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PUBLIC PROCUREMENT PROCEDURES WHICH ATTRACT ONLY ONE 

BID – DIGGING A BIT DEEPER… 

 

Lisbeth la Cour and Grith Skovgaard Ølykke* 

ABSTRACT 

 

The research in this article was originally inspired by the Commission’s finding in 2011 that 20 % of all tenders 

advertised at EU level only attract one bid and astonishment over the lack of interest or importance attached to 

this fact by the Commission. This finding has been confirmed and elaborated by the recent report from the European 

Court of Auditors finding that the number of tenders that attract only one bid has increased in the period 2011-

2021 and that weak competition for public contracts has not been sufficiently addressed by the Commission (and 

the member states). The question why some procurement procedures in the member states have attracted only one 

bid is thus more topical than ever. The data set examined is from the period 2009-2022, that is, it covers periods 

both before and after the transposition deadline for the Procurement Directives from 2014. This study is initial and 

explorative, taking a descriptive and quantitative approach to examining the EU level data. It is found that the 

effect of the Procurement Directives from 2014 has been an increase in the share of procurement procedures that 

attract only one bid. Further, it is concluded certain countries have more tenders which attract only one bid than 

others, but the industry is also important. The findings of the European Court of Auditors concerning affected 

industries are confirmed by this study (in particular medical consumables and various medicinal products). A model 

building on the variables available in TED (year, directive; contract object, type of contracting authority; type of 

procedure; industry; award criterion and value) is developed to predict the likelihood of receiving only one bid.   

1. INTRODUCTION 

In its 2011 impact assessment made in preparation for the proposal for the current generation of public procurement 

directives, which were adopted in 2014,1 the Commission found that for 20 % of contracts advertised at EU level,2 

 
* Lisbeth la Cour, PhD, Associate professor with special qualifications in applied econometrics at the Department of 

Economics at Copenhagen Business School. Grith Skovgaard Ølykke, PhD, Senior Researcher, Royal Military 

Academy/Vrije University Brussels, Commercial law consultant, Senior Director, Law Firm Poul Schmith, external 

lecturer at Copenhagen Business School. Opinions expressed are those of the authors alone. The authors want to thank 

Battista Severgnini, PhD, Associate Professor at Department of Economics at Copenhagen Business School for compiling the 

map in Figure 3. The authors also want to thank Sara Armandi, Jack Melbourne, Alberto Siviero and Konrad J. Thide 

for diligent research assistance. Lastly, thanks to the European Commission for making the data available at 

http://ted.europa.eu/. 
1 Directive 2014/23/EU on the award of concession contracts [2014] OJ L94/1 (Concessions Directive); Directive 2014/24/EU on 

public procurement and repealing Directive 2004/18/EC [2014] OJ L94/65 (2014 Public Sector Directive); Directive 2014/25/EU 

on procurement by entities operating in the water, energy, transport and postal services sectors and repealing Directive 

2004/17/EC [2014] OJ L94/243 (2014 Utilities Directive). 
2 On average 22.5 % of public procurement (concerning only the 2014 Public Sector Directive) is advertised at EU level 

on the basis of value in 2017-2020; see Table 7 in Public Procurement Indicators 2020, published on 18 April 2023, 

available at: https://single-market-economy.ec.europa.eu/single-market/public-procurement/studies-and-expert-

groups_en (accessed June 2024). 
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receipt of only one bid was reported in contract award notices by contracting authorities.3 The motivation for 

conducting the study were the lack of importance attached to this finding by the Commission,4 because the receipt 

of only one bid indicates lack of competition for 20 % public contracts advertised at EU level, which implies that 

the transparency efforts do not entail the desired increased level of competition, and hence the positive effects 

thereof.5 Considering that in 2021, public procurement accounted for about 14% of the EU’s GDP,6 competition 

matters. This is also the position of the European Court of Auditors which in 2023 published a special report on 

public procurement in the EU displaying its unfortunate conclusion in the subtitle: “Less competition for contracts 

awarded for works, goods and services in the 10 years up to 2021” (the report from the Court of Auditors).7  

This article uses situations where only one bid is received as indicator for the lack of competition. There are 

many reasons that might explain why contracting authorities report that only one bid was received; an exhaustive 

list is difficult to construct, but a few examples could be provided. First, an award procedure such as negotiated 

procedure without prior publication of a contract notice, which is basically legitimised direct award of a contract 

where special grounds justifies the absence of competition, would often only attract one bid.8 Second, there may 

only be one interested economic operator due to, e.g., geographic location of the fulfilment of the contract, language 

of the tender terms or other language requirements, capacity constraints, attention to the contract notice etc. Third, 

the contracting authority may (on purpose) have posed (e.g. technical/language/timing) requirements that only one 

economic operator could fulfill (contrary to Article 18(1) of the 2014 Public Sector Directive). Fourth, the 

requirements posed in the contract notice or tender terms and conditions could make the contract unattractive to 

economic operators or make the contract seem unattainable (e.g. high quality/environmental/social requirements); 

an assessment of unattainability could also be based on the contracting authority’s previous award patterns (e.g. 

history of award to the same economic operator). Fifth, economic operators’ may assess (e.g., from previous 

procurement outcomes or if the contracting authority has announced an estimated value/budget/maximum price) 

that their costs of fulfilling the contract will be too high to win. Sixth, economic operators could have agreed 

(directly or indirectly) that only one particular economic operator should submit a bid; such collusive behavior 

could be based on the type of contract or on the identity of the contracting authority and would be contrary to Article 

101 of the Treaty of the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU).   

Since the reasons listed above are not all easily detectable through the data available on EU level public 

procurement, the present study takes a descriptive and quantitative approach as a first step to understanding why 

 
3 Evaluation Report Impact and Effectiveness of EU Public Procurement Legislation - Part 1, Staff Working Paper, 

SEC(2011) 853 final, p. xi.  
4 It may be noted that in the procurement indicators for 2022, the share of one bids is highlighted, see: https://single-market-

scoreboard.ec.europa.eu/business-framework-conditions/public-procurement_en. That was not the case for the procurement 

indicators from 2020, available at: https://ec.europa.eu/docsroom/documents/54236. Both accessed June 2024.   
5 P. Cecchini et al., The European Challenge 1992 – the Benefits of a Single Market (Wildwood House, 1988); Office for 

Official Publications of the European Communities; European Parliamentary Research Service, The Cost of Non- Europe in 

the Single Market - 'Cecchini Revisited' An overview of the potential economic gains from further completion of the 

European Single Market, available at: 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2014/510981/EPRS_STU(2014)510981_REV1_EN.pdf (accessed 

June 2024). 
6 https://single-market-scoreboard.ec.europa.eu/business-framework-conditions/public-procurement_en (accessed June 

2024). 
7 Court of Auditors, ”Public procurement in the EU - Less competition for contracts awarded for works, goods and services 

in the 10 years up to 2021”, 28/2023, the report is available at: https://www.eca.europa.eu/ECAPublications/SR-2023-28/SR-

2023-28_EN.pdf; see also the reply from the Commission, available at: https://www.eca.europa.eu/Lists/ECAReplies/COM-

Replies-SR-2023-28/COM-Replies-SR-2023-28_EN.pdf and the Council’s conclusions of 24 May 2022, available at: 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/da/press/press-releases/2024/05/24/council-adopts-conclusions-on-the-court-of-auditors-

report-on-public-procurement/ (all accessed June 2024).  
8 The report from the Court of Auditors, 48, mentions market concentration as an explanation of one bid situations, which is a 

reason that is partially reflected in the conditions for using this procedure.  

https://single-market-scoreboard.ec.europa.eu/business-framework-conditions/public-procurement_en
https://single-market-scoreboard.ec.europa.eu/business-framework-conditions/public-procurement_en
https://ec.europa.eu/docsroom/documents/54236
https://single-market-scoreboard.ec.europa.eu/business-framework-conditions/public-procurement_en
https://www.eca.europa.eu/ECAPublications/SR-2023-28/SR-2023-28_EN.pdf
https://www.eca.europa.eu/ECAPublications/SR-2023-28/SR-2023-28_EN.pdf
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some public procurement procedures only attract one bid. The study is based on data made available to researchers 

through the database Tenders Electronic Daily (TED). There is no perfect measure of competition available in TED, 

but in most cases the number of bids received for an awarded contract is reported. Even though such a number at 

most can be considered necessary – but not sufficient – to judge the degree of competition for a public contract, 

valuable knowledge might be derived from studying circumstances surrounding procurement procedures where 

only one bid was submitted.  

In Section 2, literature concerning competition for (public) contracts will be reviewed, in order to assess the 

theoretical basis for the measuring of competition on the basis of the number of bids. Further, EU law on the number 

of bids is described. In Section 3, data and methodology is presented. In Section 4, a broad picture of the data is 

provided. In section 5, the results of two economic analyses are presented. The first analysis focuses on one bid 

situations and details data by cross tabulating countries, industries and the type of procedure. The second analysis 

develops an econometric model that comprises all the data (one bid and more bids situations). The model predicts 

the likelihood/risk of receiving only one bid in different scenarios based on the variables described in section 4. In 

Section 6, it is concluded that by digging a bit deeper, the conclusions made in the report of the Court of Auditors 

may be nuanced. There are certain sectors and countries that much more often than others display public 

procurement procedures with only one bid. This indicates that a more specific focus on these one bid situations 

could be a way forward. 

