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Supplier Shortlist: Targeted
Pre-Selection of Suitable Suppliers

The supplier shortlist is a binding pre-selection of suppliers who, following a systematic
suitability assessment, are considered for a specific procurement project. It forms the hinge
between broad market research and the actual request for quotation or award. A
professionally created shortlist significantly reduces processing effort in procurement while at
the same time improving the quality of the subsequent supplier decision.
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Key facts at a glance
01 A supplier shortlist typically comprises three to seven suppliers who have passed a
defined suitability assessment.

02 The selection of criteria should be derived from the requirements of the specific
procurement project, e.g. material classes, depth of production or certifications.

03 Clear, documented evaluation criteria defined in advance increase the traceability of the
selection and reduce the risk of unjustified disadvantage.

04 The shortlist is the basis for subsequent steps such as enquiries, Best and Final Offer
(BAFO) or negotiations.

05 The lists should be updated regularly, as supplier performance evaluation, capacities
and market conditions change continuously.

| Definition: Supplier Shortlist

The supplier shortlist is the documented, traceably justified pre-selection of suppliers for a procurement
project or supplier group. It is created at the end of the search and suitability phase and determines
which suppliers receive an enquiry, an invitation to tender or a negotiation.

Distinction from supplier discovery and the vendor master

The shortlist sits, both chronologically and in terms of content, between two established processes. In
supplier discovery, potential suppliers are fundamentally identified and the market is surveyed; the
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result is usually a broad candidate pool. The vendor master, by contrast, already contains qualified and
approved suppliers with master data, terms and evaluations. The shortlist translates the broad pool into
an action-ready selection for a specific project and is therefore narrower than discovery, but not
necessarily yet part of the approved vendor master.

Legal and procedural framework

In direct awards, shortlisting is an internal control measure; in public or regulated tenders, additional
transparency and equal treatment requirements apply. Even in compliance-conscious procurement, for
example in the context of supply chain due diligence legislation, selection steps must be documentable.
The details should be laid down in the procurement manual so that selection decisions are verifiable in
disputes or audits.

| Methods and approach for creating a shortlist

The creation of a supplier shortlist usually follows a three-stage pattern in practice: market sounding,
structured suitability assessment and final alignment with project-specific requirements.

Criteria catalogue and mandatory fields

The basis is a criteria catalogue with mandatory fields (knockout criteria) and assessment fields.
Typical knockout criteria are certifications (e.g. ISO 9001 or IATF 16949), capacities, material classes,
regional delivery capability or financial key figures. Mandatory fields in the enquiry form ensure
comparability and eliminate follow-up queries. Assessment fields are weighted, often according to the
classic dimensions of quality, cost, delivery and service.

Market sounding and RFI

Supplier directories, trade fairs, existing suppliers from adjacent material groups and digital supplier
platforms are suitable for market sounding. For complex services, a preceding RFI (Request for
Information) or a compact suitability questionnaire. The aim is often to condense an initial pool of many
candidates down to a manageable number without losing meaningful options.

Suitability assessment and audit levels

The in-depth suitability assessment typically covers references, financial data, quality and process
capability, and for critical parts a supplier audit or a self-disclosure with verification of evidence. For
contract manufacturing and special processes, the review of manufacturing processes and sub-supplier
structures is part of it. The result culminates in a documented recommendation: which candidates form
the shortlist and why.

| Use in the procurement process

The shortlist is not an end in itself but a direct working tool for the subsequent process steps, from
demand notification to order release.
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From demand notification to enquiry

Technical and commercial requirements are derived from the demand notification or specification and
shape the shortlist criteria. The enquiry (RFQ or RFP) then goes to the shortlisted suppliers.

Depending on the project, a negotiation phase follows, up to a Best and Final Offer (BAFO), in which all
shortlist participants submit a final, binding offer. Tight terms and conditions of purchase and clear
Incoterms such as Incoterms CIP ensure comparable offer content.

Second source and risk diversification

Many buyers also use the shortlist to systematically build up second sources. A deliberate dual or
multiple sourcing strategy reduces dependencies and improves the negotiating position. For critical
material classes, it is advisable to qualify at least one shortlist candidate independently of the primary
supplier before a bottleneck or an order cancellation by the first supplier arises.

Transition to qualification and framework agreement

After the award, the shortlist transitions into the qualification and onboarding process: master data
maintenance, release in the vendor master, framework agreements and, if applicable, sample
inspection. Only upon release does the supplier become a regular supplier, whose performance is then
continuously monitored via supplier performance evaluation.

| Key KPIs and evaluation logic

A shortlist is only as good as the metrics underlying its creation and its later outcome. Key KPls
concern both selection quality and subsequent supplier performance.

KPIs for the selection process

Relevant process metrics are the number of qualified candidates per enquiry, time-to-shortlist and the
proportion of shortlisted suppliers that actually submit a valid quotation. A high drop-out rate after
shortlisting indicates admission criteria that are too lax. Process costs per award can also be measured
and used as a basis for a rational decision on using shortlisting tools or external support.

KPIs for supplier performance

After the award, the quality of the shortlist is reflected in the supplier performance evaluation: delivery
reliability, quality (PPM), adherence to delivery dates and responsiveness to complaints. In addition,
questions such as inventory coverage for critical items or lot number traceability can be included in the
evaluation. Systematic feedback of these values into future shortlist decisions closes the control loop.

| Risks and controls

Typical weaknesses of shortlists are lack of transparency, outdated data and premature reduction of
the number of suppliers. Controls can be established with manageable effort.
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Typical sources of error

Shortlists are often drawn up on the basis of old experience values without incorporating current
market, price and capacity data. The risk of corruption or bias in manual selection is also real; criteria
should therefore be documented in advance and decisions reviewed in accordance with the four-eyes
principle. Another mistake is over-restriction: too many knockout criteria shrink the pool so severely that
innovation and price advantages are lost.

