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AMPLIFA PROCUREMENT GLOSSARY

Supplier Discovery: systematically finding
and assessing suppliers
Supplier Discovery refers to the structured process of identifying and pre-assessing potential

suppliers for specific materials, components or services. The term originates from strategic

procurement management and represents the first stage of supplier acquisition, long before bid

opening and contract award. For technical buyers in the DACH industry, Supplier Discovery is a

decisive factor in delivery capability, cost structure and the risk profile of the entire procurement

function.

Key facts
• Supplier Discovery comprises the identification, pre-selection and initial assessment of potential

suppliers before the formal tender.

• The process reduces the risk of misdirected tendering procedures and typically shortens

time-to-source in projects.

• In practice, capacity, technology, certifications, location, financial strength and delivery performance

are assessed.

• Clean data quality in master data and material classes is a fundamental prerequisite for effective

supplier discovery.

• Digital supplier networks and marketplaces accelerate the search but do not replace expert review

on a case-by-case basis.

• Supplier discovery results feed directly into supplier management tools such as the risk matrix,

contingency plan and dual sourcing.

Definition: Supplier Discovery
Supplier Discovery is the systematic identification and initial assessment of potential suppliers for

defined requirements before a formal request for quotation or tendering process is launched. It is an

upstream phase of the sourcing process that makes the market transparent and increases the selection

quality of subsequent steps.

Distinction from classic sourcing

While sourcing covers the entire path from demand analysis to order award, supplier discovery is limited

to market and supplier research. Only afterwards do the request for quotation, bid opening, negotiation

and award follow. In practice, supplier discovery is often underestimated: a supplier pool that is too

narrow leads to a weak competitive situation, while one that is too broad leads to unnecessary vetting

effort. The goal is a viable shortlist of typically three to ten qualified candidates per requirement.

Position within the procurement process

Supplier discovery draws on clean material classes and master data in order to define search criteria

precisely. The results carry forward into later phases: into the risk matrix for supplier risks, into the
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contingency plan for supply failure scenarios and into long-term supplier consolidation. Without

well-maintained supplier data, discovery remains pure ad-hoc searching; with it, it becomes a

repeatable, scalable procurement capability.

Methods and approach in supplier discovery
In practice, the process follows a multi-stage approach: specify the requirement, scan the market,

pre-select and shortlist candidates. Depending on the criticality of the material, the depth of the vetting

varies considerably.

Defining the demand profile and search criteria

The starting point is a clear requirements profile: technical specification, drawings or standards, volumes

and delivery rhythm, quality requirements and compliance topics such as dual-use goods or REACh.

Technical buyers also narrow down material classes and define regional preferences or logistical

constraints. The more precise the profile, the more targeted the search and the lower the later

coordination effort with specialist departments.

Combining search channels

Proven channels include supplier networks and B2B marketplaces, trade fairs, certification databases,

chambers of commerce and industry directories, as well as recommendations from the existing network.

Digital platforms allow filtering by process, capacity and certification and significantly reduce search

time. In addition, analyses of the company's own order processing provide indications of which suppliers

have already proven themselves and where new capacity would be needed.

Pre-selection and shortlist

In pre-selection, buyers review publicly available information, certificates such as ISO 9001 or IATF

16949, references and financial metrics. A standardised questionnaire (supplier self-assessment)

structures the initial responses. The result is a shortlist that feeds into the formal request for quotation.

For critical parts, an initial on-site inspection or an audit before the award is also recommended.

Key KPIs and assessment criteria
Supplier discovery can be measured: both the quality of the process itself and the performance of the

identified suppliers once collaboration has begun.

Metrics for the discovery process

Typical process metrics are the number of identified and qualified suppliers per requirement, the

time-to-source to the first qualified shortlist, and the conversion rate from shortlist candidates to

contracted suppliers. The coverage rate of critical material classes with at least two vetted alternative

suppliers is also a meaningful indicator of supply security.

Metrics for supplier evaluation

For initial and ongoing assessment, several metrics have become established that are also continued

after the award. These include On-Time Delivery (OTD) as a measure of delivery reliability, service-level

analysis at line-item level, and the on-time payment rate as evidence of the buyer's own payment

discipline from the supplier's perspective. Later, quality metrics such as complaint rates and test

equipment management topics complete the picture.
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Risks and controls in supplier discovery
Errors in the discovery process have long-term effects: poorly chosen suppliers cause quality costs,

supply failures and dependencies. Systematic controls significantly mitigate these risks.