2.POSITIONS ON NUMBER OF BIDS 

 

2.1. Economic literature review 

Auction theory, including examples of auctions that resemble public procurement scenarios, has historically been, 

and is currently, intriguing economists. As there is a lot of work on this topic, only a few pieces have been selected 

for the review below.9 The basis for selection has been how close the models are to the main types of public 

procurement procedures, that is, open and restricted procedures. This criterion implies that first-price sealed bid 

auction models are more relevant than English auctions.10 The literature review is delimited to focus on the results 

regarding number of bids necessary to create (optimal/sufficient) competition. Generally, there is agreement 

between economists that increasing the number of bidders will lower the winning bidder’s profit/the price of the 

contract.11 The trade-off which is central to economic research concerning the optimal number of bidders is that 

between the added pressure on price and the cost to society of one extra bidder; the cost includes the preparation of 

the (unsuccessful) bid, the evaluation thereof and communication with the unsuccessful tenderers.12  

 
9 For an overview of the auction theory literature, see P. Klemperer, “Auction Theory: A Guide to the Literature” (1999) 

3 Journal of Economic Surveys, 227. 
10 RP. McAfee and J. McMillan, “Auctions and Bidding” (1987) Journal of Economic Literature, 699. Other procedure 

procedures foreseen in the 2014 Public Sector Directive may resemble other auction types. For example, electronic 

auctions (Article 35 of the 2014 Public Sector Directive) resemble reverse English auctions (as price is lowered 

consecutively) and may benefit from conclusions in auction theory on English auctions; see, P. Milgrom, Putting Auction 

Theory to Work (Cambridge University Press 2004), 112. 
11 E.g., J. Bulow and P. Klemperer, “Auctions Versus Negotiations” (1988) 1 American Economic Review, 180; P. 

Klemperer, Auctions: Theory and Practice (Princeton University Press 2004); P. Milgrom, Putting Auction Theory to 

Work (Cambridge University Press 2004); A. Estache and A. Iimi, “Bidder Asymmetry in Infrastructure Procurement: 

Are There any Fringe Bidders?” (2010) 2 Review of Industrial Organization, 163; MA. Bergman and S Lundberg, 

“Tender evaluation and supplier selection methods in public procurement” (2013) 2 Journal of Purchasing & Supply 

Management, 73.  
12 L. de Boer, G. Van Dijkhuizen and J. Telgen, ”A basis for modelling the costs of supplier selection: the economic 

tender quality” (2000) 10 Journal of the Operational Research Society, 1128. 
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In 1985, Samuelson modelled a situation with entry costs in the shape of bidding costs and found that reducing 

the number of tenderers could under certain circumstances improve welfare, compared to situations with “too 

many” tenderers.13 The argument was that the total costs of bidding would increase with the number of tenderers 

and that this cost, at least if the tenderers’ costs were similar, could not be outweighed by the reduction in price 

obtained by the buyer (the contracting authority).  

In 1987, Wilson et al. looked at the optimal number of tenderers from the contracting authority’s perspective.14 

Based on a specific data set from the construction sector, they distinguish between procedures similar to open 

procedures and procedures similar to restricted procedures as these procedures are described in the 2014 Public 

Sector Directive.15 Regarding the former, they found that the average number of bids was lower than for the latter, 

and that attraction of only one bid solely occurred for open procedures in their sample. They conclude that four bids 

seem to be optimal regardless of the type of procedure.  

In 2000, de Boer, Van Dijkhuizen and Telgen reached the conclusion that the optimal number of economic 

operators which should be invited to tender, depends on the expected spread in the economic value of the bids.16 

In 2002, Ngai et al. set out to determine the optimal number of tenderers to maximize competition for 

construction contracts.17 They assume that the number of potential competitors for a contract is a reflection of 

supply capacity utilization in the industry. They measure the degree of competition by the “likely number of 

potential competitors” and therefore the degree of competition will depend on market conditions (demand and 

capacity). Their model is based on a measure for market conditions that predicts the likely potential number of 

tenderers and – based on certain assumptions (e.g. that the choice of the tenderers invited to bid is random, which 

does not necessarily fit the EU public procurement regime so well) – allows determination of the minimum number 

of tenderers that with a high likelihood will produce the lowest bid. Hence, there is no fixed minimum number of 

bids, but the number will be more than one and depend on market conditions.  

In 2004, Milgrom considered that there are legitimate reasons to limit the number of tenderers invited to bid 

in an auction, such as motivation to participate, improving the security of confidential information and ensuring 

that bidders who value the auctioned item (the public contract) highly are not deterred simply by the high number 

of (potential) bidders.18 Milgrom does not offer a particular optimal number of bidders but the number is explicitly 

higher than one.  

 In 2010 Estache and Iimi studied the effect of entrants of procurement costs in several infrastructure/network-

based sectors and found that entrant bidders are a key to enhance competition as they are likely to bid aggressively 

in the presence of incumbent bidders.19   

 In 2019, Onur and Onur Tas conducted an analysis of data from government procurement in Turkey and 

concluded that the optimal number of tenderers is six to eight, depending on the methodology used, as the total cost 

of the procurement is minimised at this point.20   

 
13 WF. Samuelson, “Competitive Bidding with Entry Costs” (1985) 17 Economics Letters, 53. 
14 OD. Wilson et al., “Competitive Tendering: the Ideal Number of Tenders”, in PR. Lansley and PA. Harlow (eds), 

Managing Construction Worldwide – systems for Managing Construction (E. & F.N. Spon 1987), 175. 
15 See Articles 27 and 28 in the 2014 Public Sector Directive. 
16 L. de Boer, G. Van Dijkhuizen and J. Telgen, ”A basis for modelling the costs of supplier selection: the economic 

tender quality” (2000) 10 Journal of the Operational Research Society, 1128. 
17 SC. Ngai, DS. Drew, HP. Lo and M. Skitmore, “A theoretical framework for determining the minimum number of 

bidders in construction competitive bidding” (2002) 6 Construction Management and Economics, 473. 
18 P. Milgrom, Putting Auction Theory to Work (Cambridge University Press 2004). 
19 A. Estache and A. Iimi, “Bidder Asymmetry in Infrastructure Procurement: Are There any Fringe Bidders?” (2010) 2 

Review of Industrial Organization, 163. 
20 I. Onur and BK. Onur Tas, “Optimal bidder participation in public procurement auctions” (2019) 26 International Tax 

and Public Finance, 595. 
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 In 2021, Paulson, Bichler and Kokott found that in situations with the award of two lots (award split), the 

participation of three bidders improves the result, compared to two bidders.21 

 In summary, the modellings of the optimal number of bidders are based on different assumptions and attach 

importance to different market or procurement specific factors; thus, a one size fits all model is seemingly not 

available. However, all the studies and models explicitly or implicitly find/assume that it takes more than one bid 

to ensure efficient auction (procurement) outcomes, and there is some emphasis on potential competition as a 

parameter that will induce effective bidding.    

 

2.2. EU law 

The 2014 Public Procurement Directives (and also previous procurement directives) provide different types of 

procurement procedures which are each designed for specific purposes. Only the open procedure assumes that a 

potentially unlimited number of tenders is desirable. The restricted and negotiated procedure with prior publication 

of a contract notice, as well as competitive dialogue and innovation partnership, all presume that the contracting 

authority will want to limit the number of tenders and they fix a minimum of tenderers that should be allowed to 

participate in the procedures. The minimum number of applicants that must be allowed to tender (if a sufficient 

number of applicants qualify) varies according to the procedure (three or five) and is subject to the caveat that the 

number invited to participate in the procedure must be sufficient to ensure genuine competition.22 The negotiated 

procedure without prior publication of a contract notice allows direct award of the contract, and thus in practice 

there will often only be one bid. However, this procedure may only be used in specific defined exceptional 

circumstances.   

