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Summary 

This report presents the results of a focus group meeting held on 24 May 2022, organised by the 

Amsterdam University of Applied Sciences (AUAS) and the University of Groningen (UG). The aim of the 

meeting was to validate research findings and exchange practical knowledge and experiences on boosting 

sustainable logistics through procurement. The 28 participants were divided into three focus groups, 

discussing 1) the measurement of impact; 2) the division of roles between buyers and suppliers; 3) 

collaborative learning versus contracting; and 4) harnessing the potential of sustainable logistics. 

 
The main findings, opinions and experiences among the participants were: 

 

Measuring impact: why or why not? How and by whom?  

• Measuring and monitoring allows for progress to be tracked, ensures impact is visible and allows 

you to demonstrate whether sustainability goals are being met. 

• Participants recommended placing the burden of proof on the supplier and/or logistics provider, as 

measuring emissions from the perspective of the client can be difficult. The contract manager can 

be made responsible for compliance and monitoring. 

• The measurement of impact can sometimes be demotivating because the impact of an individual 

measure may – in the beginning – be minimal. 

• Monitoring progress can be carried out through a development path construction included in the 

contract. However, some participants reported that monitoring this can be difficult and burdensome 

for the procurement organisation in the absence of a clear method for monitoring. 

• A European measurement and pricing system for CO2 applicable to all companies could make 

monitoring easier.  

 

Roles of purchasing organisations and suppliers 

• Large purchasing organisations can make an impact by engaging the market in their long-term 

plans.  

• Sometimes private buyers can make more impact because public buyers' purchasing power is 

hampered by procurement rules.  

• Views on guiding suppliers differed among participants. Some argued that suppliers should be 

given room to experiment, and cooperation should take place on the basis of good faith and on a 

collaborative basis. Others argued that suppliers should be tightly controlled and monitored and 

that sustainability requirements should be enforced.  

• By including 'innovation' in the contracts, adjustments can be made during implementation.  

 

Collaborative learning versus commitment through contracts 

• There was no agreement among participants on which approach is better, some being more 

prescriptive, others more collaborative. 

• However, there was agreement on the importance of knowledge about logistics, on the one hand 

from the market (especially when imposing matters) and on the other hand from one's own 

organisation (to optimise internal processes, such as reducing delivery frequency). 

• Learning and developing knowledge together can be facilitated via special procurement procedures 

such as Best Value Procurement and Rapid Impact/Circular Contracting. 
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Harnessing the potential of sustainable logistics 

• A few participants indicated that logistics is sometimes given less emphasis in a tender because 

the focus is on other sustainability goals that have more impact. According to several participants, 

this 'problem' is reduced by using the trias logistica as a starting point and starting with preventing 

and reducing the number of movements, and by including a standard text for sustainable logistics 

in tenders.  

• Participants also recognised that logistics can actually contribute to multiple sustainability goals.  

• Social return is often mentioned as an example where implementation and control do work well, 

particularly due to the lack of a financial incentive for reducing emissions.  

These findings confirm the results of earlier interviews from the UG study and complement them in certain 

areas. The discussions held in the focus groups demonstrate clearly the nuances and complexities of using 

public procurement for sustainable urban logistics, and show the opportunities that exist through the real-

life examples shared. 
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Introduction 

On 24 May 2022, 28 participants from 21 different organisations met in the Dutch city of Amersfoort to 

discuss the (future) role of purchasing organisations in making urban logistics more sustainable. The aim of 

the meeting was to substantiate previous research findings. In addition, the researchers wanted to hold a 

constructive conversation about the extent to which intended goals are being achieved in practice and what 

the desired steps will be for the future. Who is driving the next steps in making urban logistics more 

sustainable? Under what conditions, and how do buyers such as municipalities, educational institutions and 

business associations play a role in this? The participants included representatives of market players, 

knowledge institutions, municipalities and business associations. All participants were involved in 

sustainability and logistics: some in the position of contract manager, others as a buyer, policy officer or 

consultant. Researchers Susanne Balm (AUAS) and Anna Dreischerf (UG) opened the meeting by 

presenting their research activities and findings of recent years. The participants then split into three groups 

to answer four questions under the guidance of a facilitator. The questions were drafted by AUAS and UG 

researchers and had previously been shared with the participants by way of preparation. This report 

incorporates the answers of the three groups for each question. The questions were: 

 

• Is the impact of the sustainability requirements, criteria, agreements and measures measured (e.g. 

emissions, km, financial)? Is this necessary, and why or why not?  

