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AMPLIFA PROCUREMENT GLOSSARY

Prototype Procurement: Sourcing Prototypes
Strategically and Quickly
Prototype procurement refers to the entire procurement process for obtaining prototypes, samples

and small series for product development and pre-series production. It differs significantly from

series procurement, as volumes are small, requirements are volatile and lead times are often

critical. Anyone who structures the process systematically shortens development cycles, reduces

sample costs and lays the foundation for a smooth ramp-up phase. The following article explains

the definition, approach, KPIs, risks and current developments of this specialised procurement task.

Key facts
• Prototype procurement covers sourcing, ordering and monitoring of samples, functional samples and

pre-series parts.

• Typical challenges are small volumes, high manufacturing costs and tight schedule windows in

development.

• In practice, procurement lead times for complex prototypes are often four to twelve weeks; simple

samples are frequently available faster.

• Prototype prices are typically significantly higher than later series costs, often by a factor of three to

ten.

• Key control instruments are inspection instructions, document checks and schedule monitoring

throughout the entire sample process.

• Qualifying prototype suppliers early as future series suppliers considerably shortens the later

ramp-up.

Definition: prototype procurement
Prototype procurement is the systematic procurement of test and sample parts, functional samples,

pre-series assemblies and related services such as prototype construction, rapid prototyping or testing.

Organisationally, it is usually anchored between development and procurement and belongs to the

indirect or development-related spend categories within the spend taxonomy. Its aim is to provide

technical evidence on time, in a cost-transparent manner and in compliance with documentation

requirements.

Distinction from series procurement

In contrast to series production, prototype procurement focuses not on unit costs and supply chain

stability, but on responsiveness, manufacturing tolerance and change flexibility. Contracts are typically

service contracts or contracts for work with an implicit reservation regarding series capability. Volume

discounts generally do not exist; instead, effort-based rates and workshop hourly rates dominate.

Procurement must therefore safeguard technical change loops contractually without slowing down

development.
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Phases and milestones

Typically, four stages can be distinguished: design prototype (proof of concept), functional sample,

pre-series sample and pilot series (A, B and C samples in automotive logic). Each stage has its own

requirements regarding tolerances, materials and documentation. Procurement should serve each stage

with different supplier categories – from rapid prototyping service providers to series-capable suppliers.

A clean milestone model facilitates later schedule monitoring and budget control.

Methods and approach in prototype procurement
Successful prototype procurement follows a standardised process from enquiry to sample acceptance.

Central to this is the early involvement of procurement in development projects, ideally via a sourcing

pipeline that systematically identifies and qualifies potential sample manufacturers.

Needs clarification and specification

The starting point is a robust technical specification: drawings, 3D data, bill of materials, tolerances,

materials and test criteria. Unclear requirements are the most common cause of change orders and

schedule delays. Procurement should check data quality before issuing the enquiry – for example

through a structured document review – and determine whether binding inspection instructions and

acceptance criteria are to be attached. In new development projects, Joint Development Manufacturing

(JDM) can combine the sample phase with joint development responsibility.

Supplier search and award

For supplier search, supplier discovery platforms, existing supplier databases and recommendations

from development have proven effective. An important distinction: a good prototype builder is not

automatically a good series supplier. For potential dual-use suppliers, early qualification with an eye on

the later sourcing strategy is worthwhile in order to prepare multiple sourcing or single-source

management decisions. Award is often made via a simplified enquiry with quotations, price sheets or a

simplified tender with a small number of bidders – complexity and fee structure are comparable to a

small tender logic.

Order placement and monitoring

The order should define milestones, lead times, change rules and confidentiality. During manufacturing,

schedule monitoring and short feedback loops with the supplier are crucial; for critical samples, ATP

checks (material availability checks) help with long-lead-time upstream products. After delivery follows

sample acceptance including inspection instruction, sample presentation and release by development.

Key KPIs in prototype procurement
Prototype procurement can be managed with a combination of schedule metrics, cost metrics and

quality metrics. Since volumes are small, meaningfulness and data quality matter more than series-level

precision – here, clean data analysis in procurement pays direct project dividends.

Schedule and lead-time metrics

Key metrics are lead time from specification to delivery, on-time delivery performance of sample

manufacturers and adherence to milestones in the development schedule. In practice, on-time delivery

above 95 per cent for samples is considered a good benchmark. Delays should be systematically

recorded with cause codes to make recurring bottlenecks – for example in tooling or material
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procurement – visible.

Cost and quality metrics

Cost metrics include sample costs per project, budget consumption versus plan and the cost estimate

variance between initial quote and final invoice. In terms of quality, the first-pass acceptance rate of

samples, rework effort and defect rates such as the supplier PPM target are relevant, although PPM

values are often less meaningful for sample parts than for series production and are then better

assessed via first-run defect rates. In addition, the share of prototype suppliers that are later

successfully carried over into series qualification is relevant.

Risks and controls in prototype procurement
The biggest risks lie in schedule delays, unclear intellectual property rights, inadequate documentation

and price, cost and confidentiality risks. Controls must be lightweight so that development speed does

not suffer.