 In its case-law, the European Court of Justice (ECJ) has great emphasis on the positive effect on competition 

that may be achieved by increasing the number of tenderers.23 In some situations, the ECJ’s focus on increasing the 

number tenderers entails a cost for the contracting authority (that is, on top of the cost of evaluating the tenders), 

namely the cost of assessing the specific situation of each tenderer to determine whether it should be allowed to 

participate in the procurement procedure.24 However, the ECJ has recognised that the  administrative burden in the 

context of verifying apparently abnormally low tenders in relation to below threshold contracts may be excessive 

and has allowed automatic rejection of such tenders in situations where this is proportional (high number of 

tenders).25   

 The rules on State aid are also relevant in a public procurement context. If the award of a public contract provides 

an economic advantage to the winning tenderer which could not under other circumstances have been obtained on 

the market, one of the conditions for establishing the presence of State aid according to Article 107(1) TFEU is 

fulfilled. According to the Commission, normally there will not be State aid in public contracts that are awarded 

according to the procedures in the public procurement directives, except for the negotiated procedure without prior 

publication of a contract notice.26 Furthermore, in situations where only one tender is submitted, there is a risk of 

granting State aid, unless: 1) the procurement procedure has been designed with particularly strong safeguards to 

 
21 P. Paulson, M. Bichler and GM. Kokott, “The beauty of Dutch: Bidding behavior in combinatorial first-price 

procurement auctions” (2021) 2 European Journal of Operational Research, 711. 
22 Article 65(2) of the 2014 Public Sector Directive. In Article 37(3) of the Concessions Directive and Article 78(2) of 

the 2014 Utilities Directive, only the caveat is mentioned, i.e., there is no minimum number specified.  
23 E.g., Assitur (C-538/07) EU:C:2009:317, at [26]; CoNISMa (C-305/08) EU:C:2009:807, at [37]; Serrantoni and 

Consorzio stabile edili (C-376/08) EU:C:2009:808, at [40]. 
24 E.g., Assitur (C-538/07) EU:C:2009:317; Serrantoni and Consorzio stabile edili (C-376/08) EU:C:2009:808; 

Michaniki (C-213/07) EU:C:2008:731; Specializuotas transportas (C-531/16) EU:C:2018:324.  
25 SECAP and Santorso (C-147/06 and C-148/06) EU:C:2008:277, at [32]-[33]. 
26 Commission Notice on the notion of State aid as referred to in Article 107(1) of the Treaty on the Functioning of the 

European Union [2016] OJ C262/1, point 93. 
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ensure genuine and effective competition and it is not apparent that only one operator is realistically able to submit 

a credible bid or 2) the public authorities verify through additional means that the outcome corresponds to the 

market price.27  

 In summary, the 2014 Public Procurement Directives are tailored to allow balancing of competition with cost 

of the tenderer and of the contracting authority. Further, the State aid rules are concerned with situations where only 

one tender is received and seek to provide incentives to design the procurement procedure to create competition.  

3. DATA AND METHODOLOGY 

 

As mentioned above, in the present study, data from TED is used.28 TED contains many different types of text documents 

including Contract Notices (CN), Contract Awards (CA) and Contract Award Notices (CAN), which are the types of 

documents used in this study. The timeline of a procurement procedure usually starts with a CN that will make potential 

tenderers aware of the public procurement procedure. When the procurement procedure is finalised, the CAN and CA(s) 

are published. Each CAN may have more than one CA (e.g., if the contract is split in lots) and in TED, each CA identifies 

a single award; hence, each CAN may be present more than once in the data set. The average number of CAs per CAN 

is approximately three. The information is downloaded in two types of files: CAN-files and CN-files. In this study, focus 

is on the individual awards, i.e., the CAs. As a CA may have information from both the CAN-file and the CN-file, the 

two files are merged entailing that each record in the final data file contains information on the CA and its ‘history’ in 

the form of the most recent CN and the related CAN. This merging is made possible by TED, as CN contains a 

’FUTURE_CAN_ID variable.  

In the documentation from the Commission, it is stated that the most reliable sample will consist of the CAs from 

2009 and onwards, due to unreliability of earlier data. Therefore, the period 2009-2022 is selected as the main sample 

period for the CAs of this study.  

The data are delimited to all EU and EEA countries; hence, Norway, Liechtenstein and Iceland are added to the 

sample of the 28 EU member states. As United Kingdom was a member of the EU for most of the years in the data 

sample, it is included in the study. Switzerland is not an EEA country and therefore not included in the data sample.  

The variables that are available in TED are, e.g., the relevant directive, the contract object 

(supplies/services/works), identity and type of the contracting authority, identity of the winners, the number of bids, the 

type of procedure, indicators for framework agreements or dynamic purchasing systems (which are in reality contract 

types), the geographical location of where the contract is to be performed (NUTS codes), the award criteria, estimated 

value of the contract and the industry classified by CPV codes.  

Information on all these variables is not available for all CANs.29 A CA is not excluded from the data sample due 

to missing values of some of its variables, but the number of missing values is discussed through-out the analysis. Only, 

 
27 On particularly strong safeguards to ensure genuine competition, see Commission Decision of 2 March 2020, 

SA.32014, SA.32015, SA.32016, concerning the measures implemented by Italy for Tirrenia di Navigazione and its 

acquirer Compagnia Italiana di Navigazione, recital 403-405, as upheld by the General Court, Tirrenia di navigazione v 

Commission (T-593/20) EU:T:2022:300 and by the Court of Justice, see Tirrenia di Navigazione v Commission (C-

514/22 P) EU:C:2024:137.  
28 TED_CAN_XXXX.csv where XXXX runs over the years 2009 to 2022 and TED_CN_YYYY.csv where YYYY runs 

over the years 2006 to 2022 accessed from the European Union Open Data Portal on 27 April 2023. 

(https://data.europa.eu/data/datasets/ted-csv?locale=en). 
29 TED data was downloaded and cleaned in the light of the warnings and suggestions in Prier, E., Prysmakova, P., and 

McCue, C., ”Analysing the European Union’s Tenders Electronic Daily: possibilities and pitfalls” (2018) International 

Journal of Procurement Management, 11(6), 722; Csáki, C., McCue, C. and Prier, E., “Utilizing Open Data: A Primer 

for Public Procurement Research”, (2019) European Journal of Public Procurement Markets, 2, 19. 
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cases where in the end no contract was awarded have been excluded from the sample together with CNs that were later 

cancelled. 

 Three different data sets (i.e. parts of the full data sample) are used in the analyses below. They are selected based 

on the number of bids for a contract, as this is our main variable of interest. The first data set is used in section 4 to give 

a broad picture of one bid and more bids situations. Also figures for missing and zero bids are part of this data set and 

thus reported in the tables and figures. The total number of CAs for this analysis is 8,844,299.30 The second data set is 

used in section 5.1 to go into detail with only the CAs that concern one bid situations. In this data set, the situations with 

more bids, zero bids and missing number of bids are excluded. The number of CAs in this data set is 2,026,777. The 

third data set is used in section 5.2 to develop a model that predicts the likelihood of receiving only one bid. In this data 

set, all CAs with one bid and more bids are included. Situations with zero bids and missing number of bids are excluded. 

This data set comprises 7,084,605 CAs. This implies that the results cannot be directly compared to the results presented 

in section 4. 

If all the CAs with some information missing were eliminated from the data set, it would be reduced significantly. 

Therefore, it was decided for all the three data sets that any CAs where other variables than number of bids have missing 

values and/or categories named “not specified” or “other”, are maintained in the data sets and the missing/unspecified 

data is displayed in the presentation of the results in a separate category.  

The data sets used by the Commission and in the report from the Court of Auditors are not publicly available, and 

nor are their choices made with regard to cleaning the data for the specific analyses clearly visible. Therefore, it is not 

possible to explain all the differences in the results. However, an observation is that the data set applied in section 4 

includes cases with zero and missing number of bids which is probably not the case for the report from the Court of 

Auditors. Also, it seems that the data employed in this study contains more years those applied for the analysis from the 

Court of Auditors. Further, the data set in this article only includes data from EU, EEA and the United Kingdom. 

4. THE BROAD PICTURE 

 

In Figure 1, the number of CANs and the corresponding number of CAs for the years 2009-2022 are provided.  

 

Figure 1: The number of CANs and CAs, 2009 – 2022 

 
30 The total number of CANs in this data set is 2,783,692. 
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The overall impression from Figure 1 is a small steady increase in the number of CANs with a slope increase from 2016 

and onwards. For CAs there is also a slope increase in 2016. As the 2014 Public Procurement Directives had to be 

transposed by 18 April 2016, the increase in advertised procurements is likely to be connected to the new directives. The 

number of CAs increases more than the CANs, but not consistently. The variation in CAs depends on the extent to which 

contracts are divided into lots,31 or how many economic operators are allowed onto framework agreements/dynamic 

purchasing systems.  

 In the following, focus is on the information that concerns the competition for each CA. In its 2011 impact 

assessment, the Commission presented the average number of bids per contract and states that in general the level of 

competition seems satisfactory if this average is high. As mentioned in the introduction, it observes, however, that in 

around 20% of the cases only one bid was registered. In the report from the Court of Auditors, it is provided that the 

number of procurement procedures that attracted only one bid was 23.5 % in 2011 and increased to 41.8 % in 2021. The 

data analysis below reproduces the Commission’s finding but cannot confirm the numbers from the report form the 

Court of Auditors, possibly due to the differences in data sets mentioned above in section 3.  

When taking a closer look at the CAs that signals no (actual) competition it may, first, be observed that a limited 

number of CAs have attracted zero bids. Initially, the CAs with zero bids is kept as a separate category, but in the 

analyses in section 5, they are excluded from the data sets, as described above in section 3.  