Control and governance measures

Helpful measures include standardised evaluation sheets, minutes of the selection decision, minimum
participant numbers and regular updating of shortlists per supplier group. For critical goods, a second
perspective, for example from quality or engineering, is recommended. Data protection and
confidentiality of candidate data must be safeguarded just as much as the traceability of exclusions,
especially where legal or compliance reasons (e.g. sanctions, supply chain due diligence legislation)
play a role.

| Current developments and digitalisation

Digitalisation is significantly changing the way shortlists are created and maintained. Data access,
Al-supported search and platform solutions noticeably accelerate the process.

Data-driven selection

Structured supplier data, evaluations from supplier performance evaluation and market or price data
such as a price index link enable a significantly more objective pre-selection than earlier gut decisions.
The integration of sustainability and compliance checks prior to shortlisting is also increasing, driven by
regulatory requirements along the supply chain.

Al and platform approaches

Al-supported search and matching of requirements to suppliers considerably reduce the sounding
effort: instead of manually searching directories, suitable suppliers can be automatically suggested by
material class, process and region. What remains important is that the final suitability assessment and
responsibility for the selection lie with the buyer; Al delivers candidates, not decisions. The return on
investment of such approaches is seen above all in recurring tenders and fragmented procurement
markets.

| Typical metrics

Metric Typical value

Number of shortlist candidates 3—7 per enquiry
typical guideline, depending on criticality and market transparency
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Time-to-Shortlist 1-4 weeks
from requirement definition to final list, depending on complexity

Quote rate of shortlist > 80%

participants proportion of shortlisted suppliers submitting a valid quotation
Delivery reliability (shortlisted > 95%

suppliers) subsequent validation criterion for selection quality

Quality (PPM) <500 PPM

industry-dependent, lower values usual for critical parts

| Practical example

A medium-sized mechanical engineering company needs a new supplier for complex milled steel
components and has so far had only a single provider. Procurement begins with market sounding that
identifies twelve candidates. After a structured suitability questionnaire with mandatory fields covering
certifications, machine park and capacities, plus a reference check, five suppliers remain on the
shortlist. These receive a uniform enquiry with defined terms and conditions of purchase and Incoterms
CIP; after a negotiation round and a BAFO, a primary supplier is qualified together with a
second-source candidate.

e Criteria catalogue with knockout criteria documented in advance and agreed with technical
procurement

e Uniform suitability questionnaire with mandatory fields for all candidates

e BAFO round for the final price and terms comparison

e Qualification of primary and secondary supplier, including sample approval and release in the
vendor master

| Conclusion

The supplier shortlist is a simple but highly effective control instrument of procurement. It links broad
market research with the concrete award and makes selection decisions more traceable, faster and
less error-prone. What matters is a cleanly defined criteria catalogue, documented decisions and the
feedback of later supplier performance into future selection steps. Those who maintain shortlists
systematically also build more resilient supplier structures and improve their negotiating position.
Combined with digital search and evaluation approaches, effort can be kept low and selection quality
measurably increased.

| Frequently asked questions
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How many suppliers belong on a supplier shortlist?

In practice, a shortlist typically comprises three to seven suppliers. Too few candidates reduce
competitive pressure and alternatives, while too many increase processing effort without any
significant gain in insight. For critical or strategic goods, the higher figure is recommended; for
standardised C-parts, the lower one.

Which criteria belong on a supplier shortlist?

A proven approach is to separate knockout criteria from weighted assessment fields. Typical criteria
are qualifications and certifications, technical capabilities and material classes, capacities, financial
stability, logistics capability (including delivery reliability expectations), price level and compliance.
The criteria should be derived directly from the requirements of the procurement project.

What is the difference between a supplier shortlist and supplier discovery?

Supplier discovery refers to the broad search for and identification of potential suppliers in the
market. The supplier shortlist is the downstream step, in which this pool is reduced through a
structured suitability assessment to a manageable number of suitable candidates for a specific
project. Discovery delivers the quantity; the shortlist delivers the selection.

How do you create a supplier shortlist step by step?

First, translate the requirements from the demand notification or specification into selection criteria.
Second, conduct market sounding via directories, platforms and existing contacts, followed by a
uniform suitability questionnaire. Third, evaluate, document and finalise the shortlist, then send the
request for quotation and, if applicable, a BAFO to the selected candidates.

What are the risks of a shortlist in procurement?

The main risks are outdated data, inadequate documentation, bias in selection and overly tight
knockout criteria that exclude good suppliers. Premature exclusion can also prevent innovation
potential and competition. Documented criteria, a four-eyes review, regular updates and a sufficient
number of candidates provide the remedy.

How often should a supplier shortlist be updated?

An annual review per supplier group often proves effective, supplemented by event-driven reviews
for new projects, market price fluctuations or negative results from supplier performance evaluation.
For critical materials or volatile markets, shorter cycles make sense. What matters is that capacity,
quality and compliance data are up to date before a new award begins.
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Find the right suppliers on Amplifa

Verified industrial suppliers in Germany, Austria and Switzerland. Describe your requirement and
receive comparable offers.
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