Contractual and legal risks

Without a clear contractual basis, disputes loom over ownership of tooling, usage rights to design data

and confidentiality. The order should therefore regulate: ownership of models and tooling, confidentiality,

change and termination rights and exploitation rights to know-how. Whether a service contract or a

contract for work applies has tax and liability consequences and should be examined on a case-by-case

basis. For cross-border procurement, customs clearance, export control and, for longer terms, currency

clauses must also be considered.

Technical and organisational controls

Practical controls include: defined inspection instructions, documented acceptances, interim reports for

multi-day manufacturing orders and a clear escalation logic for schedule risks. For critical upstream

products, an early material availability check helps identify supply bottlenecks before the start of series

production. Finally, every sample order should be accompanied by a negotiation protocol recording price

adjustments, changes and open points – this later forms the basis for series negotiations.

Current developments in prototype procurement
Prototype procurement is being transformed by digitalisation, shorter product life cycles and

sustainability requirements. Buyers increasingly act as early indicators for the later supply chain.

Digitalisation and platform sourcing

Digital marketplaces and AI-supported supplier discovery considerably shorten the search for suitable

sample manufacturers. Instant quoting for additively manufactured or machined parts reduces the

quotation lead time to days. At the same time, expectations of data quality are rising: 3D data, bills of

materials and inspection plans must be consistent – roles such as the data steward increasingly take on

the task of ensuring consistent master data.

Sustainability and ramp-up preparation

Sustainability requirements are migrating from series production into the sample phase: material origins,

CO2 data and supply chain decarbonisation are already requested at the prototype stage, since later

changes are expensive. Likewise, prototype suppliers are increasingly used as a testing ground for the
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future supply chain – those who qualify them early with an eye on the commodity group roadmap avoid

duplicated effort during ramp-up. In series preparation, financing topics such as reverse factoring and

logistics topics such as dock appointment scheduling also come into focus and can be initiated at the

sample stage.

Typical metrics
On-time delivery of samples: > 95%
common benchmark for prototype deliveries on schedule

Lead time from enquiry to delivery: 2–8 weeks
highly dependent on complexity and process

First-pass acceptance rate of samples: > 90%
share of samples passing acceptance without rework

Cost adherence (quote vs. invoice): ± 10%
typical tolerance; larger deviations indicate specification gaps

Practical example
A mid-sized mechanical engineering company developed a new assembly for a special-purpose

machine and needed ten functional samples within eight weeks. Previously, development placed sample

orders directly without procurement involvement, leading to unclear rights and budget overruns.

Procurement then established a standardised sample process with a uniform enquiry template, qualified

sample manufacturers and documented acceptance. The result: on-time delivery of all samples,

transparent costs and an already qualified candidate for the later series.

• Standardised enquiry with 3D data, bill of materials, tolerances and inspection instruction

• Pre-qualified pool of three sample manufacturers including capacity enquiry

• Binding contract covering ownership, confidentiality and change rules

• Schedule monitoring with weekly status updates and defined escalation levels

Conclusion
Prototype procurement is a procurement field in its own right with its own rules: small volumes, high

speed, great technical depth. Those who treat it as a chaotic side theatre pay twice – in the sample

phase and in the series ramp-up. Structured specifications, qualified sample manufacturers, clear

contracts and consistent schedule monitoring are the decisive levers. At the same time, every prototype

procurement is an investment in the future supply chain. Buyers who understand this dual character

create measurable added value for development time, costs and series capability.

Frequently asked questions

What does prototype procurement mean?

Prototype procurement refers to the purchasing processes for procuring prototypes, functional samples

and pre-series parts for product development. It covers specification, supplier search, order placement,

monitoring and acceptance of samples. The aim is to supply development with test parts and related

services on time and in a cost-transparent manner.
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How long does prototype procurement take?

This depends heavily on complexity, manufacturing process and material availability. Simple parts

produced via 3D printing or CNC machining are often available within a few days to two weeks. Complex

assemblies requiring tooling or long-lead-time upstream products often take four to twelve weeks in

practice; an early material availability check reduces schedule risk.

Why are prototypes so expensive compared to series production?

Volume effects do not apply to prototypes: set-up times, programming, tooling and set-up costs are

spread across only a few parts. Special materials, one-off production or manual rework are frequently

required. As a rule, sample costs are therefore three to ten times higher than later series unit costs –

this is normal and should be budgeted for in the project.

Should the prototype supplier also handle series production?

Not automatically, but there are good reasons to assess suitable sample manufacturers for series

production capability early on. The advantage: process knowledge and tooling are retained and ramp-up

is shortened. The downside is that specialised sample shops are often neither cost-effective nor

scalable for series volumes. A deliberate sourcing strategy with multiple sourcing in mind is therefore

advisable.

Which contracts are suitable for prototype orders?

A contract for work (Werkvertrag) for the delivery of the sample is often combined with a service

contract element for development services. Key provisions cover ownership of tooling and data,

confidentiality, change management and usage rights. Whether a service contract or a contract for work

applies in a given case has tax and liability implications and should be examined by specialists.

Which KPIs are important in prototype procurement?

Key metrics are lead time from specification to delivery, on-time delivery performance of sample

manufacturers, adherence to sample cost budgets and the first-pass acceptance rate of prototypes. In

addition, a systematic root cause analysis of delays provides insights into structural bottlenecks. Since

volumes are small, the KPIs should be interpreted on a project-specific basis.


