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Introduction

At the beginning of the process of supply chain integration organisations will often have to rationalise their supplier databases so that partnering arrangements can be established with the best contractors, consultants and suppliers. 

The pre-qualification questionnaire sets out the main criteria that is important to an organisation that is attempting to select goods and services on a long term basis with the aim of achieving continuous improvement in the quality of product and service provided to clients/end users of the built environment.

Although the Pre-Qualification Questionnaire has been drafted in the general context of a relationship between a lead contractor and a subcontractor, much of the document applies equally to all types of organisation and it can be easily amended for selecting consultants, suppliers and others. 

A part of the document incorporates a scoring matrix, which is included only as an example of what can be used. Organisations will need to produce their own scoring system and weighting for each criteria to reflect their own view regarding the relative importance between the criteria.

Company Details 

This is the basic information about the company including name, address, contact numbers, contact names, registered company number, VAT number etc. It also requests details of the parent company and any ultimate holding company. 

In order to evaluate the trading risk it is important not only to have details of the trading company but also knowledge of its ownership. 

(A) Gateway Questions

Professional Conduct 

These are fundamental issues to the selection of any partner and deal with issues such as criminal convictions, convictions for misrepresentation, bankruptcy/receivership etc. 

If any of these questions receive a ”YES” answer, the applicant is automatically disqualified and should not be considered further. 

Financial Information 

It is important to assess the financial capacity of a potential partner so that an organisation can assess the commercial risk and also to ensure that too much work is not given to a partner at any one time, which would adversely affect their cash flow and ability to trade.

The use of the last 3 years audited accounts is commonly used by accountants to assess the financial standing of an organisation. However, the problem with this approach is that the information is always out of date. To attempt to reduce the risk of this, potential partners should be asked to provide information of projected future turnover, profit, work secured etc.

As well as bank details, payment terms and credit limit, it is important to possess information on workload distribution including number of contracts in progress, percentage of work sub-let and number of employees.

The applicant is also required to set minimum and maximum contract values undertaken.

An organisation evaluating the information will have to set its own thresholds relating to acceptable financial status, which will normally be advised by accountants, and the workload and contract values appropriate for an applicant to be successful in passing this section of the questionnaire.

At the end of the section the applicant either passes or fails. A failure will normally result in the applicant being disqualified from further consideration since  financial security is very important to any collaborative business agreement.

Previous Contract Works and References 

The applicant is requested to provide details of 3 contracts and references. Also, information is requested relating to minimising delays, co-ordination of design and how optimum design solutions were established for a client.

The buying organisation may wish to add an additional question relating to the role performed by the applicant where this may not be obvious. 

It is a matter for the buying organisation to weight the importance of each question and whether the applicant has answered the questions satisfactorily. A failure at this point will normally end the applicants’ bid.

Insurances

Some of the insurances will not apply to certain types of applicant. Obviously P.l. Insurance is important when employing an Architect but not applicable when employing a subcontractor who never becomes involved in design. 

Product liability insurance will generally only apply to manufacturers or suppliers of products, while latent defects insurances may stem from various sources.

Again, the buying organisation will have to develop its own assessment criteria depending on type of organisation and value of projects.

Insufficient insurance cover would result in a failure. Note that insurances and the related issue of guarantees is a complex area and different policies can be difficult to compare. Further evidence of cover may be necessary and/or professional guidance.

Health & Safety

This is a very important part of the assessment and in its currently drafted form, is appropriate for use where a lead contractor is selecting a subcontractor. Where consultants are the subject of the application, the health and safety questions should be amended to reflect the nature of their work. For example an Architect has certain responsibilities decreed by Statute in terms of designing buildings that are safe to inhabit/work within and also in terms of safe construction and maintenance of the facility, disabled access etc.

A scoring matrix has been introduced so that the various elements can be scored and weighted. The buying organisation should establish its own scoring mechanism to reflect the type of applicant being assessed. 

A failure to reach the minimum acceptable standard will normally result in the applicant being rejected.