• What is the division of roles between purchasing organisations and suppliers in making logistics 

more sustainable, now and in the future?  

o To what extent do suppliers need the demand from large buying organisations in order to 

invest in sustainable logistics, or can they do so without this demand? 

o When sustainable logistics are requested from purchasing organisations, does it work 

better if the buyer specifies how it should be done, or should the buyer leave it up to the 

supplier? 

• In (public) procurement, establishing contractual agreements and verifying them is necessary, 

however, in order to promote sustainability, sharing knowledge and learning together is also 

important. What is more important to promote sustainable logistics? Does this differ from one 

situation to another? 

• Due to the differing sustainability goals of procurement organisations, the potential/ambition to 

make logistics more sustainable through procurement is not being fully harnessed. Do you agree, 

and if so, how could this potential be better harnessed? 

 

 

 
Image 1: Susanne and Anna open the meeting 
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1. Is the impact of the sustainability 
requirements, criteria, agreements and 
measures measured (e.g. emissions, km, 
financial)? Is this necessary, and why or why 
not? 

Participants in the focus groups recognised the importance of measuring and monitoring 

sustainability requirements: measuring and monitoring allows progress to be tracked, makes 

impact visible and demonstrates whether or not sustainability targets are being met. It was noted 

that monitoring CO2 emissions can sometimes be demotivating, because the impact of a single 

measure (at the beginning) can be minimal. The three focus groups agreed that measuring 

emissions is difficult from the customer side. It was recommended that targets be clearly defined, 

and that the burden of proof be placed on the supplier and/or logistics provider themselves. 

Several participants also pointed to the possibility of including a development path in the contract. 

The speed of completing the development path could be included as an additional award criterion. 

One group mentioned that a development path is more difficult to control, and can be burdensome 

for their own organisation. Contract management was mentioned in two focus groups as very 

important for monitoring and complying with contracts: in such cases, the contract manager 

should be the one doing the monitoring. Finally, the importance of European agreements around 

measuring or pricing a kilo of CO2 was also mentioned in one of the groups. 

 

 

Image 2: Focus group guided by Paul Buijs 

The three focus groups all agreed that measuring sustainability requirements is difficult from the 

client side. One participant noted that this starts with focusing on objectives, and the question preceding 

that, namely: what do you want to achieve with sustainable logistics? Are you aiming for as little disruption 

as possible or clean air? The participant said: "These objectives can be intermingled and should therefore 

preferably be set out in policy." Several examples of problems with monitoring were brought up: for 

example, one participant had contracted that a supplier would deliver electric, but the supplier was seen 

arriving at their premises in a diesel vehicle. What to do? Cancel the contract? Impose a fine? Was this a 
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one-off action or had the supplier in question been driving in a diesel vehicle for months? From an office 

environment, it can prove difficult to check whether a carrier is keeping its promises.  

Overall, the focus groups did recognise the importance of measuring and monitoring sustainability 

requirements. By measuring, you can track progress, make impact visible and demonstrate that 

sustainability targets are being met. However, in the focus group guided by Paul, several participants 

mentioned that measuring emissions is sometimes demotivating, because the impact of an individual 

measure (at the start) can be minimal. So sometimes it actually helps not to monitor directly, or to identify 

the side effects of logistics. One participant gave an example of how effects can be measured on a 

macro level: "I try to go down a different track from a government perspective, by using simulation to map 

the city as a whole. That way you can run scenarios: what if every household starts doing twice as many 

home deliveries? Then this is the effect, including traffic issues. Or suppose we make the switch from as 

many vans as possible to cargo bikes, can that be done with our current cycling infrastructure?" The 

facilitator added: "That could be a useful addition to our micro-metering, which we do on contracts."  

Solutions for contract monitoring were also put forward: the most important one mentioned was to place 

the burden of proof on the supplier (who in turn can place it partly on the relevant carrier/logistics 

provider) themselves. One participant recommended including questions in the tendering process such as: 

"how would you demonstrate that you have reduced CO2?", "what option would you give us to verify that?" 

and "how would you share your experiences with the industry?". The participant said: "Make your questions 

both open and specific. In other words, don't prescribe how it should be done, but do tell them to provide 

justification of how the public money was spent." A market player in Susanne's focus group explained how 

his organisation measures: "We work with key figures and baselines from our ERP systems. That gives an 

educated guess with insight into deliveries per day, average vehicle deployment and average emissions. 