Typical sources of error

Common problems are unclear specifications that lead to false qualifications, a supplier pool that is too

narrow with no real alternatives, and neglected compliance checks, for example on dual-use goods or

ESG requirements such as material substitution. A pure cost perspective without regard to capacity,

development capability and logistics costs – such as air freight cost components in long-distance

sourcing – also distorts the assessment.

Controls and safeguards

Effective controls include standardised scoring matrices, a two-person review principle for critical

awards, and documented maintenance of the risk matrix. For A-parts, a contingency plan with qualified

second sources should be in place. Regular supplier audits and monitoring of On-Time Delivery (OTD)

ensure that expectations from the discovery phase are confirmed in the series production phase. In

contract design, topics such as advance payment, IP transfer and RTO supplier (return to owner for

tooling equipment) should also be clarified at an early stage.

Current developments and digitalisation
Supplier discovery is increasingly shifting to digital supplier networks and data platforms. Artificial

intelligence supports matching, translation and initial risk indications – but does not replace the

professional and relationship level.

Digital platforms and AI support

B2B marketplaces and supplier networks make it possible to search by process, material, capacity and

certification in minutes rather than days. AI-assisted tools help with enriching master data, improving

data quality and preparing requests for quotation. The prerequisite, however, remains a well-maintained

internal data foundation: without clean material classes, any digital matching remains imprecise.

Resilience and sustainability as search criteria

Since the supply chain crises of recent years, resilience criteria have come more into focus: regional

diversification, dual sourcing and transparent supply chains. ESG requirements such as CO data,

supply chain due diligence obligations and material substitution (ESG) are also frequently part of the

initial questionnaire. Buyers integrate these criteria into the shortlist assessment at an early stage, not

only at the contract design stage.

Typical metrics
Number of qualified suppliers per requirement: 3–10
Typical benchmark for a viable shortlist

Time-to-source to shortlist: 2–6 weeks
Depends on criticality and market situation

Coverage rate of critical material classes: >= 2 sources
At least two vetted alternative suppliers for A-parts
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On-Time Delivery (OTD) after award: > 95 %
Validates the discovery assessment in series production

Practical example
A mid-sized mechanical engineering company faced the problem that a steel fabrication supplier had

relocated abroad and capacity for welded assemblies was becoming scarce. Using structured supplier

discovery – a combined approach using a supplier network, trade fair contacts and certification

databases – the procurement team identified twelve candidates, shortlisted five and launched a

qualified request for quotation with a clear specification.

• Standardised self-assessment questionnaire covering technical, capacity and compliance questions

• On-site inspection of the welding shops including a gauging and test equipment management check

• Inclusion of two new suppliers in the risk matrix with a defined contingency plan

• Tracking of On-Time Delivery (OTD) over the first twelve months for validation

Conclusion
Supplier Discovery is the foundation of every successful procurement strategy. Those who identify,

assess and document suppliers systematically not only gain better prices through a stronger negotiating

position, but also resilience against supply failures and market changes. The prerequisites are clean

master data, clearly defined search criteria and standardised assessment processes. Digital platforms

and AI tools significantly accelerate the search, but shift the challenge towards data quality and

methodological discipline. Companies that understand discovery as an ongoing process rather than a

one-off exercise secure a sustainable competitive advantage in procurement.

Frequently asked questions

What is Supplier Discovery?

Supplier Discovery is the structured process of identifying and pre-assessing potential suppliers for

defined materials or services. It is the first phase of the sourcing process and typically ends with a

shortlist of qualified candidates. Only afterwards do the request for quotation, bid comparison and award

follow.

How does a supplier discovery process work?

First, the demand profile is defined with specification, quantities and compliance requirements. This is

followed by market research via networks, trade fairs and databases, pre-selection based on certificates

and references and, finally, shortlist creation. For critical parts, an audit or on-site visit often follows.

Which criteria are important when searching for suppliers?

Key criteria are technical capability and process competence, capacity and flexibility, certifications such

as ISO 9001 or IATF 16949, location and logistics links, and financial stability. In addition, criteria such

as ESG compliance, resilience and regional diversification are gaining in importance.

How many suppliers should be considered during the search?

In practice, a shortlist of around three to ten qualified candidates has proven effective. For critical

components, at least two suppliers should be vetted to award-readiness in order to combine negotiation

leverage and supply failure protection.
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Which tools support supplier discovery?

Suitable sources include B2B marketplaces and supplier networks, certification databases, credit

agencies for financial metrics, as well as internal SRM and ERP data. AI-assisted matching tools

accelerate pre-selection but do not replace expert review on a case-by-case basis.

What is the difference between Supplier Discovery and sourcing?

Sourcing covers the entire process from demand analysis to award and management of the supply

relationship. Supplier Discovery is the upstream search and assessment phase that provides the

supplier base for sourcing.


