurement and argued that, while the 
tender phase applies a standardized or specified interface, pre-tender 
phase interaction may allow for translation or even interactive in-
terfaces. Table 1 summarizes the definitions of interfaces. 

2.2. Capabilities to interact: relational abilities 

With increasing supplier involvement in public procurement, buyers 
and suppliers may be required to develop their capabilities. Research on 
capabilities required for managing buyer-supplier interaction is sub-
stantial (see e.g. review by Forkmann, Henneberg, & Mitrega, 2018), 
and different terms are used for capturing such capabilities; for example, 
“relational capability” (Lorenzoni & Lipparini, 1999); “alliance capa-
bility” (Kale, Singh, & Perlmutter, 2000); “networking ability” 
(Håkansson, 1987); “cooperative competency” (Sivadas & Dwyer, 
2000); “interaction capabilities” (Johnsen & Ford, 2006); and “collab-
orative capability” (Schreiner & Corsten, 2004). However, most 
research is conducted in business-to-business contexts and focuses on 
capabilities obtained from continuous interaction in relationships 
(Gadde & Snehota, 2019). Few studies of supplier relationships man-
agement capabilities include the relationship initiation phase (Fork-
mann, Henneberg, Naude, & Mitrega, 2016; Mitrega, Forkmann, Ramos, 
& Henneberg, 2012; Mitrega, Forkmann, Zaefarian, & Henneberg, 
2017). In the public procurement context, research on capabilities takes 
mainly the SMEs’ perspective, investigating their capabilities and bar-
riers to participate in public procurement (e.g., Di Mauro, Ancarani, & 
Hartley, 2020; Flynn & Davis, 2017; Johnsen & Ford, 2006; Wolde-
senbet, Ram, & Jones, 2012). 

However, research on the capabilities needed in the market dialogue 
of public procurement is lacking. Market dialogue is essential for the 
buyer to assess the suppliers’ capabilities and for suppliers to understand 
the buyer’s needs (Alhola et al., 2017; Holma et al., 2020; Keränen, 
2017b). Therefore, to understand the prerequisites of interfaces in 
market dialogues, the capabilities of both the buyer and the suppliers 
need to be understood, as shown in the study by Bjerhammar and Elbe 
(2018) in a product development context. Araujo et al. (2016) linked 
learning, interactive capacity, and interactive capability evolving from 
the interplay between interface type, organizing principles, and tech-
nology strategy. Still, their study relied on a historical survey and did not 
specify the types of capabilities required for the different interfaces. We 
contend that buyer-supplier interfaces are influenced by a variety of 
capabilities that are discussed below. 

We use relational ability as a common denominator for different types 
of capabilities that buyers and suppliers need to possess to develop 
mutual understanding and knowledge exchange in market dialogue in-
teractions, as well as the required capacity in terms of time and 

Table 1 
Definitions of interfaces.  

Interfaces Definition 

Standardized 
interface 

Corresponds market transaction. The buyer and supplier do 
not need insight into the other’s contexts and resources ( 
Araujo et al., 1999; Torvatn & de Boer, 2017). 

Specified interface Corresponds to traditional subcontracting. The buyer wants a 
customized solution and gives precise directions regarding the 
service, leaving suppliers with restricted possibilities to 
develop the service (Araujo et al., 1999; Sundquist & 
Melander, 2020). 

Translation 
interface 

The buyer describes the service’s required functionality rather 
than giving detailed specifications; the supplier translates 
functional needs to form a solution (Araujo et al., 1999;  
Sundquist & Melander, 2020). 

Interactive 
interface 

The buyer and supplier develop jointly the specifications of 
what to exchange. Both the supplier and buyer contexts are 
considered when deciding on the use of resources (Andersen & 
Gadde, 2019; Eriksson, Hulthén, Sundquist, Fredriksson, & 
Janné, 2021).  
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resources. Interactive capability concerns the skills and knowledge 
regarding how to interact with business partners (Araujo et al., 2016); it 
includes competencies such as communication, trust, and commitment 
(Park & Lee, 2015). For suppliers, relational ability can refer to the 
ability to communicate with, engage, and influence public buyers (Flynn 
& Davis, 2017). For a buyer, it is essential to organize internal collab-
orations between functions and processes concerning the supplier 
(Araujo et al., 2016). For example, a lack of coordination in internal 
processes may prevent suppliers from contributing to and profiting from 
exchange initiatives (Ellegaard & Koch, 2012). Interactive capability 
can be generic (Araujo et al., 2016) or particular to a specific counter-
part (Araujo et al., 2016; Håkansson, Ford, Gadde, Snehota, & Walus-
zewski, 2009). The buyer learns how to interact with suppliers and 
manage different interfaces from their experiences (Araujo et al., 2016). 

The buyer’s and suppliers’ interactive capacity concerns the time and 
resources that the firms invest in mutual interaction (Araujo et al., 
2016). The buyer’s interactive capacity will influence the interface used 
because translation and interactive interfaces are more resource- 
demanding (Gadde & Wynstra, 2017). Interactive capacity may be 
restricted by a firm’s organization of internal functions and processes 
(Andersen & Gadde, 2019). 

For the buyer, demand ability, i.e., the ability to instruct the supplier 
about the type of offering they should develop (Ford, Gadde, Håkansson, 
and Snehota (2011), is essential. Bjerhammar and Elbe (2018) divided 
demand ability into specification and description ability, pointing out 
that how needs are expressed, and what type of interface is applied, are 
intertwined. Specification ability relates to the buyer’s ability to describe 
objective qualities, which can be expressed in numbers, standards, and 
blueprints (Bjerhammar & Elbe, 2018). Description ability is needed to 
verbally describe subjective qualities that relate to our senses and per-
ceptions (i.e., needs and requirements other than those used for 
explaining objective qualities) (Bjerhammar & Elbe, 2018). 

To understand the buyer’s requirements, the supplier needs problem- 
solving abilities, defined by Ford et al. (2011, p. 25) as “[the] ability to 
design, develop, or assemble an offering from different sources that will 
provide a solution to a customer’s problem.” Problem-solving ability is a 
function of translation and interpretation abilities (Bjerhammar & Elbe, 
2018). Translation ability can be related to the translational interface, 
and it involves the suppliers’ de-codification of a formal specification 
when the buyer relies on the supplier’s problem-solving capability. 
Interpretation ability refers to the ability to realize and develop what the 
buyer requires without formal specification, but by interpreting 
informal descriptions (Bjerhammar & Elbe, 2018). Interpretation ability 
is important for understanding tacit knowledge (Kale et al., 2000). 
Table 2 summarizes the concepts discussed in this section. 

2.3. Analytical framework 

Based on the literature reviewed, we suggest an analytical frame-
work that combines the buyer-supplier interface framework and rela-
tional ability. While the interface framework has been chiefly applied to 
relationships in private-sector contexts (e.g., Andersen & Gadde, 2019; 
Lind & Melander, 2019), it has also proved useful for describing and 
explaining public procurement (Håkansson & Axelsson, 2020; Torvatn 
& de Boer, 2017). 

We expect that both the choice and handling of the interfaces depend 
on the buyer’s and suppliers’ relational abilities, comprising different 
subdimensions, as shown in Fig. 1. The public buyer needs interactive 
capacity and capability, as well as the ability to inform suppliers about 
the service in market dialogue. Suppliers need interactive capacity and 
capability, as well as problem-solving ability, to understand the buyer’s 
requirements. In interactions through different interfaces, learning is 
expected to occur that further develops relational ability (Araujo et al., 
2016). In our study, however, we focused on the dependency between 
the choice and handling of buyer-supplier interfaces and buyer’s and 
suppliers’ capabilities. 

3. Research methodology 

To conceptualize supplier interfaces in the market dialogue of public 
procurement and explore public buyers’ and suppliers’ relational abili-
ties, we conducted a qualitative and explorative multiple case study 
(Yin, 2017). As case studies allow for investigation of a phenomenon in 
its setting and context (Dubois & Gadde, 2002; Eisenhardt, 1989), it was 
suitable for our study, since the public procurement context sets the 
frame for the buyer-supplier interaction in the market dialogue. More-
over, a multiple-case study enables us to study how a phenomenon 
performs in different environments (Stake, 2006) and can provide a 
better understanding of patterns in the interplay between the phenom-
enon and different contexts (Aaboen, Dubois, & Lind, 2012). According 
to Stewart (2012), multiple case research typically looks toward practice 
when generating theory and is a valuable part of public sector re-
searchers’ method repertoire. 