It is important to emphasise the importance of health and safety in the selection process in an effort to reduce accidents and improve working conditions on and off site. 

Manufacturers will have their own factory health and safety systems in place and where appropriate these should be reviewed as part of the selection process. 

Statutory/Social inclusion policies 

These are a statutory requirement and issues concerning the environment are increasingly important. 

Responsible employers should have detailed policies concerning these and a failure to have such policies will normally result in a failure at this point and the applicant’s rejection.

Collaboration/Supoly Chain Integration 

This is an important part of the questionnaire and seeks to request information about an applicant’s experience of partnering and collaborative working, attitudes and understanding of what is involved in managing the relationship over a long-term agreement. 

Applicants are requested to provide evidence of experience in modern management techniques in monitoring performance such as benchmarking, Key Performance Indicators, transparent accounting, pain/gain share etc. The applicant’s active engagement with appropriate partnering reform organisations such as COMPASS is also considered.  

The buying organisation should develop its own scoring and weighting mechanism for assessing the suitability of the applicant in terms of culture, knowledge of partnering and the use of appropriate management tools to have confidence in entering into a collaborative agreement with the applicant. 

(B) Technical Capacity 

Having considered the ”Gateway” questions, which are either a ‘pass’ or ‘fail’ the technical capacity concerns an assessment of the applicant against criteria that are not as critical as the ”Gateway” questions but still important factors to be considered in assessing the suitability of an applicant.

Again, the criteria in the example is based on a relationship between a contractor and subcontractor therefore some amendment and additions will be necessary to assess other types of organisations such as manufacturers or consultants. 

Scoring Matrix 

The matrix attempts to remove some of the totally subjective assessments and to provide a quantitative element to the evaluation.

Each item is allocated a number of points available within which the buying organisation awards points to the applicants’ questionnaire. A threshold number of points are set and if a score is given below that number, reservations should be made concerning the suitability of the applicant.

The item is ”weighted” as to its importance by the buying organisation. The weighting is multiplied by the actual score to give a weighted score for the item. 

At the end of the scoring matrix, the weighted scores are added together to provide a total weighted score. An overall threshold should be set below which an applicant will be disqualified. 

The scoring matrix allows applicant organisations to be compared and where there are more applicants than positions available, the matrix scores will be used to determine the successful applicants. The higher the points score the better the organisation.

Service Capabilities 

These allow the applicant to state which type of service or product he is willing to provide. Where manufacturers, consultants or others are the subjects of the questionnaire, these options will need to be revised.

Identifying the geographic area in which an applicant is prepared to work is also important and the methods currently available to transmit information.

Information Technology 

The use of compatible I.T. software is important, as is an organisation’s willingness to adopt new forms of improved communication and data transfer, hence the need for a series of I. T questions concerning the I. T capabilities of an applicant. This applies to consultants, contractors, subcontractors, suppliers and manufacturers.

Resources 

An applicant organisation must have sufficient resources to provide the product or service at managerial, administrative and skilled worker levels. The ratio of each to the other is important to the efficiency of an organisation.

Management Processes and Systems 

The questions here can apply to all types of organisation however, some amendment may be appropriate for certain types of applicant organisations e.g. consultants. The ability to effectively manage risk is important to the success of the agreement and project specific orders. It is an area the industry has not been particularly good at and hence its inclusion in the questionnaire along with more common items such as time and quality management.

Benchmarking 

The use of benchmarking techniques and KPI’s is relatively new to the construction industry but an important part of any collaborative arrangement to demonstrate continuous improvement and Best Value.

Bonds and Warranties 

The items included in the questionnaire are typical of those in widespread use within the industry. However, consideration should be given to newer forms of insurance product that are better suited to integrated supply chains. An example being the COMPASSure™ latent defects scheme offering back-to-back insurance-backed guarantees from manufacturers/subcontractors. The industry is also currently investigating whole project insurance to avoid the need for collateral warranties. 