 
31 In Article 46 of the 2014 Public Sector Directive, there is an obligation for contracting authorities to explain why a 

contract is not divided into lots, and there has been great focus on the division of contracts into lots as such a practice is 

expected to increase the opportunity of SMEs to tender at EU level, see I. Herrera Anchustegui, “Division into lots and 

demand aggregation – extremes looking for the correct balance?” in GS. Ølykke and A. Sánchez-Graells (eds), 

Reformation or Deformation of the EU Public Procurement Rules (Edward Elgar 2016), 125-145.  
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Second, it may be observed that data on number of bids is missing for a high and stable proportion of the CAs 

(approximately on average 20 % - from around 19% to around 23%).32 For the majority of these observations (92 %), a 

winner is identified in the CA, indicating that the missing information is more likely to have just been left out (by 

mistake). As it is not clear how many bids were received, and hence the measure used to assess competition is not 

available, these observations are initially kept as a separate category in the figures and tables, but in the analyses in 

section 5, they are excluded from the data sets, as described above in section 3.   

Figure 2: Percentage distribution of the categories of number of bids (2009 – 2022) 

 

Figure 2 shows the development in number of CAs for the categories “Missing”, “Zero”, “One bid” and ”More  bids” 

as a percentage, stacked, horizontal bar chart. They reproduce the finding by the Commission; i.e., overall in the period 

2009-2022 for approximately 23 % of CAs there is only one registered bid. From 2009 until 2016 there is a slight 

increase (from approximately 18% to 20%) while there is a larger increase from 2016 to 2017. After 2017, the share of 

public procurement procedures that are reported to have attracted only one bid is stable around 25%. In addition, it is 

worth noticing that the share of CAs with more than one tender decreases from approximately 62% to approximately 

51% with the largest drop taking place from 2017 and onwards. These changes take place in the context of the 

transposition deadline for the 2014 Public Procurement Directives, so it seems likely that there is a connection, but this 

has not been explored further in this study.  

4.1. Country 

In total, 31 countries are included in the data set and their shares of one bid cases are illustrated in the map in Figure 3. 

All years were collected into a single data set indicating that the mentioned percentages are the average over the period.  

 

Figure 3: The percentages of one bid CAs across countries  

 
32 This is also noted in the report from the Court of Auditors, 35. 
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Note1: The darker the colour the higher the percentages. 

Note2: The ’11.42’ in the middle is for Lichtenstein which in the map is too small to contain the number. 

 

There are large differences amongst the countries. Table 1 provides an overview for percentages of the different 

categories of the number of bids. Due to the high number of countries, it was decided not to include all countries in 

Table 1. The countries selected for Table 1 are the countries with large numbers of CAs (more than 200.000) and 

Denmark (due to origin of the authors).  
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Table 1:  Distribution of number of bids by country  

 
Note: The cells marked in dark grey displays high values of one bid (above 20 %). Note that the last row includes all countries and not 

just those shown in the table. 

 

The percentage of contract awards that attract only one bid is very different for each country. However, there seems to 

be groups of countries around different levels of percentages of contract awards that attract only one bid. Thus, countries 

like Finland, Ireland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden have percentages below 10. Belgium, Denmark, France, Lichtenstein, 

Luxemburg, Malta, the Netherlands, and United Kingdom have percentages between 10 and 15, while Austria, Germany, 

Estonia, Spain, Latvia, Portugal and Romania have between 15 and 20 percent. Finally, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Czech 

Republic, Greece, Croatia, Hungary, Italy, Lithuania, Poland, Slovenia and Slovakia all have above 20 percent of one 

bid CAs. For Poland the combination of a very high percentage (45.58%) of one bid situations and a very large (the 

largest) number of CAs points towards a case that deserves more attention; see the analysis in section 5.2, which uses 

Poland as an example. 
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4.2. Applicable Directive 

In the data available from TED, it is not possible to distinguish the different generations of procurement directives. Thus, 

the data concerning the 2004 Public Sector Directive33 and the 2004 Utilities Directive34 is included under the respective 

directives from 2014 in Table 2, which shows a cross tabulation of number of bids against the directives. 

  

Table 2: Distribution of number of bids by directive and applicable regime 

 
Note: Cells marked with dark grey indicate cases where the one bid percentage is higher than 20%. 

 

The table shows that in all cases, except from those concerning the Utilities Directive, there is more than 20 % of the 

procurement procedures that only attracted one bid. Further, it may be noted that the number of one bid situations for 

concessions and for contracts awarded under the Defence and Security Directive35 is slightly higher than for contracts 

awarded under the other directives.  

Procurement procedures under the “light regime” result in slightly lower shares of one bid situations than the 

“normal” procurement procedures, which seems surprising, but might be explained by local competition.  

 

4.3. Contract object 

 

 
33 Directive 2004/18 on the coordination of procedures for the award of public works contracts, public supply contracts 

and public service contracts [2014] OJ L134/114. 
34 Directive 2004/17 coordinating the procurement procedures of entities operating in the water, energy, transport and 

postal services sectors [2014] OJ L 134/1. 
35 Directive 2009/81/EC on the coordination of procedures for the award of certain works contracts, supply contracts and service 

contracts by contracting authorities or entities in the fields of defence and security, and amending Directives 2004/17/EC and 

2004/18/EC [2009] OJ L216/76. 
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A cross tabulation of number of bids against the type of contract object provides the results in Table 3. The general 

picture from Table 3 is that procurement procedures that only attract one bid are most prevalent for procurement of 

supplies (goods). Closer analysis of the data revealed that of all the CAs where the procurement attracted only one bid, 

11 % was explicitly indicated to concern the award of a framework agreement.36 However, of all the CAs where the 

procurement attracted more than one bid, 27 % was indicated to concern the award of a framework agreement. This 

could imply that the award of a framework agreement attracts more competition.  

 

Table 3: Distribution of number of bids by contract object 

 
Note 1: Cells marked with dark grey indicate cases where the one bid percentage is higher than 20. 

Note 2: Data in this table includes the “light regime”. 

 

4.4. Contracting Authorities 

The standard form for CANs under the 2014 Public Sector Directive has seven types of contracting authorities:37 

“Ministry or any other national or federal authority, including their regional or local sub-divisions”; “national or federal 

agency/office”; “regional or local authority”; “regional or local agency/office”; “body governed by public law”; 

“European institution/agency or international organisation”; and, “Other type”. For some reason, these categories do not 

match the categories of the 2014 Public Sector Directive, which are: “State, regional or local authorities, bodies governed 

by public law, associations formed by one or several of such authorities or one or several of such bodies governed by 

public law”.38 The addition of “national or federal agency/office” and “regional or local agency/office” to the CAN does 

not relate to statistics, as the Regulation on statistics does not mention these categories.39 A small test sample from the 

data set shows a lack of consistency in choice of categories by contracting authorities. Hence, it was decided to merge 

the categories: “Ministry or any other national or federal authority, including their regional or local sub-divisions” and 

 
36 Reservation is made, as the indication that the procedure concerns a framework agreement is made by “ticking a 

box”; hence, it is not unlikely that this exercise is sometimes skipped by contracting authorities in the haste of things. 

More precise data would require further in-depth analysis of the data set. Note that the Commission does not include 

framework agreements in its analysis of single bidder situations in the public procurement indicators for 2022, available 

at: https://single-market-scoreboard.ec.europa.eu/business-framework-conditions/public-procurement_en (accessed 

June 2024).   
37 https://simap.ted.europa.eu/documents/10184/99173/EN_F03.pdf (accessed June 2024). 
38 Article 2(1)(1) of the 2014 Public Sector Directive, which however also defines “central government authorities” (the 

State) and “sub-central contracting authorities” (other contracting authorities than the State) which are subsets of the 

authorities covered by the contracting authority definition that are relevant, e.g., in relation to thresholds. It may be 

noted that central purchasing body is not a category available in the standard form, even though that information might 

be a useful explanatory factor in the analysis of the number of bids. 
39 Regulation No 1059/2003/EC on the establishment of a common classification of territorial units for statistics 

(NUTS) [2003] OJ L154/1. In the 2014 Public Sector Directive, reference is made to this regulation to explain the 

meaning of regional and local authorities, cf. Article 2(2). 

https://single-market-scoreboard.ec.europa.eu/business-framework-conditions/public-procurement_en
https://simap.ted.europa.eu/documents/10184/99173/EN_F03.pdf
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“national or federal agency/office” as well as the categories “regional or local authority” and “regional or local 

agency/office”. A cross tabulation of number of bids received against contracting authority type is provided in Table 4. 

Apparently, contracting authorities at the regional/local level and the EU institutions/international organisations 

attract the highest percentage of “more than one bid”, while the categories “National level authority”, ”Body governed 

by public law” and ”Other/not specified” have percentages of only “one bid” that are higher than 20. However, the 

differences are not remarkable. An explanation for the variation might be that the EU institutions/international 

organisations offer larger and/or more attractive contracts, and that public procurement procedures conducted by 

regional/local contracting authorities may attract local economic operators.  

Table 4: Distribution of bids by contract authority type 

 
Note: Cells marked with dark grey indicate cases where the one bid percentage is higher than 20. 

 

The table also shows that procurement procedures conducted under the Utilities Directive result in fewer 

situations with only one bid, however, it is also these procedures where information on the number of bids is 

most frequently missing.  