Multiple case studies begin by recognizing a concept or idea behind 
the cases, which, in the present study, was market dialogue. We selected 
two cases: the Catering Service Case from the Finnish context and the 
Ferry Service Case from the Norwegian context. The cases were part of 
two different research projects.1 When discussing our research, we 
found that both cases captured market dialogue but with different 
interactivity and outcomes. We did not select the cases to highlight the 
impact of national contexts (Stewart, 2012) but rather due to their 
similarity and rarity. Early buyer-supplier interaction, such as market 
dialogue, is generally discussed in the context of PPfI; its use in regular 
procurement is quite rare, albeit increasing. 

Though a multiple case study method is inherently comparative, this 
may mean that the cases are chosen for their similarities rather than 
their differences (Stewart, 2012). From the outset, we knew that the 
underlying motivations for applying market dialogue in Finland and 
Norway are similar: in both countries, there are increasing demands to 
bring down public sector costs and, at the same time, improve the 

Table 2 
Definitions of abilities.  

Abilities Definition 

Relational ability Different types of capabilities are important for mutually 
beneficial buyer-supplier interaction, as well as the required 
capacity in terms of time and resources (Araujo et al., 2016). 
Relational ability comprises different types of capabilities/ 
abilities, which are listed below. 

Interactive 
capability 

The skills and knowledge regarding how to interact with 
business partners (Araujo et al., 2016; Flynn & Davis, 2017;  
Park & Lee, 2015). 

Interactive capacity The time and resources that the buyers and suppliers invest in 
mutual interaction (Araujo et al., 2016; Gadde & Wynstra, 
2017). 

Demand ability The buyer’s ability to instruct the supplier about the type of 
offering they should develop (Ford et al., 2011). 

Specification ability The buyer’s ability to describe objective qualities, which can 
be expressed in numbers, standards, and blueprints ( 
Bjerhammar & Elbe, 2018). 

Description ability The buyer’s ability to verbally describe subjective qualities 
that relate to our senses and perceptions (other than objective 
qualities) (Bjerhammar & Elbe, 2018). 

Problem-solving 
ability 

The supplier’s “ability to design, develop, or assemble an 
offering from different sources that will provide a solution to 
a customer’s problem.” (Ford et al., 2011, p. 25). 

Translation ability The supplier’s de-codification of a formal specification when 
the buyer relies on the supplier’s problem-solving capability ( 
Bjerhammar & Elbe, 2018). 

Interpretation 
ability 

The supplier’s ability to realize and develop what the buyer 
requires without formal specification, but by interpreting 
informal descriptions (Bjerhammar & Elbe, 2018).  

1 The “Smart Procurement” project in Finland and the “Shared Value Creation 
through Innovative Public Procurement” project in Norway. 
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quality of public services and procurement processes (Erridge & McIl-
roy, 2002). Furthermore, the European Union regulations imposed on 
public procurement apply in both countries. In both cases, the buyer 
published the guiding notices in the national and international tender 
databases to invite suppliers to join the market dialogue. However, in 
the Catering Service Case, the market dialogue did not follow a planned 
process of activities. In contrast, the Ferry Service Case market dialogue 
followed a planned set of activities with assistance from an 
intermediary. 

3.1. Data collection 

In the two research projects, multiple methods were used for col-
lecting data (see Table A.1 in the Appendix). In the Catering Service 
Case, two researchers collected data over three years through in-
terviews, observation, workshops, and document studies. The primary 
source of information in the buyer organization was the Procurement 
Unit (PU). The interviews with the PU members were thematic and 
conversational, focusing on organizing the market dialogue episodes 
and buyer-supplier interaction during the episodes, whereas the in-
terviews with suppliers were semi-structured. The supplier interview 
topics were related, for example, to the suppliers’ expectations and 
perceptions of market dialogue interactions, the outcomes of the market 
dialogues from the buyer’s and the supplier’s perspectives, market 
dialogue arrangements, and the supplier’s prior market dialogue expe-
riences. All potential suppliers were interviewed after the market dia-
logue interactions, and the selected supplier was also interviewed after 
the tendering. The supplier interviewees were managers or directors of 
large firms or CEOs of small firms. In addition to the interviews, work-
shops were organized with the buyer, and the researchers observed 
buyer-supplier interaction during the different market dialogue epi-
sodes. All the interviews were recorded and transcribed, and notes were 
taken during the workshops and the observed interaction episodes. 

In the Ferry Service Case, four researchers collected data over 1.5 
years from interviews, workshops, and document studies. Interviews 
were performed with Procurement Team (PT) members and a steering 
committee member in the county municipality-owned organization 
(CMO), the Innovation Procurement Intermediary (IPI),2 a supplier, and 
a sub-supplier. Two interviews with a PT member and a steering com-
mittee member were conversational and thematic, addressing topics 
such as the background for organizing the market dialogue, market 
dialogue episodes, considerations, buyer-supplier interaction during 

market dialogue episodes, and the procurement process. We drew on 
three interviews from master students’ thesis about the Ferry Service. 
The interviews covered topics such as the background of the procure-
ment and steps in the market dialogue and procurement, considerations 
about the market dialogue, involved actors, and the outcomes of the 
market dialogue and procurement. The interviews with the supplier and 
sub-supplier were semi-structured and covered topics such as the sup-
plier’s engagement in the market dialogue and tender and the supplier’s 
experiences with market dialogue interactions. The interviews with the 
PT members, a steering committee member, and the IPI were recorded 
and transcribed. Notes were taken during the interviews with the sup-
plier and the sub-supplier. In addition, workshops on market dialogue 
interactions were arranged with PT members in CMO and other public 
organizations, during which notes were taken. 

In both cases, documents related to the market dialogue and tenders, 
such as invitations to the market dialogue, programs of market dialogue 
episodes and RFQ documents, provided valuable secondary data. 

3.2. Data analysis 

Following a systematic combining approach, the data analysis was 
characterized by going forward and backwards abductively between the 
data, theoretical framework, and analysis (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). 
Therefore, the data analysis involved several iterative steps in which 
some phases leaned more toward induction, while others had a more 
deductive approach (Järvensivu & Törnroos, 2010). 

First, the data were used to develop rich case descriptions of the two 
cases using the narrative approach (Langley, 1999) to describe the 
market dialogue episodes. The two main authors wrote extensive case 
descriptions and created tables (see Tables 3 and 4) and figures of the 
relevant themes concerning the market dialogues. The authors also ar-
ranged workshops to present and compare the cases. This part of the 
analysis aimed to improve the researchers’ understanding of each 
other’s cases and to overcome the moderation problem, i.e. when the 
primary research “instrument” (the researcher) varies from one case to 
the next (Stewart, 2012). 

Second, we referred to the literature to look for theories that could be 
used to conceptualize market dialogue interactions. The initial analysis 
directed us to adopt interfaces as an analytical framework. We analyzed 
each case deductively based on the interface framework. The relational 
ability perspective emerged as suitable for explaining the differences in 
buyer-supplier interfaces and was, therefore, added to the analytical 
framework. Hence, as the analysis progressed, the analytical framework 
was modified several times, in line with the systematic combining 
approach (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). 

Third, we conducted within-case analyses of the Catering Service and 
Ferry Service cases, enabling the unique patterns of the cases to emerge 
(Eisenhardt, 1989). We split the market dialogue into different 

Fig. 1. Analytical framework.  

2 The innovation procurement intermediary (IPI) was established in 2010 to 
enhance innovations and the development of new solutions through public 
procurement. Since then, the program has provided operational assistance to 
public buyers and, based on their experience, has developed a template for 
activities that can be used in public procurement’s pre-tender phase. 
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interaction episodes (i.e., four episodes in the Catering Service and three 
in the Ferry Service (see Tables 3 and 4). We focused on describing, 
explaining, and making sense of the interactions in each episode for the 
different cases (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014), and the within-case 
analysis was structured according to the analytical framework. We 
identified quotes and procurement data from the interviews and docu-
ments that identified the patterns for the supplier interface and rela-
tional ability (see Tables A.2 and A.3 in the Appendix). The detailed 
analysis of the interaction in market dialogue episodes revealed gaps in 
our theoretical framework. For example, we understood the importance 
of organizing the episodes in a way that enables reaching the intended 
outcome. We also noticed that the buyers were well aware of the legal 
frames for the market dialogues, which, in the Catering Service case, was 
inhibiting mutual interaction. Thus, we returned to the theories, added 
organizing and procedural capabilities to the analytical framework, and 
suggested separating them. 

Fourth, a cross-case analysis was conducted. We used the analytical 
framework (see Fig. 1) as the basis for the case comparison (Aaboen 
et al., 2012) to improve our understanding and explanation (Miles et al., 
2014). We condensed the data into tables (see Tables 5 and 6), and used 
them to capture the supplier interfaces’ general patterns and differences 
in relational ability between the cases. This helped conceptualize buyer- 
supplier interfaces in the market dialogue and explain supplier in-
terfaces based on the buyer’s and the suppliers’ relational abilities. 