Incoming deliveries are tracked and measured against the baseline." 

Several participants also pointed to the possibility of including a development path construction in the 

contract. In such situations, current emissions would be measured at the start of the contract, with a 

development path to reduced emissions as a requirement. The speed at which the development path is 

completed could be included as an additional award criterion. However, Anna's group noted that this is 

difficult to monitor and could be burdensome for their own organisations: " A model like that is almost 

impossible to monitor. You have to be super clear, partly to unburden your own organisation: this is the way 

we are going to monitor. And at some point, you can let it go, because by then they will have become more 

mature in terms of regulations."  

Contract management was named in two focus groups as very important for monitoring and complying 

with sustainability requirements, measures and agreements in contracts. The third focus group was a bit 

more hesitant, pointing out that contract managers often focus on primary services, and often work with the 

supplier to make things easier for them. 

Monitoring emissions will become easier if European agreements are made, according to a participant 

from focus group 2: "There is currently no charge for a kilo of emitted CO2. Putting a price on that, with a 

measurement system that is the same across the EU, would be a step in the right direction."  
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2. How should the roles be divided between 
buying organisations and suppliers in making 
logistics sustainable, now and in the future? 

 

Image. 3: Focus group 2, guided by Susanne Balm 

 

2.1 To what extent do suppliers need the demand from large buying 

organisations in order to invest in sustainable logistics, or can they do so 

without this demand? 

Suppliers and logistics service providers benefit from long-term policies from procurement 

organisations: after all, they need to invest in their logistics concept with vehicles, stock and 

transhipment points and cooperation partners that fit within those policies. When it comes to 

hydrogen or electric vehicles, some of the participants saw a major role for large procurement 

organisations: they can make an impact by involving the market in their long-term plans. One 

market participant from Susanne's group said that frontrunners in the market do not need the 

demand from procurement at all: they will do it themselves, and just need to be given the space to 

experiment. Other participants were of the opinion that suppliers should instead be tightly 

managed and controlled. One focus group broadly agreed that public purchasing power is diluted 

by procurement rules. For example, the maximum tender amount can get in the way of procurement 

through hubs. Participants saw more opportunities for private buyers to make an impact. 

The role of large purchasing organisations as drivers of sustainable logistics was explicitly endorsed by 

some participants: "The demand for electric vehicles has to come from large organisations, otherwise the 

carrier will price itself out of the market." Another participant adds: "Carriers need to make large 

investments based on future scenarios. So engage them in plans at an early stage, for example, when 

considering building a hydrogen station." 
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One representative of a market player from Susanne's group pointed out that some suppliers do not need 

demand from procurement at all: "There is not one market, the standard innovation theory of 

frontrunners also applies to sustainable procurement and logistics. We are leading the way without being 

asked. We do need help to experiment, we need space to create momentum. Then we will force our 

suppliers and partners to become sustainable too". Another participant urged caution against the selection 

of preferred partners. 

A different sentiment was heard in Anna's focus group: "Of course, it would be nice if suppliers themselves 

said, 'We will come on Fridays from now on instead of Thursdays, because it saves a trip', but this hardly 

ever happens." Other participants also cited examples of suppliers using diesel vehicles despite promising 

not to. 

One focus group broadly agreed that public procurement power is diluted by procurement rules. For 

example, a public party cannot have everything handled by one hub, because then turnover above the 

tender amount would be taken to the hub. Collective procurement between several public institutions would 

take too long. One participant said: "Private parties have much more freedom". Another added: "...but they 

are less inclined to pick up the bill." One suggestion was to organise knowledge sessions by public buyers 

for private buyers, to show them what is possible. 

 

2.2 When sustainable logistics are requested from purchasing organisations, 

does it work better if they specify how this should be done, or should the 

purchaser leave the supplier to do this themselves? 

 

When it comes to the division of roles between purchaser and supplier, the issue of trust versus 

imposition is a hot topic. Participants took a variety of positions on the spectrum, with one market 

participant arguing that contracts are hardly necessary if work can be done on the basis of good 

faith and in a collaborative manner, versus a participant who was in favour of harshly imposing 

sustainability requirements. A middle way was suggested by including the word 'innovation' in the 

contracts. Then adjustments can be made during execution, said one contract manager present. 