4.5. Type of Procedure 

The literature review in section 2.1 revealed among other the hypothesis that the number of bids could be 

related to the choice of procedure made by the contracting authority; it was suggested that restricted procedures 

would attract more bids than open procedures.40 It would also intuitively seem justified to expect that the 

negotiated procedure without prior publication of a contract notice (i.e., direct award) would often only be 

registered with one bid. Furthermore, the use of accelerated procedures, where the time limits are reduced 

compared to the regular procedures, might also attract fewer bids.41 Below, in Table 5, a cross tabulation of 

number of bids against type of procedure is provided. 

 

 
40 However, S. Lundberg, “Restrictions on Competition in Municipal Competitive Procurement in Sweden” (2005) 3 

International advances in economic research, 329, analyses the choice of procurement procedure with restricted 

participation from the assumption that open procedures would attract more competition. 
41 For the position that short deadlines may attract fewer bids, see also S. Arrowsmith, The Law of Public and Utilities 

Procurement, vol. 1., 3rd ed., (Sweet & Maxwell 2014), 675. 
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Table 5: Number of bids distributed by type of procurement procedure 

 
Note 1: Cells marked with dark grey indicate cases where the one bid percentage is higher than 20. 

Note 2: The innovation partnership procedure was introduced in the 2014 Public Sector Directive, however this does not affect the 

comparability of the percentages to those for the other procedures. 

Note 3: “Award of contract without prior publication of a contract notice” is not a procedure in the public procurement directives. Based 

on a small sample, it is assessed that this “procedure” is used for registration of situations where there is no obligation to use the 

procedures in the directives. However, the sample showed that sometimes it is also used in situations where registration of the negotiated 

procedure without prior publication of a contract notice probably would have been more correct. 

 

The numbers give rise to several comments. First, the difference between the part of CAs that only attracted 

one bid in open procedures (22.57 % - both accelerated and non-accelerated) and restricted procedures (14.67% 

- both accelerated and non-accelerated), respectively, could be taken to support previous studies (section 2.1). 

Second, use of the negotiated procedure without prior publication of a contract notice expectedly attracts only 

one bid most of the cases, albeit not 100 % but rather 66%. It must be noted in this context, that the number of 

bids is missing in around 20 % of the CAs which are made under this procedure. If the missing number of bids 

is indicating that only one bid was received (which is not an unreasonable assumption giving the character of 

the procedure), more than 80 % of the CAs only attract one bid which is closer to what would be expected. An 

explanation for the around 16 % of CAs where more than one bid has been received under the negotiated 

procedure without prior publication might be that the procedure applies amongst others: a) where no suitable 

bids have been received in response to an open or restricted procedure, implying that more than one economic 

operator might have shown interest; b) where situations of extreme urgency arises, implying that it is possible 

to informally ask more than one economic operator to submit a bid; c) where certain supply contracts for R&D 
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are awarded and hence, more economic operators could be approached.42 Third, around 30 % of (all) the 

accelerated procedures only attract one bid, which as mentioned is quite intuitive as shorter time limits apply. 

Fourth, the negotiated procedure with a call for competition and competitive dialogue result in the lowest 

number of one bid situations. Possible explanations might be that the contract will typically be of a high value 

when these procedures are used. Further, economic operators may find that the element of negotiation will 

make the contract more attractive and could increase their ability to win the contract.  

 

4.6. Industry 

An indicator of the industry (which can be perceived as a more detailed categorisation of the object of the 

contract) is provided by the CPV-codes. The CPV-codes are organised in eight digits with increasing level of 

detailed description. The contracting authority should use the level of digits that most closely describes the 

object of the contract to make it possible for potential tenderers to quickly assess whether the advertised 

contract is within their sphere of interest. Often, each CA has several CPV-codes to describe the contract 

object, the two-digit CPV code used in this study is the one that is categorised as the “primary” CPV code in 

TED. In Table 6, a cross tabulation of number of bids against two-digit CPV-codes is provided. All industries 

with more than 160,000 CAs are included, and industry 38 (which has a lower number of CAs) is included due 

to its very high percentage of one bid CAs.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
42 Cf. Article 32 of the 2014 Public Sector Directive/Article 31 of the 2004 Public Sector Directive. 
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Table 6: Distribution of bids by selected two (out of eight) digit CPV codes  

 
Note 1: 15 - Food, beverages, tobacco and related products; 30 - Office and computing machinery, equipment and supplies except 

furniture and software packages; 33 - Medical equipments, pharmaceuticals and personal care products; 34 - Transport equipment and 

auxiliary products to transportation; 38 - Laboratory, optical and precision equipments (excl. glasses); 39 - Furniture (incl. office 

furniture), furnishings, domestic appliances (excl. lighting) and cleaning products; 45 - Construction work; 50 - Repair and maintenance 

services; 60 - Transport services (excl. Waste transport); 66 - Financial and insurance services; 71 - Architectural, construction, 

engineering and inspection services; 72 - IT services: consulting, software development, Internet and support; 77 - Agriculture, forestry, 

horticultural, aquacultural and apicultural services;  79 - Business services: law, marketing, consulting, recruitment, printing and 

security; 80 - Education and training services; 85 - Health and social work services; 90 - Sewage, refuse, cleaning and environmental 

services. 

Note 2: Industries with more than 20% one bids are shaded in dark grey. Row percentages sum to 100. 

 

Of the industries shown in Table 6, seven sectors in particular stand out: 33 - Medical equipments, 

pharmaceuticals and personal care products; 38 - Laboratory, optical and precision equipments (excl. glasses); 

50 - Repair and maintenance services; 72 - IT services: consulting, software development, Internet and support; 

77- Agriculture, forestry, horticultural, aquacultural and apicultural services; 80 - Education and training 

services and 85 - Health and social work services. It is difficult to compare this result to the sectors identified in 

the report from the Court of Auditors, as their data seems to be at a higher level. However, there is 

correspondence at least with regards to medical equipments, repairs and maintenance and health services.43 

 
43 The report from the Court of Auditors, 22. 
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As these specific sectors seem to generally being exposed to low numbers of bids, in section 5.1, it is examined 

how the one bid situations for these sectors are distributed per country.    

A few additional comments should be made concerning industries and number of bids that are not shown in 

Table 6. First, there is a range of industries with quite low numbers of CAs but with quite high percentages of 

one bid situations. At two-digit level the following industries have less than 100,000 CAs and more than 25% 

one bid cases: 35 -Security, firefighting, police and defense equipment; 41 - Collected and purified water; 48 - 

Software packages and information systems; 64 - Postal and telecommunication services; 65 - Public utilities; 

and 76 -Services related to the oil and gas industry. The one bid percentages in these industries range from 26.8 

(industry 64; 59235 CAs)) to 49.1 (industry 41; 2133 CAs). Second, for most of these industries around half of 

the CAs concern open procedures and even for these procedures the share of one bid situations is above 20% 

(except for industry 41 and 65, both with around half of the CAs concerning open procedures but only around 

15% of these resulting in the submission of only one bid).   

 

4.7. Award criterion 

In Table 7 there is a cross tabulation of number of bids and award criteria (lowest price and best price/quality 

ration (previously most economically advantageous tender/MEAT)).44 

 

Table 7: Distribution of bids by award criterion 

 
Note 1: Cells marked with dark grey indicate cases where the one bid percentage is higher than 20. 

 

It may be observed that use of the lowest price criterion results in more situations with one bid than use of the 

best price/quality ratio. This is not a surprising result, as contracts using the best price/quality ratio may be 

economically more attractive to economic operators and may also seem more attainable for some economic 

operators.45 

 

 
44 For discussion of the change of terminology in the 2014 Public Procurement Directives, see R. Caranta, “Public 

Procurement and Award Criteria”, in C. Bovis (ed), Research Handbook on Public Procurement (Edward Elgar 2016), 

149. 
45 On the choice between the two award criteria, see R. Caranta, “Public Procurement and Award Criteria”, in C. Bovis 

(ed), Research Handbook on Public Procurement (Edward Elgar 2016), 149, 153-154. Analysing Swedish data, J. 

Stake, “Evaluating quality or lowest price: consequences for small and medium-sized enterprises in public 

procurement” (2017) 42 Journal of Technology Transfer, 1143, finds that, contrary to the perception, SMEs have lower 

success rates when best price/quality ratio is used. 
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4.8. Contract value 

To meaningfully describe the value of the contracts, they were distributed in four categories, each 

corresponding to 25% of the contracts (quartiles).46 The first quartile is the 25 % lowest value contracts. All 

contracts with the same value are place in the same category; this explains why the number of CAs in each 

category is not exactly the same in Table 8. However, the percentage in each category is equal, indicating that 

the variation of number of CAs in each category is very small. 

 Based on the available information, the trend is that the higher value of the contract, the fewer public 

procurement procedures result in the submission of only one bid, which might be expected as higher value 

contracts are generally more attractive. The largest effect of the value is from the third to the fourth quartile. 

 

Table 8: Distribution of bids by contract value 

 
Note 1: Cells marked with dark grey indicate cases where the one bid percentage is higher than 20. 