We took several measures to ensure validity. First, we relied on 
several evidence sources to ensure construct validity: the buyers’ and 
suppliers’ personnel and documents used in market dialogues (i.e., in-
vitations, programs, etc.). This enabled us to investigate market dialogue 
from both sides of the interacting dyads (Dubois & Araujo, 2007). Sec-
ond, we applied different types of triangulation (Denzin, 1978). We 
discussed the findings from each case in workshops with public buyers. 
In the Catering Service case, the researchers discussed the study’s results 
in workshops with the municipality; in the Ferry Service case, the re-
searchers discussed the results with the CMO and other public organi-
zations. These discussions functioned as credibility checks (c.f. 
Hartmann, Roehrich, Frederiksen, & Davies, 2014). Third, two re-
searchers attended most interviews to take notes, and these notes were 
compared after the interviews (c.f., Yin, 2017). Fourth, a draft of the 
research report on the Catering Service case was sent to the PU’s 
personnel and the selected supplier for comments. The research report 
on the Ferry Service case was sent to the CMO for comments. 

4. Case descriptions 

In the following sections, we present the contexts of the two empir-
ical cases. 

4.1. Catering service 

The Catering Service Case concerned a Finnish municipality’s 
catering service procurement. In 2014, the municipality started an 
outsourcing process for all of its catering services previously provided 
in-house. The procurement was divided into four segments of 25% each. 
For this paper, we focused on one of these that concerned meal deliveries 
for particular groups (i.e., persons with disabilities, senior citizens, and 
drug addicts). The municipality’s PU was authorized to take care of the 
tendering on behalf of the customer: the municipality’s welfare unit. The 
procurement group consisted of a service manager representing the PU, 
a project manager, and a lawyer. The pre-tender phase started in autumn 
2014, and the request for quotation (RFQ) was published in spring 2015. 
The three-year contract came into force in August 2015. The market 
dialogue included four episodes: information session, technical di-
alogues, written commenting, and site visits. Table 3 describes the 
market dialogue episodes. 
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4.2. Ferry service 

The Ferry Service Case concerned the CMO’s procurement of a ferry 
transit service. The county municipality issued the CMO a mandate 
regarding procurement, specifying cost restrictions and adaptations for 
the future procurement of two ferry transit services in one tender. 
Typically, the contract duration for these services is eight to ten years, 
but the procurement was adjusted for the future procurement of two 
ferry sections in one tender. Therefore, the length of the contract was 
two years. The tender preparations started in the autumn of 2014, and 
the RFQ was published at the start of 2015. The PT carried out the 
market dialogue and tender. The PT consisted of the project manager, a 
representative responsible for operations, a ferry specialist, and a 
consultant. An IPI was involved in the preparations and suggested 
organizing a market dialogue with potential suppliers. The market dia-
logue consisted of three episodes: a dialogue conference, technical di-
alogues, and written commenting. Table 4 provides more details on the 
market dialogue episodes. 

5. Cross-case analysis 

In this section, the findings of the within-case and cross-case analyses 
are organized according to the main themes in the analytical framework: 
buyer-supplier interfaces and relational abilities. 

5.1. Buyer-supplier interfaces 

The case analyses revealed that the market dialogue did not feature 
one buyer-supplier interface, but a mix of interfaces, as the market 
dialogue was found to consist of several market dialogue episodes. In the 
following section, we present four findings on buyer-supplier interfaces 
in market dialogues. 

First, the analysis revealed that market dialogue episodes with the same 
purpose can have different interfaces, for example, the plenary sessions (i. 

e., an information session in the Catering case and a dialogue conference 
in the Ferry case). The Catering Service’s information session featured a 
specified interface, as the PU mainly informed suppliers about the service 
and the tendering, which helped them decide whether to participate in 
the tendering, but did not involve the suppliers in the information ses-
sion. The dialogue conference in the Ferry Service was translational, with 
elements of an interactive interface, where suppliers were provided with 
insight into the ferry service and its context. Suppliers were more 
involved than in the Catering Service, as they were given the opportu-
nity to ask questions and give feedback to the PT by the end of the 
dialogue conference. Suppliers were, to some extent, involved and 
provided the PT with insight into their concerns, for example, about the 
contract type, but not concerning details of suppliers’ resources. One of 
the PT’s members said the following about the dialogue conference: 

“They (the suppliers) did not say that much; it was very general. 
What they have a clear opinion on is the contract type.” (Ferry Ser-
vice, PT member 1). 

Second, we noticed that single market dialogue episodes can be a 
combination of buyer-supplier interfaces (i.e., one episode can contain 
several interfaces). For example, the technical dialogues in the Ferry 
Service featured a combination of translational and interactive interfaces; 
they enabled supplier involvement and buyer insights into the suppliers’ 
context. These meetings were considered by the PT to unfold as di-
alogues, where the PT received information from the suppliers regarding 
the questions distributed before the dialogues but also enabled the 
suppliers to ask questions and clarify aspects with the PT, showing el-
ements of the interactive interface. The involvement of suppliers in the 
technical dialogues was described as follows: 

“[…] the technical dialogues are the most open meetings you can 
have with them (suppliers) […] we had thorough discussions about 
all the questions we had.” (Ferry Service, PT member 1) 

Table 4 
Case description: Ferry Service.  

Motives for 
Market 
Dialogue  

- To use the pre-tender phase more actively to obtain better procurement for all parties involved  
- To inform potential suppliers about the tender and a future large tender, as the tender was to be short term, and to get to know about suppliers’ capacities  
- To reduce the uncertainty of the CMO by helping suppliers learn about the CMO and the tender. The CMO had experienced appeals on contracts and wanted to 

reduce this risk in future tenders 
Suppliers  - The supplier market was highly competitive with few suppliers  

- Four suppliers participated in the dialogue conference and technical dialogues, and a sub-supplier in the dialogue conference  
Dialogue conference    

- The PT invited potential suppliers to an open 
dialogue conference to inform them about the 
forthcoming tender of the ferry transit service and a 
future, related tender.  

- Before the dialogue conference, suppliers were 
provided with information about the agenda, 
questions, and process.  

- The CMO, the county, a municipality, and the IPI 
directed information to suppliers in the dialogue 
conference.  

- Suppliers obtained information about the ferry 
transit, details regarding the tender, contract issues, 
the parts of the tender that the suppliers could 
influence, the strategic importance of the 
procurement, how to organize market dialogue, 
suppliers’ opportunities to give feedback, and 
prospects concerning the municipality.  

- Dedicated time for suppliers’ questions and 
comments (questions specified by the PT)  

- Suppliers could comment and ask questions. 

Technical dialogues    

- The suppliers could sign up for one-to-one 
technical dialogues.  

- The PT provided a set of questions to address 
in the meetings.  

- The PT informed the suppliers that their 
comments could be used to shape the RFQ.  

- Four meetings were arranged with four 
suppliers.  

- The technical dialogues were discussions 
between the PT and one potential supplier, 
taking place face-to-face or by telephone.  

- The themes discussed included the contract 
type, the quality criteria, and the type, level, 
and share of incentives to use in contract and 
user requirements.  

- The PT identified cost drivers.  
- Insights from suppliers were used to develop 

the RFQ draft. 

Written commenting    

- Based on feedback from suppliers, the RFQ draft was 
adjusted and improved.  

- The PT arranged a written commenting process by 
publishing an RFQ draft, providing it for potential 
suppliers to comment (to avoid mistakes and 
unreasonable specifications).  

- Suppliers (in writing) raised a few comments and 
questions.  

- The PT interpreted the limited number of comments 
as a good sign of having effectively incorporated 
suppliers’ comments from the dialogue conference 
and technical dialogues into the RFQ.  

- Suppliers’ comments were used to finalize 
procurement documents. 

Time 5 h 1.5 h per technical dialogue 2–3 weeks 
Resources  - The PT and other representatives of CMO were 

present at the dialogue conference.  
- The IPI supported the planning of market dialogue 

and presented it at the dialogue conference. 

PT PT  
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In the Catering Service’s technical dialogues the PU presented the 
suppliers the RFQ draft with detailed service requirements (Pelkonen & 
Valovirta, 2015), which indicate a standardized interface (Araujo et al., 
1999) that did not encourage the suppliers to become involved in the 
dialogues. Some suppliers tried to put forward new ideas, but some did 
not understand the buyer’s context sufficiently. However, for the written 
commenting, in both cases, the buyer applied a specified interface that 
allowed the suppliers to propose changes. However, the sequential in-
teractions in the tender database restricted deeper interaction. 

