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The Promise of Digital 
Technology to Advance 
Sustainable Public Procurement 

“The path has never been clearer for 
organizations looking to embrace 
digital solutions to streamline their 
activities and meet sustainability 
standards. Procurement technology 
makes this future possible, by 
providing access to previously 
unobtainable data sets, shaping them 
into something more digestible, as well 
as driving more complex analysis and 
better supplier strategies.” 
– Jack MacFarlane (2022),  
CEO of DeepStream

Public purchasing accounts for 
about $9.5 trillion annually, or nearly 
one-fifth of global GDP,1 making 
government the largest buyer in most 
economies.2 Items procured range 
from chemicals to electronics to office 
materials and many other products 
and services used in public service 
delivery. 

Collectively, these procurements 
have significant environmental and 
social impacts, risks, and costs that 
account for 92% of an organization’s 

total greenhouse gas emissions.3 
Government procurement processes 
worldwide are responsible for nearly 
40% of all global greenhouse gas 
emissions.4  In the past decade, 
governments have sought ways 
to reduce these negative impacts, 
including adopting a sustainable 
public procurement (SPP) policy. 
Today, about one-third of cities across 
the United States have adopted a wide 
range of SPP policies.5 However, only 
a small fraction of these cities have 
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leveraged digital technologies to 
amplify and accelerate their sustain-
ability outcomes. 

In a time of great technological 
innovation, there are considerable 
opportunities for digital technologies 
to transform SPP policy implemen-
tation. A few examples include:

	Ɂ Application programming 
interfaces (APIs) can check and 
verify product sustainability 
certifications and ecolabels.

	Ɂ Online catalogs can be set to 
default to (or prioritize) environ-
mentally preferred products in 
search functions. 

	Ɂ Data management systems can 
help integrate and automate 
the collection and sharing of 
sustainability information, such 
as supplier performance, spend 
tracking, and carbon impact 
assessments, to assess sustain-
ability performance and inform 
future procurement decisions. 

SPLC Workshop and Advancing 
SPP with Technology
To better understand the potential for 
digital technologies to enhance and 
transform SPP, our research team col-
lected data from a workshop hosted 
at the Sustainable Purchasing Leader-
ship Council (SPLC) Annual Summit in 
August 2023. 

This workshop was designed 
to generate insights into how 
participants view emerging digital 
technologies, how technologies might 
address sustainability objectives, 
and the challenges to utilizing 
these technologies for sustainable 
procurement. The summit’s 400 
attendees included procurement 
professionals, suppliers, and public 
interest advocates who convened 
to share expertise, find solutions, 
network, and create SPP agendas. 

Our 50-minute workshop included 
50 participants. Their responses were 
recorded using Mentimeter, which 

utilizes word cloud technology. The 
research team obtained consent from 
participants to use the data collected 
in these workshops.

The first question identified 
how technology can support the 
procurement process to advance 
sustainability (see Figure 1). The most 
frequently reported responses were 
data, efficiency, and transparency. 
Other keywords included automation, 
data analysis, and visibility. 

Participants were then asked to use 
keywords to identify the features and 
functionalities of existing or emerging 
technologies that could advance and 
support sustainable procurement. 
Important keywords that emerged 
included automation, standardization, 
and ease of use (see Figure 2).

Finally, based on the results of the 
previous question, participants were 
asked, “What are the top two features 
and functionalities of existing or 
emerging technologies necessary to 

FIGURE 1. In 
what ways can 
technology support 
the procurement 
process to advance 
sustainability?
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advance sustainable procurement?” 
Respondents again emphasized 
automation, standardization, and ease of 
use. However, automation and simpli-
fication were two additional keywords 
that emerged as essential features and 
functionalities (see Figure 3).

Key Takeaways 
Integrating digital technologies in SPP 
policies has the potential to transform 
procurement processes and enhance 

sustainability outcomes. Insights 
from the workshop hosted at the SPLC 
Annual Summit indicate that auto-
mation, standardization, and ease of 
use are the most critical features and 
functionalities of existing or emerging 
technologies necessary to advance 
sustainable procurement. 

However, two significant barriers 
to integrating and using digital 
technologies in extant public 
procurement policies still exist: 

1.	 These technologies are costly and 
must be justified against other 
expenditures on public goods and 
services.

2.	 Public procurement often takes 
place across multiple information 
technology systems. Integrating 
these technologies into existing 
– and sometimes multiple – 
platforms can add cost and time 
but also demand considerable 
change management. 

FIGURE 3. What are 
the top two features 
and functionalities 
that would advance 
sustainable 
procurement?

FIGURE 2. What features 
and functionalities of 
existing or emerging 
technologies would 
advance sustainable 
procurement?
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As such, both political and 
organizational leadership are crucial 
to addressing these challenges to fully 
realize the promise of technology 
in advancing sustainable public 
procurement. To help overcome these 
challenges, procurement leaders must 
work with elected officials to make the 
case for support and the investment of 
resources in these efforts. 

Focusing on “value for money” 
procurement that includes social 
and environmental costs will more 
accurately assess the true cost of 
acquisitions across their entire 
lifecycle from production to disposal 
or reuse.6 Doing so delivers broader 
public value by enhancing the public 
organization’s environmental and 
social performance while helping it 
meet its internal sustainability goals.

The NCMA Sustainable Procurement 
Community of Practice is a place for 
contract management and acquisition 
professionals to discuss and shape practice. 
Join our community at www.ncmahq.org/
CoP or email us at ncmaspcop@gmail.com 
– we would love to hear about your work 
building a sustainable federal procurement 
ecosystem! 
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Political and organizational 
leadership are crucial 
to addressing these 
challenges to fully realize 
the promise of technology 
in advancing sustainable 
public procurement.