5. An investigation into how the different variables contribute to one bid situations 

 

In the following sections, the data is examined in more detail using different approaches. In section 5.1, the 

analysed data set comprise only the CAs with one bid.  Hence the CAs with missing number of bids, with zero 

bids and with more than one bid are removed from the data set. The resulting data set has 2,026,777 

observations. Some of the variables examined in section 4 are revisited to look at two dimensions at a time for 

one bid CAs. 

In section 5.2, the data set consists of CAs with both one bid and more bids, but all the CAs with missing 

number of bids and with zero bids are still removed. This data set has 7,084,605 observations. A model is 

developed for predicting the receipt of one bid as opposed to more bids. For this purpose, the information from 

many of the types of potential explanatory factors considered individually above in section 4, will be combined. 

This is done by using a logistic regression.  

As the data sets used below are different from the data set used in section 4, the numbers cannot be directly 

compared. 

     

 
46 Based on the variable called “value_euro_fin_2”. 
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5.1. Situations with only one bid – comparison of different variables  

5.1.1. A closer look at the industries with many one bid situations 

Based on the description of data in section 4, it is interesting to look at the industries that display many one 

bid situations. This is done by comparing several of the variables in the data set that only contains CAs with 

one bid. First, the geographical distribution of CAs (countries) is connected with the relevant industries. 

Second, the type of procurement procedure is connected with the industries. The purpose is to examine whether 

certain sectors in certain countries or certain types of procedures (as an indicator of procurement practice) 

display more one bid situations than others.  

In Table 9, the distribution of two-digit CPV-codes across countries is presented for the one bid situations.  

Cells marked in grey are the percentages larger than or equal to 5. Countries and industries are the same 

selections as shown in Table 1 and Table 6, respectively. 

  

Table 9: Distribution of one bid CAs (percentages) by countries across two-digit CPV industries 

 
Note 1: 15- Food, beverages, tobacco and related products; 30- Office and computing machinery, equipment and supplies except 

furniture and software packages; 33- Medical equipments, pharmaceuticals and personal care products; 34- Transport equipment and 

auxiliary products to transportation; 38- Laboratory, optical and precision equipments (excl. glasses); 39- Furniture (incl. office 

furniture), furnishings, domestic appliances (excl. lighting) and cleaning products; 45- Construction work; 50- Repair and maintenance 

services; 60- Transport services (excl. Waste transport); 66 - Financial and insurance services; 71- Architectural, construction, 

engineering and inspection services; 72- IT services: consulting, software development, Internet and support; 77- Agriculture, forestry, 

horticultural, aquacultural and apicultural services;  79 - Business services: law, marketing, consulting, recruitment, printing and 

security; 80 - Education and training services; 85 - Health and social work services; 90 - Sewage, refuse, cleaning and environmental 

services.  

Note 2: Industries with more than 5% one bids are shaded in light grey. Industries with more than 20% one bids are shaded in dark 

grey. 

Even though, as shown above in Table 6, several industries have relatively many one bid situations, when they 

are divided on countries a different pattern is revealed, cf. Table 9. CPV 33 is generally problematic, as the 

selected countries, except for United Kingdom and France, experience to receive only one bid in 15 % of their 

procurement procedures for medical equipments, pharmaceuticals and personal care products. Thus, this 
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industry or the procurement practices for the contracting authorities display specific characteristics that result 

in frequent receipt of only one bid.  

Only Slovenia experiences many one bids in procurements related to CPV 15 (food, beverages, tobacco 

and related products), and the difference to the other countries is very clear. Similarly, procurements related 

to CPV 85 (health and social work services) shows a very high number of one bid cases only in the United 

Kingdom. For these two CPVs, all the other countries only experience one bid situations in 5% or less of the 

cases. Thus, it seems like national factors, such as characteristics of the market, affect the occurrence of one 

bid situations in these industries. 

The general picture is that for most of the other industries only two or three of the countries have values of 

above 5%.  CPV  39 (Furniture (incl. office furniture), furnishings, domestic appliances (excl. lighting) and 

cleaning products) is the only industry where none of the selected countries experience that above 5% of their 

procurements attract only one bid. However, procurement in the selected countries in several other industries 

also indicate that one bid situations are less of an issue, with just above 5 % of one bid situations in a few of 

the countries countries.   

Next the focus is turned to the type of procurement procedure chosen by the contracting authority, as the 

literature review suggests that this could impact the frequency of one bid situations. In Tables 10.1 and 10.2, 

the industries and procurement procedures are compared for one bid situations.   

 

Table 10.1: Distribution of one bid CAs (percentages) by two-digit CPV industries across procedures 

 

Note 1: 15- Food, beverages, tobacco and related products; 30- Office and computing machinery, equipment and supplies except 

furniture and software packages; 33- Medical equipments, pharmaceuticals and personal care products; 34- Transport equipment and 

auxiliary products to transportation; 38- Laboratory, optical and precision equipments (excl. glasses); 39- Furniture (incl. office 

furniture), furnishings, domestic appliances (excl. lighting) and cleaning products; 45- Construction work; 50- Repair and maintenance 

services; 60- Transport services (excl. Waste transport); 66 - Financial and insurance services. 

Note 2: Industries with more than 5% one bids are shaded in light grey. Industries with more than 20% one bids are shaded in dark 

grey. 
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Table 10.2: Distribution of one bid CAs (percentages) by two-digit CPV industries across procedures 

 
Note 1: 71- Architectural, construction, engineering and inspection services; 72- IT services: consulting, software development, Internet 

and support; 77- Agriculture, forestry, horticultural, aquacultural and apicultural services; 79 - Business services: law, marketing, 

consulting, recruitment, printing and security; 80 - Education and training services; 85 - Health and social work services; 90 - Sewage, 

refuse, cleaning and environmental services.  

Note 2: Industries with more than 5% one bids are shaded in light grey. Industries with more than 20% one bids are shaded in dark 

grey. 

 

Table 10.1 and 10.2 show that in the situations where only one bid is received, the open procedure is most 

often used in all of the selected industries, i.e. in more than 50 % of the cases (except for CVP 72, It services: 

consulting, software development, internet and support, where the open procedure is used in just below 50 % 

of the situations with one bid). Use of the open procedure could indicate several things. For example, that the 

contracting authorities do not expect many bids, and that they want to ensure the competitive pressure from 

potential competition. However, it is difficult to interpret motives from the choice of the open procedure as it 

is used in 82.93% of all of the procurement procedures in this data set.  

In Table 10.2, CPV 79 (Business services: law, marketing, consulting, recruitment, printing and security) 

and 71 (Architectural, construction, engineering and inspection services) stand out, because several of the 

procedures used are resulting in only one bid in around 10-15 % of the cases. 

An unexpected result is that only 7.26 % of the procurement procedures that result in one bid is the 

negotiated procedure without prior publication of a contract notice.  

 

5.1.2. A closer look at the type of procurement procedure 

The choice of procurement procedure is not entirely free for the contracting authority but could to some degree 

give an indication of procurement practice, albeit at a very superficial level. In many situations, the contracting 

authority has a choice between for example the open and restricted procedure, or between negotiated procedure 



 

23 

 

with a call for competition and competitive dialogue.47 The main part of all advertised public procurement 

procedures in the data set are open procedures. 

In the following, the procedures used in one bid situations are examined further by looking at the use of 

procedures that result in only one bid in different selected countries (same countries as considered above in 

section 4.1, based on their number of CAs, plus Denmark), and by combining the type of procedure that 

resulted in only one bid with the value of the contract (based on the quartile categories described above in 

section 4.8). 

The picture in Table 11 is similar to that in Tables 10.1 and 10.2; most of the one bid situations result from 

an open procedure or a negotiated procedure without prior publication of a contract notice. The share of one 

bid situations based on the latter procedure varies significantly between the countries. Bulgaria is in the top 

and Poland has the lowest use of negotiate procedures without prior publication of a contract notice in one bid 

situations.  

If the insights from Table 11 is considered in the light of tables 9 and 10, for example Bulgaria and Poland 

could be compared.  

Both countries experience many one bid situations when they tender contracts concerning CPV 33 (Medical 

equipments, pharmaceuticals and personal care products), but they seem to use different procedures. 

Contracting authorities in Poland use open procedures, whereas in Bulgaria, they use negotiated procedures 

without prior publication of a contract notice. Thus, as noted in relation to Table 9, CPV 33 seems to display 

special characteristics. Based on the analysed data, it is not possible to identify more specifically what causes 

the high percentages of one bid situations for CPV 33 in some countries, but it seems like the choice of 

procedure is not decisive.   

 

Table 11: Distribution of one bid CAs (percentages) by countries across procedures 

 
Note: Countries with more than 5% one bids are shaded in light grey. Countries with more than 20% one bids are shaded in dark grey. 

 

 
47 The conditions for using these two procedures are the same, cf. Article 26(4) of the 2014 Public Sector Directive. In 

the 2014 Utilities Directive there is more freedom for the contracting authority to choose between the procedures, see 

Article 44. 
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The last examination made is of how the one bid situations are distributed on procurement procedure and 

contract value, see Table 12.  