Third, the case analyses show that the sequence of different interfaces 
in market dialogues can differ. The market dialogue episodes in the 
Catering Service and the Ferry Service had different sequences (see 
Table 5). In the Ferry Service, the interaction unfolded from translation/ 
interactive to specified, whereas in the Catering Service, the sequence 
emerged from specified to a combination of standardized/translation/ 
interactive, and then back to the specified interface. 

Fourth, the case analyses revealed that the interaction level (i.e., 
dyadic vs. network level) in the market dialogue episodes had conse-
quences for the buyer-supplier interface. In both cases, the interface and 
the suppliers’ willingness to share ideas differed between plenary ses-
sions with several suppliers present (i.e., the information session and the 
dialogue conference) and meetings between the public buyer and one 
supplier (i.e., technical dialogues). In episodes unfolding at the network 
level, suppliers were more restricted in what they shared in their 

competitors’ presence, specifically regarding sensitive business infor-
mation. When the interaction unfolded at the dyadic level, we observed 
that suppliers were more willing to share ideas and provide insights into 
their contexts. However, both the public buyers knew of these chal-
lenges, but they reacted differently. In the Ferry Service, the PT solved 
this problem by organizing the dyadic and network-level episodes 
differently, whereas the PU in the Catering Service accepted that there 
would be no discussion in the network-level episodes. The following 
quotes illustrate the difference between buyers’ perception of the sup-
pliers’ willingness to share information in a market dialogue episode 
unfolding at the dyadic compared to network level: 

“We had the technical dialogues where you get much more […] I 
asked specific questions to each of them (suppliers) […] in order to 
receive feedback on it and to take it into account when forming the 
tender documents. You get answers when you ask.” (Ferry Service, 
PT member 2) 

“The information session is more about us telling them about the 
forthcoming tendering; no one will discuss there, anyway.” (Catering 
Service, PU, Service Manager) 

Table 5 summarizes the supplier interface types in the different 
market dialogue episodes for the cases. 

Table 5 
Case analyses of supplier interfaces.  

Catering Service 

Market 
dialogue 
episodes 

Information session Technical dialogues Written commenting Site visits 

Interaction 
level 

Network Dyad Network Network 

Pure/ 
combination 

Single Combination Single Single 

Interface Specified    

- Suppliers could, to some 
degree, relate to the 
municipality’s welfare 
context.  

- The buyer received no insight 
into the suppliers’ context.  

- Low degree of supplier 
involvement. 

Standardized and translation with elements 
of an interactive interface    

- The buyer gave detailed service 
requirements  

- Suppliers were given more insights into 
the service context, but some suppliers 
did not have enough understanding of 
the buyer’s context.  

- PU gained insights into some suppliers’ 
service contexts but not into others.  

- Some degree of supplier involvement. 

Specified    

- Some suppliers influenced the tender.  
- Some suppliers perceived that written 

commenting was unproductive because of 
the fixed RFQ, which limited the suppliers’ 
possibilities of suggesting changes.  

- Low degree of supplier involvement  
- Adaptations to the RFQ were relatively 

small. 

Specified    

- Suppliers could, to some 
degree, relate to the 
municipality’s context.  

- Low degree of supplier 
involvement  

- Not all suppliers could 
participate because of 
timing and physical 
distance. 

Ferry Service 
Market 

dialogue 
episodes 

Dialogue conference Technical dialogues Written commenting 

Interaction 
level 

Network Dyad Network 

Pure/ 
Combination 

Combination Combination Single 

Interface Translation with elements of an 
interactive interface    

- Suppliers gained insight into 
the tender and buyer’s 
context.  

- Mostly, buyers provided 
information about their needs.  

- Buyers gained some general 
insight into suppliers’ contexts 
(e.g., contract-type 
preference).  

- Some supplier involvement 
and general comments by 
suppliers. 

Translation and interactive    

- Buyer setting the agenda of the 
discussion via questions (functionality 
of what is to be exchanged)  

- The buyer acquired insight into 
suppliers’ capacity and knowledge (e.g., 
capacity and cost drivers).  

- Suppliers discussed risks and unravelled 
questions and challenges regarding the 
tender.  

- Supplies were involved. 

Specified    

- Suppliers gained insight into the RFQ draft.  
- Some questions raised by suppliers.  
- Low degree of supplier involvement.  
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5.2. Relational ability 

This section elaborates on dimensions and subdimensions of the public 
buyer’s and the suppliers’ relational ability identified through the case 
analyses (see Tables A.2 and A.3). In the initial analytical framework, 
the public buyer’s relational ability comprised interactive capacity, 
interactive capability, and demand ability. Through the case analyses, 
we identified additional subdimensions of the relational ability: orga-
nizing capability and procedural capability. These were added to the 
framework to capture the public buyer’s ability to orchestrate mutual 
development with suppliers in market dialogues, and to design processes 
that obey the public procurement regulations. No alternations were 
made of the suppliers’ relational ability. 

5.2.1. Interactive capacity 
In both cases, the public buyer organized the market dialogue epi-

sodes and decided on the timing and form of the interaction. Thus, the 
buyer needed sufficient interactive capacity to meet the suppliers’ ex-
pectations and the aims of the market dialogue. In the Catering Service, 
the suppliers remarked that too little time was devoted to the market 
dialogue episodes, making it difficult to achieve translational and 
interactive interfaces. The lack of time influenced the supplier involve-
ment, for example, in the information session, where the PU did not 
make time for suppliers’ questions and comments, resulting in limited 
insights into the suppliers’ concerns. Similarly, in written commenting, 
suppliers would have needed more time to read the extensive RFQ 
documents with appendices to be able to pose relevant questions. One of 
the suppliers commented on the limited time for interaction: 

“The RFQ came only a couple of weeks before […] just to read 
through it would have required a few experts working days with full 
hours.” 

(Catering Service, supplier) 

The case analyses showed that including different internal functions 

in the market dialogue episodes was important for involving and 
accessing the suppliers’ knowledge and for suppliers to understand the 
service context. Involving the internal customer (i.e., the municipality’s 
welfare unit in the Catering Service and the operations of the Ferry 
Service) in the market dialogue of the procurement process was critical, 
as the customer had more detailed knowledge of the service and its end 
users. In the Catering Service, the customer was only involved in three 
out of five technical dialogues. According to the suppliers who did not 
meet the customer, this hampered the value of the interaction, which 
indicated the public buyer’s limited interactive capacity for organizing 
internal functions (Araujo et al., 2016). 

The PT outlined the involvement of different internal functions to 
provide several benefits in the Ferry Service case, such as distribution of 
the risk of procurement (not making the procurement dependent on one 
employee) and development of service competence. At the dialogue 
conference in the Ferry Service case, the IPI gave a presentation on 
market dialogues in public procurement and opportunities for suppliers 
to interact with the public buyer. This provided the PT with extra ca-
pacity and capabilities at the dialogue conference. 

As the buyer was responsible for the market dialogues, the suppliers’ 
interactive capacity was, to some extent, dependent on the buyer’s ca-
pacity to organize the market dialogue episodes. For example, in the 
Catering Service, the time allocated to prepare for the market dialogue 
episodes was either unrealistic (e.g., the too-late announcement of site 
visits) or too demanding (e.g., reading an extensive number of pages to 
comment on the RFQ), making it difficult for the suppliers to use their 
resources efficiently. Furthermore, because the suppliers did not obtain 
detailed information about the content of the dialogues in advance, the 
suppliers did not know who would be the right experts to participate in 
the technical dialogues. The lack of information also made it difficult for 
the supplier to decide on how (much) to prepare for the dialogues, 
making poor use of the suppliers’ resources. The following quote illus-
trates how the suppliers’ interactive capacity was dependent on the 
public buyer’s interactive capacity: 

“There should be some idea of what the agenda will be, what is to be 
developed, and so on; then we could do some homework before-
hand.” (Catering Service, supplier) 

5.2.2. Demand and problem-solving abilities 
The analyses revealed that, for suppliers to understand the service 

needs and context, the buyer needs specification ability to sufficiently 
describe the service and that a lack of description ability can prevent the 
development of the services. For example, in the information session, 
the PU provided information about the catering service, yet the PU did 
not clarify which issues the suppliers could influence and which were 
fixed. Proposing development targets based only on the information 
session would have required an unprecedented interpretation ability from 
the suppliers (Bjerhammar & Elbe, 2018). 

The PU organized technical dialogues to allow deeper discussion of 
the needed catering services. The PU provided the suppliers with an RFQ 
draft that included the detailed requirements of the services, thus 
showing its specification ability to quantitatively describe the service 
requirements but not its description ability (Bjerhammar & Elbe, 2018) to 
express how suppliers could contribute to developing service quality. 
The PU tried to stimulate discussion on the quality requirements. Still, 
with no experience of collaborating with the buyer, the new suppliers 
had difficulties interpreting the requirements to develop the service 
quality (Bjerhammar & Elbe, 2018). In such a standardized interface 
with detailed service specifications, the suppliers could not use problem- 
solving abilities; it was enough to prove to have the required resources to 
provide the service (Bjerhammar & Elbe, 2018). Due to a prior rela-
tionship with the buyer, the incumbent supplier was in the best position 
to translate the buyer’s needs in terms of the services. The incumbent 
supplier outlined that: 

Table 6 
Required abilities and their subdimensions for market dialogue interaction in 
public procurement.  