Another added that building trust is easier on longer contracts, but that small contracts also offer 

opportunities for sustainable procurement, for instance by including KPIs. 

One advocate of imposing tough sustainability requirements said: " it makes things happen faster. The 

City of Amsterdam imposed zero-emissions: at a stroke there were 400% more electric movements, 

otherwise parties were fined." A market player from Susanne's group, at the other end of the spectrum, 

said: "We need to find the space together to just start doing it. And explore with each other what is needed. 

Are procurement rules needed? Are additional contracts needed? The answer is almost always no. We 

remain in dialogue and make some deliberate investment agreements with each other. Then we start 

working together on the basis of trust."  

Another participant pointed out that not all contracts leave space to establish long-term relationships: “The 

majority of the contracts of public organisations, are not large contracts. Then I can start innovation 

partnerships and go on trust, or try to identify frontrunners; today it's A, tomorrow it's B. These are project 

contracts worth a few thousand. I would not recommend competition-oriented dialogue for that.” This was 

picked up on by other participants, who argued that you can purchase sustainably even with small 
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contracts of around €100,000: "You can place these in the market in an innovative way just fine, with 

performance indicators and SLAs." 

A potential downside to prescribing certain sustainability requirements could be that when a contract 

commences, there is limited room to alter things. A contract manager present recommended including the 

word "innovation" in contracts: "Innovation is the magic word to initiate rethinking. That way, you give 

yourself the leeway to adjust things or make minor changes afterwards." Other wording also works, such as 

'we are looking for a flexible partner', said another participant.  
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3. In (public) procurement, establishing 
agreements by contract and verification of 
these agreements is necessary, but to promote 
sustainability, sharing knowledge and 
collaborative learning is also important. What 
is more important to promote sustainable 
logistics? Does this differ from one situation to 
another? 

 

Image. 4: The group during de plenary opening session 

In several cases, this question led to a discussion about the degree of substance of the agreements 

you set out. On the one hand, participants were keen to discuss the future, and higher ambitions, 

together with their suppliers. In such cases, knowledge sharing and verification go hand in hand. 

Best Value Procurement and Rapid Circular Contracting are suitable contract forms for this type of 

procurement. Other participants argued instead for being specific, and for rigorously laying out 

your requirements. This does require that you know what is possible in the market, and what is 

happening within your own organisation. Knowledge of your own organisation and promoting 

knowledge within your own organisation was mentioned several times as very important for 

sustainable logistics, for example through changing ordering behaviour. 

If the tender criteria are open, you can get very different bids from suppliers, which are actually not 

comparable (one bundles, another drives electric vehicles, and yet another delivers via DHL). This is an 

argument for being more specific. But this too turns out not to be so easy, as demonstrated by one 

participant: "Suppose you have come up with the idea: we want to receive deliveries once a week in a 

zero-emission vehicle. If you then say halfway through the contract, once a week wasn't really all that 
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useful, because if we do it twice a week, we can bundle and it becomes much more sustainable. Then 

another party can raise their hand and say, wait a minute, twice a week? Then I could have done it 100 per 

cent sustainably". Another participant added: "So you say less. You don't say once a week, you say less. 

Fewer trips.” 

Best Value Procurement offers a solution in which setting agreements goes hand in hand with knowledge 

sharing and learning, according to some participants. BVP is a procurement method in which tenders are 

valued according to the principle of obtaining the most value for the lowest price. "KPIs can be set 

collectively, based on ambitions, so that they are shared rather than imposed. This allows for collaborative 

learning." said one of the participants. Another form of procurement where client and contractor work 

together is RCC: Rapid Circular Contracting. RCC does not involve tendering a predefined final solution, 

but a collaborative contract. Characteristically, the parties involved work together from a Programme of 

Ambition (PoA) instead of the traditional Programme of Requirements (PoR). One participant had good 

experiences: "You have a completely different conversation, because you are not talking about KPIs, but 

you are actually going to talk about the future."  