There seems to be a tendency indicating that more of the contracts with a value in the 1 quartile are awarded 

based on the negotiated procedure without prior publication of a contract notice, whereas more of the contracts 

with a value in the 4 quartile are awarded based on the open procedure. This is intuitive, as the higher value of 

the contract, the more focus is likely to be on creating (potential) competition for the contract.  

 

Table 12. Distribution of one bid CAs (percentages) by value across procedures 

 
Note: Values with more than 5% one bids are shaded in light grey. Values with more than 20% one bids are shaded in dark grey 

(except for the ‘Row %’ where it does not really make sense due to the quantile split).1 quartile contains the lowest value etc. 

 

5.2. Is it possible to predict the probability of one bid situations? 

In an attempt to model the influence of several factors (more than two, as was done in section 5.1) at the same 

time on the probability of receiving only one bid in a public procurement procedure, a logistic regression was 

carried out for a data set that contains CAs with both one bid and more bids. The factors included in the model 

reflect all the information discussed so far: year, country, directive, contract object, authorities, type of 

procedure, two-digit CPV industries, award criteria (lowest price/best price/quality ratio) and quartiles of value 

of the contracts (1quartile comprises the 25% lowest value contracts). To interpret the results, it is important 

to understand that the results can be applied to calculate the hypothetical outcome based on the combination 

of variables for a single CA, expressed as the percentage for the probability of receiving only one bid for this 

CA. Therefore, the results cannot be compared to any of the tables above, where the actual data is presented.  

The model can test for the significance of any of the categories of a variable (compared to the base-

category). Tests for equal coefficients of all categories within a variable have also been performed for all 

variables. In almost all of the first type of tests  the conclusion is that the hypothesis of ‘no differences’ is 

rejected, partly  due to the large number of observations, The second type of tests all reject that the effect of 

the categories within a specific variable are equal.  As the effect of each variable is related to the values of all 
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other variables, the average predicted probability (called the hypothetical outcome above) of a one bid CA of 

each variable is used as reporting of the model results instead showing the coefficients themselves. A 

regression model’s overall ability to predict the probability of receiving a given outcome is denominated the 

“explanatory power” and is expressed by a percentage.48  

The explanatory power of the estimated model is 13.9%. This number is not very high, but when the data 

set consists of so many individual CAs, this was to be expected as there can be many reasons for individual 

CAs to be different. It might be possible to increase the explanatory power if the model were extended by 

adding more non-linearity to the model equation (for example by allowing for the effect of one variable to 

depend on values of another variable – technically by inclusion of interaction terms). It would also be possible 

to fine-tune the model by decreasing the number of cases with more bids to better balance the number of cases 

with one bid (something that is often done in machine learning modeling). However, even with these 

improvements, it would not be expected that the explanatory power would be very high.  

Table 13 contains a classification table of predicted values from the model. The classification is based on 

the model’s prediction of situations where one bid is likely to be received, and situations where more bids are 

likely to be received, and a check of the actual number of bids for each of these two cases. The table shows the 

number of cases in each category.  

The percentages shown in the last two rows of Table 13 are the percentages of correctly predicted one bid 

and more bids cases, respectively. Both of these percentages should be high. Thus, the model seems to be 

better at predicting the occurrence of more bids than of one bid. This is probably because there is overall a 

larger share of CAs with more bids than with one bid in this data set (almost three to one). The correct 

prediction percentage of one bid CAs is close to 32% is not too bad, but with our special focus on the one bid 

situations it would have been preferable if the model had been even better at predicting the likelihood of 

receiving one bid correctly.    

 

Table 13: Classification of predictions vs. true values and percentages of correctly predictions.  

 

Note: The classification follows common practice and places prediction values higher than 50% as predicted one bid and 

prediction values smaller than 50% as more bids.  

 

 
48 Pseudo R2. 
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To assess the average predictive probabilities of the model for a category of an explanatory variable 

(procurement procedure in the example below):  

1) The probability of receiving one bid is predicted in a scenario where every CA in the data set is set to 

have the same value for a specific category of the selected variable. All other explanatory variables 

have their actual values. An example for the categorical variable for procedure: for procedure = ”open” 

the procedure is set to “open” for all CAs, while the other explanatory variables for each CA take on 

their actual values. 

2) The average across all these predicted probabilities is calculated. In the example, this will 

provide the average predicted probability of receiving one bid for the procedure = “open”, 

taking the actual values of all the other explanatory variables into account. 

The results of these calculations (the predicted one bid CAs and their 95% confidence intervals) are reported 

in Figures 4 through 12 below. 

 

Figure 4: Predicted % for years  Figure 5: Predicted % for directives 

       

Note: The Y-axis is percentages, i.e., “.7” is 70 %. The 95 % confidence intervals are generally very small and therefore not visible in 

all of the figures. 

From Figure 4 it may be noticed that if the CA is from after 2016, it seems that the probability of receiving 

only one bid is slightly higher. The change may, as also mentioned above in relation to Table 1, be related to 

the transposition deadline for the 2014 Public Procurement Directives.  

Figure 5 shows the effect of the procurement being related to the different public procurement directives. 

If the CA concerns a contract awarded after a procedure conducted under the Concessions Directive, it is more 

likely to result in a one bid situation, than if the procedure was conducted under one of the other public 

procurement directives. This is not necessarily surprising, as concession contracts may be quite complex and 

by definition involve more risk than other contract types.  
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Figure 6A: Predicted % for country, part 1 Figure 6B: Predicted % for country, part 2 

       

Note: The Y-axis is percentages, i.e., “.7” is 70 %. The 95 % confidence intervals are generally very small and therefore not visible in 

all of the figures. 

Overall, based on Figures 6A and 6B, across countries, a quite high degree of heterogeneity is observed. If the 

procedure is conducted in countries like Poland and Slovenia, there is a quite high predicted probability of a 

one bid result, while Iceland and Ireland have much lower probabilities. France is another example of a large 

country with a quite high number of CAs and with a much lower average predicted probability of receiving 

one bid only. This indicates that national market conditions or procurement practices impact the probability of 

a one bid result.  

 

Figure 7: Predicted % for authority  Figure 8: Predicted % for contract object 

     

Note: The Y-axis is percentages, i.e., “.7” is 70 %. The 95 % confidence intervals are generally very small and therefore not visible in 

all of the figures. 

Figure 7 shows that the kind of authority does not really affect the probability of a one bid result, while Figure 

8 shows that for contract object, the probability of a one bid result in procedures concerning services and 

supplies are similar, while if a works contract is awarded, the predicted probability of a one bid result is 

somewhat smaller.  

 

 

 



 

28 

 

Figure 9: Predicted % for procedure           Figure 10: Predicted % for value of contract 

    

Note: The Y-axis is percentages, i.e., “.7” is 70 %. The 95 % confidence intervals are generally very small and therefore not visible in 

all of the figures. 

From Figure 9 it is seen that the type of procurement procedure that leads to the highest predicted probability 

for a one bid situation is the negotiated procedure without prior publication of a contract notice, which is not 

surprising. In addition, the award without a prior notice (that is, contracts where no public procurement 

procedure has to be conducted) and the accelerated negotiated procedure with a call for competition show 

relatively high probabilities. What is most surprising is maybe that the open procedure on average has a 

predicted value of around 30%; digging deeper into this finding would be an interesting topic of further 

research.  

Figure 10 shows the four quartiles of the value variable and also a category for the CAs that does not have 

a value shown in TED (missing). Over the quartiles, a light decrease in the predicted probabilities of one-bid 

CAs is seen, indicating that the more valuable contracts are estimated by the contracting authority to be, the 

less likely is it that only one bid will be received. Although not directly comparable, this result could be 

expected based on the findings in Table 12, see section 5.1.2.  

Figures 11A and 11B show the patters of dispersion in the predicted probabilities of one bid cases across 

two- digit CPV-codes. The pattern is quite heterogeneous with probabilities ranging from below 20% to around 

45%. The industries that show the highest percentages are 38 (Laboratory, optical and precision equipments 

(excl. glasses)), 41 (Collected and purified water), 76 (Services related to the oil and gas industry), 80 (Education 

and training services) and 85 (Health and social work services). Note that CPV 41 and 76 were not among the 

industries shown in Tables 6 and 7, and hence not industries that showed consistently high values of one bid 

situations on their own or across countries. This is partly due to differences in the data sets, partly due to the 

model for the predictions “taking all selected variables into account at the same time”.  
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Figure 11A: Predicted % for industry, part 1 Figure 11B: Predicted % for industry, part 2 

 

Note 1: The Y-axis is percentages, i.e., “.7” is 70 %. The 95 % confidence intervals are generally very small and therefore not visible 

in all of the figures.  

Note 2: All of the CPV-codes are displayed. Selected industry descriptions: 15 - Food, beverages, tobacco and related products; 30 - 

Office and computing machinery, equipment and supplies except furniture and software packages; 33 - Medical equipments, 

pharmaceuticals and personal care products; 34 - Transport equipment and auxiliary products to transportation; 38 -  Laboratory, optical 

and precision equipments (excl. glasses); 39 - Furniture (incl. office furniture), furnishings, domestic appliances (excl. lighting) and 

cleaning products; 45 - Construction work; 50 - Repair and maintenance services; 60 - Transport services (excl. Waste transport); 66 - 

Financial and insurance services; 71 - Architectural, construction, engineering and inspection services; 72 - IT services: consulting, 

software development, Internet and support; 77 - Agriculture, forestry, horticultural, aquacultural and apicultural services; 79 - Business 

services: law, marketing, consulting, recruitment, printing and security; 80 - Education and training services; 85 - Health and social 

work services; 90 - Sewage, refuse, cleaning and environmental services. 