Actor Ability Subdimension Description 

Public 
Buyer 

Relational 
ability 

Interactive 
capacity 

Time and resources for 
interaction in market dialogue 
episodes 

Interactive 
capability 

Knowledge and skills of how to 
create interactive interfaces in 
market dialogue episodes and 
use suppliers’ knowledge in 
forming the RFQ 

Demand ability Specification of service needs 
and context 
Description of the required 
service quality 

Organizing 
ability 

Knowledge of designing market 
dialogue episodes facilitating 
relational exchange and trust 
Creating a trusting atmosphere 
to enhance knowledge exchange 

Procedural 
capability  

Knowledge in choosing when to, 
and skills in how to, organize 
market dialogue interaction 
within public procurement 

Supplier Relational 
ability 

Interactive 
capacity 

Time and resources (expertise) to 
interact with the public buyer 

Interactive 
capability 

Knowledge and skills in 
interacting in market dialogues 
Willingness to share information 
(level and trust) 

Problem-solving 
ability 

Translating the buyer’s service 
needs into solutions 
Interpreting quality elements  
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“Because we are the incumbent supplier […] we know the challenges 
of the service provision.” (Catering Service, incumbent supplier) 

However, despite its specific position, the incumbent supplier did not 
have enough problem-solving ability to interpret how the services could 
be developed. As a result, after being re-selected, the supplier could not 
unlearn the established routines and continued to provide services 
almost identical to those before the tendering. 

Contrary to the Catering Service, the PT in the Ferry Service 
demonstrated its specification ability by communicating to suppliers 
which elements they could comment on and influence, thus enabling 
supplier involvement. The CMO considered it important to have a draft 
of the RFQ ready before the dialogue conference, clarifying the aims and 
how the suppliers’ knowledge would be used, which could be adjusted 
after the interaction episodes with the suppliers. 

5.2.3. Interactive capability 
To facilitate mutual understanding of the buyer’s and suppliers’ 

contexts, and the purchased services, the buyer and suppliers need an 
interactive capability to be activated in two-way market dialogue inter-
action. This means that the buyer must process and assess the suppliers’ 
knowledge and ideas against agency needs and policy goals (Valovirta, 
2015). The PU in the Catering Service did not sufficiently apply the 
suppliers’ knowledge, resulting in less-interactive interfaces (standard-
ized, specified, and translation). In contrast, the PT in the Ferry Service 
was attentive and used the information provided by suppliers, wanting 
to create trust in the process and to listen to the suppliers when forming 
the RFQ. Applying the suppliers’ knowledge when drafting the RFQ, a 
tender for which several suppliers could bid was achieved. The following 
quotes illustrate the PT’s attentiveness to using the information from 
suppliers: 

“When we invite the suppliers to give feedback, we also need to use 
it.” 

(Ferry Service, PT member 1) 

“[…] This is a two-way game.” 

(Ferry Service, PT member 2) 

Reflecting on the Ferry Service, the PT believed that the interaction 
in the market dialogue episodes reduced the risk of disputes, as it created 
a mutual understanding of the suppliers’ risk factors and cost drivers, 
making it easier for the PT to adjust the RFQ and for suppliers to price 
the service. 

Interactive capabilities are also important for suppliers, as they need to 
provide knowledge about their context to the public buyer. All suppliers 
involved in the Catering Service case perceived pre-tender interactions 
with private sector buyers as more interactive; the suppliers took the 
opportunity to pose questions, and they perceived being listened to. The 
open tendering procedure in public procurement usually leads to one- 
way communication, where the suppliers answer the buyer’s ques-
tions. One of the suppliers noted that: 

“Always, when the open procedure is used, everything is fixed in 
advance, so you just rigorously answer the questions in the RFQ; you 
are not able to develop services there (in market dialogue).” 
(Catering Service, supplier) 

Thus, the suppliers do not perceive the lack of interactivity in market 
dialogue to depend only on the buyer’s insufficient interactive capacity 
but rather on the procurement procedure and how the buyer deals with 
the regulations imposed. 

5.2.4. Organizing capability 
Organizing capability concerns the public buyer’s ability to develop 

episodes that enhance relational exchange and create trust; this was 
identified as important for achieving translation and interactive 

interfaces in market dialogue episodes. For example, in the Ferry Ser-
vice, the PT adjusted the questions according to whether the interactions 
were at the network level (i.e., where competitors were present) or in 
one-to-one interactions with suppliers. Issues addressed during the 
dialogue conference were modified to engage suppliers, but did not 
encourage sharing knowledge about the suppliers’ resources and ca-
pacities that, instead, were discussed during the technical dialogues. The 
following quote illustrates the PT’s awareness of what should be 
addressed in different market dialogue episodes: 

“We were aware of what questions were suitable for dialogue con-
ferences and those that were suitable for the technical dialogues.” 
(Ferry Service, PT member 1) 

In the Catering Service, the PU did not expect the suppliers to discuss 
in the network level interaction; thus, the information session was 
designed to consist mainly of one-way information exchange. 

The analyses also revealed that the buyer can gain support from an 
external intermediary organization that can provide “know-how” for 
organizing market dialogues. In the Ferry Service, the IPI assisted the PT 
in planning and organizing the market dialogue, acting as an interme-
diary (Edler & Yeow, 2016). Through the IPI, the PT could draw on 
learning effects (Araujo et al., 2016) from organizing market dialogues, 
enabling the PT to build capabilities for future market dialogue pro-
cesses. This influenced the PT’s interactive capability and organizing 
capability for arranging market dialogues by improving its resources for, 
and knowledge of managing, such dialogues with interactive interface 
elements. 

5.3. Procedural capability 

In addition to the relational ability, the case analyses showed that 
public buyers need procedural capabilities to organize market dialogue 
episodes within the public procurement regulations while achieving the 
aim(s) of the market dialogue. The cases showed that both buyers were 
concerned with observing the nondiscrimination and transparency 
principles in market dialogue interactions, for example, by allocating 
equal time to each supplier in the technical dialogues and posing the 
same questions to suppliers. In the Catering Service, a lawyer always 
took part in the market dialogue interactions to ensure that the regu-
lations were followed. 

The buyers were also careful in sharing information that was 
revealed in the technical dialogues: 

“In the technical dialogues, we made a memo. In those memos, there 
may have been some business secrets, but they stayed with us. When 
we made summaries of those memos, there are no individual supplier 
comments, we delete those (business secrets). These summaries are 
delivered to all suppliers taking part in the technical dialogues” 
(Catering Service, PU, Service Manager). 

“All of this (the interaction and procurement processes) needs to be 
structured because it can be checked” (Ferry service, PT member 1). 

“It is so that the procurement process needs to follow the public 
procurement regulations, and there are limited possibilities for late 
involvement. We need to have stakeholders early involved to have a 
good process” (Ferry service, PT member 1) 

However, the overly-strict following of regulations in market dia-
logue episodes (e.g., Pelkonen & Valovirta, 2015) lead to more formal 
interaction. For example, the PU in the Catering Service had expertise in 
procurement procedures and followed the regulations but did not have 
knowledge of and experience with organizing relational exchange in the 
market dialogue episodes. Therefore, the PU failed to create a trusting 
atmosphere in the dialogues that could have enhanced the suppliers’ 
involvement. The following quote illustrates the formality of the inter-
action with suppliers in the market dialogue: 
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“I have good cooperation (with the service manager of the PU), we 
talk openly, but when the tendering begins, we do not talk at all. 
These occasions (market dialogue episodes) are so uncommunica-
tive.” (Catering Service, incumbent catering supplier) 

“Because of the fear of the market court, they (the buyer) is too 
careful” (Catering Service, supplier) 

Thus, overemphasizing public procurement regulations and princi-
ples can create an atmosphere that does not enhance relational exchange 
but rather impedes discussion and interactive interfaces. 

6. Discussion 

In this section, we answer the research questions and discuss the 
findings. We suggest a revised analytical framework, incorporating our 
empirical findings: the buyer’s organizing capability, procedural ability, 
the type of service, and the use of intermediaries (see Fig. 2). 