Promoting knowledge within one's own organisation was mentioned several times. For example, one 

participant mentioned that in his organisation, there were many orders of less than 300 euros. These could 

all be consolidated into one order. Another tip was to make express delivery more expensive; this reveals 

that 90% of the orders are not express delivery at all. Within one of the organisations, fines are handed out 

if orders are placed for too low an amount, through a negative discount on the ordering behaviour, with the 

help of suppliers. Other participants pointed out the importance of internal facilitators. One participant said: 

"Think about your ordering behaviour. And you do that by sharing knowledge from contract management. I 

think the best example was when one of the students from the Amsterdam University of Applied Sciences 

came to a location where one pallet of paper was ordered every week. Whereas they had space for ten 

pallets. This is a simple win; it saves nine trips." 

A hub can play an important role in sharing knowledge and making agreements. One participant from 

Paul's group reported positive experiences: "The hub has a hyper-neutral role, as an independent link 

that is entrepreneurial enough to get things done better, but which is also able to talk to all those separate 

suppliers." Another participant added: "starting the conversation within the organisation about the hub had 

more impact than the hub itself." 
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4. Due to the differing sustainability goals of 

procurement organisations, the 

potential/ambition to make logistics more 

sustainable through procurement is not being 

fully harnessed. Do you agree, and if so, how 

could this potential be better harnessed? 

 

Image 5: The focus group facilitated by Anna Dreischerf 

When setting sustainability goals in logistics, the trias logistica can be helpful. In this model, the 

first step is to reduce the number of transport movements, then to bundle goods and only then to 

transport with clean vehicles. A majority of participants felt that the different sustainability goals 

actually reinforced each other. Logistics can contribute to CO2 reduction, nitrogen reduction, less 

noise and better air quality. Another participant described a situation where trade-offs are made 

between different objectives, with logistics occasionally losing out. Sometimes this is precisely 

what is needed: other sustainability goals sometimes have more impact than logistics, Anna's 

group pointed out. All three groups pointed out the parallel with social return, a sustainability 

objective that is well monitored and achieved, partly because of financial incentives and nationwide 

organisation. Finally, participants recommended including a standard text on logistics, which can 

easily be copied in tender texts.  

A majority of attendees felt that the different sustainability goals actually reinforce each other. One 

participant said: " Of course there are different goals, but logistics is one that contributes to several of our 

sustainability goals. It is about CO2 reduction as well as nitrogen and less noise and better air quality (as 

well as also disruption, space and road safety -ed)."  
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Another participant described a situation where trade-offs are made between different types of social 

objectives: "We now have the Socially Responsible Procurement Manifesto with six themes, including 

circularity, climate, environment. One of those three will then include logistics. For all contracts we use the 

action plan: how can we achieve something with regard to these six themes? So, you are already weighing 

up the options: do we focus more on social return or chain responsibility or the environment or climate? So, 

logistics is not at the top of our priority list then, no." 

In Anna's focus group, it was pointed out that it is sometimes good not to be fixated on logistics, because 

more sustainability gains can be made in other areas: "I recently had this with a tender for workwear, 

that we don't sufficiently realise where the real impact is. The vehicle that delivers the clothes must be 

zero-emission, the box must be recyclable, but what we completely forget is the clothes inside the box. It 

matters a lot where those clothes were produced and whether organic cotton was used, for example." 

When setting sustainability goals in logistics, the trias logistica model can be helpful. In this model, the 

first step is to prevent the number of transport movements, then to reduce them by bundling goods, and, 

finally, only then transport with zero-emission vehicles. Using this model as a starting point prevents goals 

from interfering with each other, according to the experiences of several participants.  

In addition, all three focus groups drew parallels with social return. According to the participants, that is an 

area in which objectives are more easily achieved and monitoring is successful. This is partly due to the 

nationwide organisation provided by the Dutch Ministry of Social Affairs, said one participant: "There is a 

very direct financial incentive that is just not there yet with CO2 of NOX." Some participants knew of 

situations where SROI (Social Return on Investment) objectives were included with the logistics objectives: 

"We facilitated an electric cargo bike for someone from the SROI pool who now transports parcels. That is, 

of course, a win-win situation that is very small in our contract, but has quite a big impact for someone like 

that as well as in our own organisation." 

In order to avoid objectives interfering with each other, it helps to tender in a specific way. There are 

examples of good results from writing a standard text for tenders in which requirements and award 

criteria are properly elaborated upon and which are in line with stated ambitions. These standard texts can 

then be included in all tenders that include logistics. 

 

 

 