 

Figure 12: Predicted % for award criteria 

 

Note: The Y-axis is percentages, i.e., “.7” is 70 %. The 95 % confidence intervals are generally very small and therefore not visible in 

all of the figures. 

Finally, in Figure 12, the pattern of dispersion in the predicted probabilities of receiving only one bid across 

award criteria is shown. The predictions for award criteria take on very similar values, close to 30 percent. 

The model can easily calculate the predicted probability of a one bid case for any combination of values of 

the explanatory variables. In Table 14, the predicted probabilities of receiving only one bid in these cases are 

presented. 
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Table 14: Predictions for CA being one-bid for hypothetical cases 

 

Note 1: Predicted probabilities larger than 90% are marked with dark grey. The predicted probability smaller than 20% is marked with 

light grey. 

Note 2: “Body” = body governed by public law. 

As the potential number of combinations is very large, hypothetical cases were constructed to illustrate the 

predictive properties of the model for one bid cases. Three industries are chosen as the basis of the selected 

cases: industry 33 (Medical equipments, pharmaceuticals and personal care products), 45 (Construction work) 

and 72 (IT services: consulting, software development, Internet and support). They match naturally with the 

procurement of supplies, works and services, respectively. The industries are chosen with a view to their 

overall importance and whether or not they have many one bid cases. The two countries Poland (PL) and 

France (FR) are selected as they generally have many CAs, but show very different patterns of one bid 

situations. For all cases the predictions are made for the Public Sector Directive, the ‘lowest price’ award 

criterion and the year 2022. For CPV-code 33, the focus is on regional and national authorities. For the two 

other CPV-codes the focus is broadened to also include “body governed by public law”. Next, for all the 

hypothetical cases predictions are shown for both the least (1 quartile) an the most (4 quartile) valuable 

contracts. Finally, to be able to discuss the results in relation to the theory section, three types of procedures: 

‘Open’, ‘Restricted’ and ‘Negotiated without a call for competition’ are chosen.  

From Table 14 some general patterns emerge – even though in some of the cases the differences are not 

very big:  

1) The probability of receiving only one bid is higher for Poland than for France. 
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2) The differences amongst the categories of authorities provides a consistent pattern but are also 

throughout quite small; bodies governed by public law has the lowest predicted probability of 

receiving only one bid irrespective of the other characteristics of the cases. 

3) There is a consistent ranking amongst the CPV-codes/industries and thus the character of the contract 

object (supplies/services/works). The probability of receiving only one bid is highest for CPV-code 

72 (IT services: consulting, software development, Internet and support), followed by 33 (Medical 

equipments, pharmaceuticals and personal care products) and 45 (Construction work).  

4) The negotiated procedure without a call for competition has considerable higher probabilities of one 

bid than the open and restricted procedures; open procedures make it slightly more likely to receive 

only one bid than the restricted procedure. The latter is in line with the expectations, based on the 

literature review in sc. 2.1. 

5) For CAs with a higher estimated contract value, the probability of receiving only one bid is consistently 

lower than for the CAs with lower values. 

It is surprising that the predicted probabilities in general are very high for Poland and that the probabilities for 

the open procedure are also relatively high; consistently higher than 20%, except for CPV-code 45 

(Construction work) for France (marked with light grey in the table).   

6. CONCLUSIONS 
 

The research in this article was spurred by the Commission’s finding that a significant share of public 

procurement procedures published at EU level only attract one bid, as recently confirmed in the report from 

the Court of Auditors. The purpose of the research was to identify characteristics that might explain the lack 

of competition and thereby provide ideas for further research, and to comment on the current debate spurred 

by the report from the Court of Auditors with regard to one bid situations. 

The main findings are that specific industries and countries display high shares of procurement procedures 

that result in receipt of only one bid. For the most critical sector, CPV 33 (Medical equipments, 

pharmaceuticals and personal care products), seemingly the contracting authority’s choice of procurement 

procedure is not decisive for the outcome of the procedure in terms of the number of bids received. This 

suggests that either the industry has characteristics that makes public procurement procedures a futile exercise 

or that the procurement practices applied by contracting authorities are not appropriate to create competition.  

The analysis of data resulted in a number of interesting findings, including that it appears that the 2014 

Public Procurement Directives have led to an increase in the number of public procurement procedures that 

lead to the submission of only one bid, that the level of the contracting authority seemingly affect the 

occurrence of one bid situations and that it is remarkable how many open procedures result in the receipt of 

only one bid. Further, the analysis confirmed that the industries pinpointed in the report of the Court of 

Auditors seem to be challenged when it comes to the creation of competition for public contracts, but it also 

showed significant differences across countries. A very first attempt of constructing a predictive model was 

made, but the explanatory power of the model and its ability to correctly predict one bid cases were quite low 

(13.9 % explanatory power (pseudo R2) and a share of 31.92% correct predictions of one bid). The model 

illustrated that in the tested hypothetical cases, the country, industry and choice of procedure seem to be 

affecting the probability of receiving only one bid. Further research efforts in this area could include modern 
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Machine Learning techniques and clustering to optimize the explanatory power and ability to correctly predict 

one bid cases.49  

 Whereas the research has not yet been sophisticated to a sufficient degree in order to provide answers with 

the desired detail or validity, it has been confirmed that the procurement of medical equipments faces certain 

challenges at EU level which confirms earlier results.50 Future research could e.g. look into the nationality of 

the tenderers being awarded contracts, the design of the tender terms and conditions, and include market 

information.      

Future research could also focus on identifying in more detail the sectors that are problematic (by increasing 

the number of CPV-code digits) or problems on certain markets (behavior/concentration). Further, it would be 

interesting to identify geographical/authority level/procedural characteristics that could be used to identify 

public procurements that potentially will result in the receipt of only one bid. The purpose of such research 

would be to enable addressing the lack of competition more targeted. However, it should not be neglected that 

potential competition is an important discipliner in public procurement;51 hence, receiving only one bid is not 

necessarily directly related to complete absence of competitive pressure. But it might be, especially if the 

procurement is designed to fit one tenderer or if the lack of bids is due to anti-competitive behavior in the 

market.  

 On 24 May 2024, the Council published its conclusions concerning the report of the Court of Auditors and 

launched a broad initiative with an in-depth analysis of the existing legal framework and an EU-wide strategic 

action plan for public procurement in the EU.52 This could be expected as a way forward in addressing many 

of the shortcomings of the procurement rules identified by the Court of Auditors. However, the results 

presented above indicates that with regard to the issue of one bid situations – which have not been reduced by 

the new possibilities in the 2014 Public Procurement Directives – it seems like very specific measures are 

needed. For example, best practices could be shared by the contracting authorities in the specific sectors where 

one bid situations often occur in some countries, but where this is not the case in other countries.  

 Another issue which is rarely discussed in a public procurement context is the risk of granting State aid 

where there is no competitive pressure in the procedure for the award of a public contract. In the majority of 

situations where only one bid is submitted, the procurement procedure is an open procedure; thus, the 

competitive pressure from potential competition is in theory present. However, in cases where the submission 

of one bid (from the same tenderer) is a repeated occurrence,53 potential competition is not disciplining, and 

the contracting authority should make further efforts to ensure that the price is the market price.         

 
49 Such research could be inspired by Galvis Restrepo, M., Feature reduction for classification with mixed data: an 

algorithmic approach, available at: 

https://research.cbs.dk/files/79154148/marcela_galvis_restrepo_phd_series_35_2022.pdf (accessed June 2024). 
50 la Cour, L., Milhøj, A. and Ølykke, G.S., “Transparency Notices in the EU Public Procurement Regime: An 

Empirical Study of the use of Transparency Notices in Denmark, Sweden and the United Kingdom” (2015) Public 

Procurement Law Review, 24(5), 164.  
51 McAfee, RP. and McMillan, J. (1987a). “Auctions with a Stochastic Number of Bidders.” Journal of Economic 

Theory, 43(1), 1-19, show that concealing the number of bidders will yield the best result for the seller (that is, in public 

procurement the buyer) which is an effect similar to the pressure from potential competition in open procurement 

procedures. 
52 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/da/press/press-releases/2024/05/24/council-adopts-conclusions-on-the-court-of-

auditors-report-on-public-procurement/ (accessed June 2024).  
53 The frequency hereof has not been examined in the study but could be the subject of further research. 

https://research.cbs.dk/files/79154148/marcela_galvis_restrepo_phd_series_35_2022.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/da/press/press-releases/2024/05/24/council-adopts-conclusions-on-the-court-of-auditors-report-on-public-procurement/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/da/press/press-releases/2024/05/24/council-adopts-conclusions-on-the-court-of-auditors-report-on-public-procurement/