6.1. Configuration of interfaces and level of interaction 

The first research question asks: How can the interfaces between the 
public buyer and the suppliers during market dialogue interactions be char-
acterized? Our findings illustrate that the market dialogue in public 
procurement can consist of several interaction episodes. Therefore, 
market dialogues can feature not only a single buyer-supplier interface 
but also a set or a configuration of interfaces. The configuration is based 
on two dimensions: i) the sequence of interfaces in the different market 
dialogue episodes, and ii) whether each of the market dialogue episode 
interfaces is “pure” or a “mix” of different interface types. This corrob-
orates the finding by Lind and Melander (2019) that buyer-supplier in-
terfaces in technological development projects in a private context can 
be “pure” or “mixed” (a combination of several interfaces). Our findings 
also support the suggestion by Torvatn and de Boer (2017) that pre- 
tender market dialogues allow for translational and interactive inter-
face types, and thus contrasting the argument that buyer-supplier in-
terfaces in public procurement can only display standardized interfaces 
(Håkansson & Axelsson, 2020). 

Furthermore, an important finding of this study is that the interac-
tion level, referring to where the interaction unfolds (Abrahamsen, 
2016), influences the buyer-supplier interface and explains some of the 
difficulties in achieving interactive interfaces in settings where several 
suppliers are gathered. Instead, the dyadic level is more favourable for 
interactive and translational interfaces. Therefore, the public buyer 

must consider the framing modes it uses when organizing interaction 
with one or more suppliers (Holmen, Håkansson, & Pedersen, 2003). 

6.2. Buyers’ and suppliers’ abilities 

The second research question concerns: Which capabilities are 
important for the development of mutually beneficial market dialogue 
interactions? Together, the cases showed that different subdimensions of 
the public buyer’s and suppliers’ relational abilities influenced the in-
terfaces in the market dialogue episodes. In the following sections, we 
discuss the different abilities and their subdimensions required for 
market dialogue interactions in public procurement and summarize 
them in Table 6. 

6.2.1. Public buyer’s relational abilities 
Concerning the public buyer’s relational ability, the subdimension 

interactive capacity refers to the time and resources that the buyer de-
votes to interaction in the market dialogue. The cases illustrated that 
insufficient time in the market dialogue episodes makes it difficult to 
achieve translational and interactive interfaces, as there is little time for 
suppliers to be involved. In terms of resources, our study confirmed prior 
findings of including internal actors in the procurement process 
(Andersen & Gadde, 2019; Ellegaard & Koch, 2012; Sundquist & Mel-
ander, 2020) and, specifically, in the early phases of the process (Holma 
et al., 2020; Torvinen & Ulkuniemi, 2016). Internal customers (i.e., 
public units responsible for the service) and the end-users of the service 
know the service needs. This can be used to improve the communication 
of procurement needs and, thus, enhance the public buyer’s specifica-
tion and description abilities. The presence of internal customers during 
market dialogue episodes can ensure that the internal customer’s needs 
are communicated well, adding interaction openness and creating trust 
(Araujo et al., 2016). 

Interactive capability concerns the buyer’s knowledge of how to 
interact with suppliers (Araujo et al., 2016) in market dialogue episodes. 
Our study emphasizes the importance of this capability, which captures 
the public buyer’s ability to use the information retrieved from suppliers 
in the market dialogue when developing the RFQ. Thereby, the public 
buyer not only enables translational and interactive interfaces to be 
established between the public buyer and the suppliers, the public buyer 
can also create trust in the market dialogue and procurement process. 
This can potentially improve the service, as well as increase competition 
between suppliers in the tender phase. This capability is essential for 
PPfI, where buyers can use the information from suppliers to assess 

Fig. 2. Revised analytical framework.  
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service development and the type of public procurement procedure to 
apply in the tender phase. 

In addition to the subdimensions of the public buyer’s relational 
ability identified in previous literature (Araujo et al., 2016; Bjerhammar 
& Elbe, 2018), we identified organizing capability as an additional sub-
dimension of the public buyer’s relational ability. Organizing capability 
involves arranging market dialogue episodes that enable relational ex-
change and create trust. Organizing capability is necessary for bringing 
about translational and interactive interfaces in the market dialogue that 
enable the public buyer “to interact with suppliers to communicate 
agency needs, collect market information, and engage with them […]” 
(Valovirta, 2015, p. 73). As discussed earlier, our study shows that the 
public buyer must adjust the questions and aims to the type of market 
dialogue episode and the level where the interaction occurs (i.e., dyad or 
network). 

Over time, “firms learn how to interact with specific suppliers, learn 
how to manage different categories of interfaces and learn, indirectly 
and vicariously, from their suppliers’ experience with other customers” 
(Araujo et al., 2016, p. 18). Thus, through experience from organizing 
market dialogues, public buyers can develop their relational ability for 
market dialogue interaction. 

6.2.2. Public buyer’s procedural capability 
To organize market dialogue episodes with buyer-supplier interac-

tion within the public procurement regulations, the public buyer’s pro-
cedural capability was identified as an additional and important 
capability. The public buyer needs to be competent in dealing with the 
technical and administrative requirements that public procurement 
regulations and principles pose on market dialogues, similar to the 
findings of suppliers’ capabilities of participating in tendering processes 
(Flynn & Davis, 2017). For example, market dialogues need to be open 
for all suppliers who want to participate; suppliers need to be given the 
same information, posed similar questions, and provided equal time. 
However, the empirical findings show that overly strict interpretations 
of the regulations can hamper interaction and result in specified in-
terfaces rather than translational and interactive interfaces. 

6.2.3. Suppliers’ relational ability 
The suppliers’ interactive capacity was found to be, to some extent, 

dependent on the public buyer’s interactive capacity, as the public buyer 
decides on the form and timing of interactions in the market dialogue. 
Our cases illustrate that the time the public buyer allocates to market 
dialogue episodes and the information it provides beforehand influence 
the resources (e.g., time, number and type of personnel) suppliers devote 
to market dialogue interaction. Thus, if the public buyer aims to develop 
the service through translational and interactive interfaces in market 
dialogue episodes, a prerequisite is to dedicate sufficient time and re-
sources to, as well as provide information beforehand of, the market 
dialogue to enable suppliers to dedicate sufficient interactive capacity. 

Suppliers’ interactive capability involves their knowledge of how to 
interact with the public buyer during market dialogue. Depending on the 
type of service, multinational companies, SMEs, and local startups with 
different experiences and capabilities may participate in the market 
dialogue. Specifically, being a small supplier in public procurement is 
regarded as a liability (Flynn, 2017). SMEs and startups may lack the 
experience necessary to interact with a public buyer. Therefore, the 
buyer should pay attention to the limited relational abilities of the SMEs 
and the limited resources they can allocate to participating in market 
dialogues. The buyer should also consider the specific position of 
incumbent suppliers that may participate in the market dialogue. Our 
findings show that, due to the experience gained with the particular 
buyer, the incumbent supplier may have built the capability to interact 
with the specific buyer (Araujo et al., 2016; Håkansson et al., 2009) and 
other advantages due to its expertise in providing the tendered service 
(Atkinson, 2020). However, incumbent suppliers may have become so 
familiar with the customer organization that they find it difficult to 

suggest how to improve the services (Selviaridis, Spring, & Araujo, 
2013). Thus, the buyer’s interactive capability should be generic, but 
also adapted to different types of suppliers, and specific to particular 
suppliers (Araujo et al., 2016). 

6.3. Features of the service 

The research findings show that different abilities and types of in-
terfaces are required to specify needs related to different services 
(Wynstra, Axelsson, & Van Der Valk, 2006). Thus, the buyer’s demand 
ability is essential when using the suppliers’ expertise to develop the 
service (McKevitt & Davis, 2014). Gaining a mutual understanding of 
how to develop services when qualitative aspects are important requires 
a better description ability and more interactive interfaces, as revealed by 
the Catering Service, where the buyer lacked description ability and 
could not engage the suppliers in renewing the service. Consequently, in 
PPfI, description abilities are imperative for communicating the 
required service quality. For standardized services, however, a specifi-
cation ability may suffice. 

Our cases show that the buyer’s demand ability and the service 
features affect the suppliers’ problem-solving ability. For example, 
translation ability may suffice if the service is standard, whereas inter-
pretation abilities are required when developing services, specifically in 
PPfI. Examples of services with high-quality requirements are municipal 
catering provisions, which involve intangible aspects such as the quality 
and taste of food and more environmentally friendly and comfortable 
ferry services. An example from another context, where the buyer’s 
specification ability and the supplier’s translation ability play a signif-
icant role, is printing services for offices. However, people-intensive 
services, such as health care services, require description ability from 
the buyer and problem-solving ability from the supplier, because of the 
qualitative elements of the service. For example, in elderly care, the 
personnel’s education, including knowledge of the individual needs of 
the older people, and the personnel’s empathy ability are central. 

6.4. Use of intermediaries 

Our findings reveal that the buyer’s relational ability to arrange 
market dialogue interactions consists of several, highly intertwined 
(cap)abilities. For example, organizing interactive market dialogue epi-
sodes and articulating qualitative procurement needs requires organizing 
capabilities and description abilities. With arms-length and trans-
actional relationships prevailing in public procurement (Lian & Laing, 
2004; Valovirta, 2015), a public buyer may have insufficient relational 
abilities to design and handle the configuration of interfaces needed in 
market dialogue. In such cases, the public buyer may rely on borrowing 
or buying the interactive capacity and capability of intermediaries that 
offer market dialogue services. Our empirical findings showed the 
intermediary could support the public buyer in the market dialogue and 
improve their interactive and organizing capabilities. However, in our 
cases, we did not find an intermediary to support the supplier side. 
Examples of organizations and/or programs providing support to public 
buyers are PIANOo (Dutch Public Procurement Expertise Centre) in the 
Netherlands, Hankintakeino (Competence Center for Sustainable and 
Innovative Public Procurement) in Finland, and PPPI Service center 
(national competence centre for innovation procurement) in Austria. 

Several studies in public procurement have highlighted the impor-
tance of such organizations (Edler & Yeow, 2016; Keränen, 2017b; 
Rainville, 2021; van Winden & Carvalho, 2019) who can influence the 
design of interfaces in the market dialogues and train the public buyer to 
improve their relational ability. For example, Edler, Georghiou, Uyarra, 
and Yeow (2015) argue that suppliers score the relational abilities and 
practices of public buyers lower than those of private-sector buyers. As 
Keränen (2017b, p. 208) noticed: “The dialogue between the buyer and 
suppliers should rest on a friendly and trustful atmosphere that enhances 
honest discussion about procurement terms and allows the development 
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of new, unanticipated solutions that meet public organizations’ and 
society’s needs.” Besides having different experiences concerning rela-
tional abilities, public and private actors differ in many ways, which can 
motivate the use of an intermediary to create a network between public 
actors over the long term (Dóra & Szalkai, 2020). 

Waluszewski et al. (2019, p. 1128) highlight that buyer-supplier 
interaction “has to be actively organized by the counterparts around 
each party’s internal resources and activities” to benefit both sides of the 
exchange interface. However, unlike the private sector, in public pro-
curement, the buyer is responsible for organizing the market dialogue, 
and the suppliers may take for granted that the buyer has the legitimate 
power to manage the market dialogue interaction. Working together, the 
intermediary could activate the suppliers to participate in the orga-
nizing, adding interactivity to the market dialogue from the very 
beginning, while the buyer could use its procedural ability to ensure that 
the public procurement regulations are observed. 

7. Conclusion and contributions 

This article conceptualized buyer-supplier interfaces during the 
market dialogue of public procurement and explained the connections 
between the public buyer’s and the suppliers’ relational abilities and the 
buyer-supplier interfaces. Previous studies have argued that interaction 
is hindered (Melander & Arvidsson, 2020; Waluszewski & Wagrell, 
2013) or limited in public procurement (Uyarra, Edler, Garcia-Estevez, 
Georghiou, & Yeow, 2014). However, our study provides empirical ev-
idence that interaction can occur between public buyers and potential 
suppliers before competitive tendering in the context of regular public 
procurement. Thus, we responded to calls for more research on buyer- 
supplier interaction before the tendering phase (Torvatn & de Boer, 
2017). 

7.1. Theoretical contributions 

Our study contributes to supplier management as well as public 
procurement research. First, previous studies have addressed how 
various interfaces can be used for managing different relationships 
(Araujo et al., 1999) and how interfaces can change over time in settings 
with private sector buyers and suppliers (Andersen & Gadde, 2019; Boes 
& Holmen, 2003). We enrich the interface framework (Araujo et al., 
1999) by showing that buyer-supplier interaction in market dialogue 
does not feature a single interface, but rather a configuration of in-
terfaces. The configuration of interfaces captures i) the sequence of in-
terfaces in market dialogue episodes and ii) the purity of the interface in 
each episode (i.e., the interface is pure or a mix of several interfaces), 
thus corroborating the findings by Lind and Melander (2019) in public 
procurement settings. Second, we elaborated on the subdimensions of 
the buyer’s and the suppliers’ relational abilities and showed how these 
influence buyer-supplier interaction and interfaces in the market dia-
logue of public procurement. We separated procedural capability from 
organizing capability for two reasons. Firstly, because procedural ca-
pabilities involve the ability to choose when to use which type of 
interface, including knowledge how to organize market dialogues as well 
as knowledge when (and when not) to organize such dialogues. Secondly, 
to highlight the importance of creating a trustful atmosphere. Proce-
dural capabilities are essential for observing public procurement regu-
lations. However, they need to be supplemented by organizing 
capabilities to bring about relational exchange. Although the link be-
tween buyer-supplier interfaces and relational abilities is not new 
(Araujo et al., 2016), we considered this in a “public buyer-private 
supplier” setting. Finally, intermediary organizations with knowledge 
and experience in market dialogue interaction can supplement the 

public buyer’s relational ability to organize market dialogue episodes. 

7.2. Managerial implications 

This study has several implications for practitioners. First, by 
becoming aware of the possibilities in market dialogue, public buyers 
can bring about public buyer-supplier interaction. Such interaction can 
enable the public buyer to utilize the suppliers’ knowledge of available 
or pending solutions in the market and improve the conditions for 
different suppliers’ participation in public procurement. Second, our 
study illustrated that market dialogue may comprise different interfaces 
between the public buyer and the suppliers. Hence, when organizing 
market dialogue, the public buyer needs to design a combination of 
buyer-supplier interfaces in and across market dialogue episodes that 
ensures valuable interaction. Third, public buyers often have limited 
capacity and capability in organizing interaction. Not only may few 
employees have interaction experience, but also their experience may be 
limited, with little of their time allocated to supplier interaction. When 
public buyers’ relational abilities do not suffice, intermediary organi-
zations can supplement the public buyer when conducting market dia-
logue episodes in public procurement. Additionally, suppliers with 
limited experience of interacting with public buyers can benefit from 
using external experts to learn how to benefit from engaging in market 
dialogue interaction. Spring and Araujo (2014) suggest that a mismatch 
between the capabilities of buyers and suppliers leads to entrepreneurial 
opportunities for intermediaries who can bridge these gaps. 

7.3. Limitations and further research 

We suggest further research in four directions. First, it would be 
interesting to understand how different types of suppliers (i.e., large, 
SMEs, start-ups, local, international, etc.) approach market dialogue 
activities and the opportunities and challenges they experience 
regarding relational abilities. Second, our study showed how an inter-
mediary organization helped the public organization organize the 
market dialogue. However, the intermediary’s assistance may not al-
ways be absorbed and translated into action by the public buyer, whose 
ability to absorb and process the knowledge depends on its absorptive 
capacity (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990). Further research could focus on 
understanding how public organizations develop absorptive capacity, 
enabling them to renew public procurement practices. Additionally, we 
encourage longitudinal research that investigates how public organiza-
tions develop their relational ability over time and the interplay between 
intra- and inter-organizational elements that constitute the evolving, 
dynamic organizational capabilities. Third, while our study did not 
identify the intermediary to support the supplier side, we encourage 
further research to understand how intermediaries can improve sup-
pliers’ capabilities to interact in market dialogue interactions, such as 
through competence increasing seminars. Finally, our revised frame-
work could be applied in different procurement contexts, for example, in 
PPfI and in private procurement, to discover differences and similarities 
across contexts. 
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Appendix A. Appendix  

Table A.1 
Data collection methods.  

Interviews 

Catering 
Service 

In-depth interviews with PU and municipality personnel Eight interviews:  
30–180 min 

June 2014 – Nov. 
2017  

Semi-structured interviews with potential/selected suppliers Eight interviews with five suppliers:  
30–60 min 

Sep. – Oct. 2015 

Ferry Service Semi-structured interviews with CMO personnel Four interviews with two PT members and a steering committee 
member:  
60–120 min 

Apr. 2016 – May 
2017  

Semi-structured interviews with a potential supplier and sub- 
supplier 

Two interviews:  
60 min 

Nov. 2016 – Jan. 
2017  

IPI One interview:  
50 min 

Mar.–Apr. 2017 

Workshops 
Catering 

Service 
The municipality, PU personnel four workshops June 2014 – Nov. 

2017 
Ferry Service CMO, IPI, other public organizations three workshops Apr. 2016 – Feb. 

2017 
Document Studies 
Catering 

Service 
Initial and final RFQs; contract draft, service definition; service process descriptions; quality assessment; pre-prepared material for technical dialogues 

Ferry Service Prior information notice; contract notice, notice of contract award; annual reports, press releases; pre-prepared material for dialogue conference; questions 
regarding the preliminary RFQ 

Observations 
Catering 

Service 
One information session (90 min); 
five technical dialogues (90 min each) 

Sep.–Dec. 2014   

Table A.2 
Case analyses of public buyer’s relational ability and procedural capability.   

Pattern Sub-pattern Illustrative case evidence 

Interactive 
capacity 

Sufficient time for interaction - Insufficient time for reaching aims in market 
dialogue (Catering Service). 
- Sufficient time for reaching market dialogue aims 
(Ferry Service). 
- Market dialogue was pressed on time (Ferry 
Service). 

“I thought about asking something [in the information session], but 
time was short.” (Catering Service, supplier 3) 
“[…] the project [Ferry service] had to live with risk related to time 
[…] we used all available time to complete this.” (Ferry service, 
Project member 1) 

Coordinate and involve different 
internal functions 

- Lack of customer involvement (Catering Service). 
- Collaboration across internal functions: 
competence development of service and 
distribution of risk among personnel (Ferry 
Service). 

“From the customer’s side, there are so many operations that it is 
very difficult to obtain information.” (Catering Service, Service 
Manager) 
“I have the feeling that the customer did not understand how much 
this [a change in delivery process] requires. I am not sure if the 
Service Manager [head of PU] was able to tell or if she understood.” 
(Catering Service, supplier 1) 
“[…] Through the dialogue conference and technical dialogues, we 
were building competence in those who were going to be 
responsible for the contract.” (Ferry Service, Steering committee 
member) 

Intermediary providing 
additional resources 

- IPI involved in planning of market dialogue and 
presenting in dialogue conference (Ferry Service). 

IPI presenting in dialogue conference about market dialogue in 
public procurement and the possibilities for suppliers (Ferry Service, 
Program dialogue conference)  

“I contacted IPI and asked for their help in this procurement.” (Ferry 
service, PT member 1) 

Specification 
ability 

Provide sufficient and adequate 
information about service needs 
and context 

- Information about the tender and service was 
provided, but not what suppliers could influence, 
focus on details (Catering Service). 
- Providing information, aims of tender and service, 
and what supplier knowledge that is interesting for 
the buyer (Ferry Service). 
- RFQ draft developed in advance of market 
dialogue (Ferry Service). 

“There should be some idea of what the agenda will be, what is to be 
developed, and so on; then we could do some homework 
beforehand.” (Catering Service, supplier 1)  

“Those goals were clearly communicated to suppliers in the dialogue 
conference.” (Ferry Service, PT member 1)  

The PU was pleased with the minor corrections that the suppliers 
made to the RFQ draft (Catering Service, workshop with the PU).  

“We experience that the clearer we are in terms of what we are 
asking for, the better they [suppliers] are in giving advice […] When 
you have done a good analysis of the objectives, you can 
communicate better what you want to achieve.” (Ferry Service, 
Steering committee member) 

(continued on next page) 
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Table A.2 (continued )  

Pattern Sub-pattern Illustrative case evidence 

Description 
ability 

Provide information for suppliers 
to understand quality elements of 
service 

- PU lacked description ability, not informing 
suppliers about subjective qualities of the service 
(Catering Service). 

“Of course, always when it is possible, we can make suggestions, but 
if we do not have excellent information about the subject of the 
tendering, then it is difficult […]” (Catering Service, supplier 2) 

Interactive 
capability 

Knowledge and skills of how to 
interact with suppliers 

- PU could not use suppliers’ input to a degree that 
satisfied suppliers (Catering Service). 
- PT was attentive in using suppliers’ knowledge 
(Ferry Service). 
- PT used suppliers’ knowledge to adjust RFQ, such 
as the timetables (Ferry Service). 
- PT had limited knowledge of how to use suppliers’ 
knowledge (Catering Service). 

“We suggested some quality criteria that would have been useful to 
take into account […] In the final RFQ, our suggestions were not 
included.” (Catering Service, supplier 5) 
“[…] we got a full score in the technical dialogues. We were able to 
identify the cost drivers, and we were able to build a contract or a 
strategy around this that made us stick to the budgets.” (Ferry 
Service, PT member 1) 
PT used suppliers’ knowledge to adjust RFQ, such as the timetables 
(Ferry Service). 

Organizing 
capability 

Organize market dialogue 
episodes in line with aim and 
interaction level 

- Adjust questions to market dialogue episode (Ferry 
Service). 
- No intention to organize market dialogue episodes 
according to interaction level (Catering Service). 

There is no point in using time on questions that they answer in the 
technical dialogues […] There is no point in asking questions that 
they do not want to answer in the dialogue conference. Then you get 
nothing.” (Ferry Service, PT member 1)  

In the information session, the buyer asked the suppliers questions, 
even though they knew that the suppliers will not discuss in the 
presence of competitors. (Catering Service, workshops, 
observations) 

Intermediary providing 
knowledge and training in 
organizing market dialogue 

- IPI supported the preparations for the market 
dialogue (Ferry Service). 

“We made it [dialogue note] in the user group […] then we worked 
very closely in some meetings with IPI.” (Ferry Service, PT member 
1)  

IPI about market dialogue “It [market dialogue] does not need to be 
because they are buying some new or improved solution, but could 
be that they need more bidders [suppliers] and to mobilize the 
market. These are also reasons to arrange market dialogue. When we 
guide and support them, we go through the reasons for doing it. So, 
they need to think through—why we are doing this.” (Ferry Service, 
IPI) 

Procedural 
capability 

Organize market dialogue 
according to the principles of 
public procurement 

- PU had procedural and public procurement 
knowledge (Catering Service). 
- The suppliers were provided an equal amount of 
time in the technical dialogues (Catering Service 
and Ferry Service). 
- The suppliers were asked the same questions in the 
technical dialogues (Ferry Service). 

“I always make sure that if they [suppliers] tell something about 
their own functions, so why take the risk to tell it further?” (Catering 
Service, PU, Service Manager) 
The same questions were distributed in the invitation to the market 
dialogue available in the guiding notice published on the national 
tender database (Ferry service, dialogue note).   

Table A.3 
Case analyses of suppliers’ relational ability.  

Subdimension Pattern Sub-pattern Illustrative case evidence 

Interactive 
capacity 

The public buyer frames 
suppliers’ time for interaction. 

- Suppliers’ time for interaction was decided upon by the 
public buyer (Ferry Service and Catering Service). 
- Suppliers were given equal amount of time for interaction 
in technical dialogues (Ferry Service and Catering Service). 

“Each of them [suppliers] had not been given that much time 
[in technical dialogues].” (Ferry Service, PT member 1) 

Suppliers’ devotion of resources 
partly depend on information 
from the public buyer. 

- The public buyer’s limited information about the agenda 
for the market dialogue episodes limited the suppliers’ 
resources. Suppliers did not know what type of expertise was 
needed in the dialogues and whom to send there (Catering 
Service). 

“Some central issues [about the forthcoming technical 
dialogue] could be collected in a document and sent to 
everyone [suppliers], such as the names of those taking part 
[in the technical dialogue].” (Catering Service, supplier 5) 
“Supplier A came with two [employees], while the others 
[suppliers] came with one.” (Ferry Service, PT member 1) 

Translation 
ability 

De-codification of formal 
specification. 

- Understand demands to reduce the risk of the tender (Ferry 
Service). 
- Ability to translate the buyer’s requirements (Catering 
Service). 

“Understand demands. This reduces the risk and it is about 
understanding what the public buyer requires.” (Ferry 
Service, notes from supplier interview) 
“[…] everything is fixed in advance, and you just answer 
rigorously to the questions in the RFQ.” (Catering Service, 
supplier 2) 

Interpretation 
ability 

The ability to realize and 
develop what the buyer requires. 

- Incumbent supplier was in the best position to translate 
needs, whereas the others had limited understanding of the 
development targets (Catering Service). 

“We know the difficulties [in meal deliveries], how it works 
in daily life, resources and other things.” (Catering Service, 
supplier 1) 

Interactive 
capability 

Knowledge and skills of how to 
interact with public buyer. 

- Suppliers providing knowledge to public buyer about risk 
factors (Ferry Service). 
- Traditionally the buyer takes the initiative to interact. The 
suppliers are used to buyer-led interaction and accept it 
(Catering Service). 

“In the technical dialogues, the supplier could ask questions 
about what they were unsure about.” (Ferry Service, notes 
from supplier interview)  

“They [suppliers] were interested in informing.” (Ferry 
Service, Steering committee member) 
“It is easier in the private sector [tendering]; this is much 
stiffer [public tendering]. (Catering service, supplier 4) 
“It works better in the private sector to have open and 
ongoing discussion before the [tendering] process (Catering 
service, supplier 2) 
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