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ABSTRACT
The modern lifestyle has resulted in a gradual dismantling of the vital services offered by nature, put-
ting human existence at risk. In this sense, it is understood as a Public Administration responsibility the 
active participation in the promotion of sustainable consumption and production strategies, not only 
through public policies implementation, but also through its abundant purchasing power. Thus, the 
present investigation aims to identify and classify the main barriers that have hampered the massive 
application of sustainable public procurement (SPP) in Brazil. The proposed objective was achieved 
through a Delphi study. A panel of experts identified 32 main obstacles for SPP implementation, which 
were subsequently ranked according to a five-point Likert scale. The results suggest that, among all the 
barriers identified, 10 are the leading factors that hinder the implementation of SPPs in the  Brazilian 
public sector. The findings of this paper, therefore, provide a valuable reference for experts and practitio-
ners in the selection of the obstacles that must be firstly overcome to stimulate the application of SPPs.
Keywords: Barriers, Brazil, Delphi study, public sector, sustainable consumption, sustainable produc-
tion, sustainable public procurement.

1 INTRODUCTION
Public procurement (PP) refers to the purchase of goods and services by governments or 
public institutions through a public contract [1]–[4]. In other words, ‘is concerned with how 
public sector organisations spend taxpayers money’ [5] to perform their functions and deliver 
its services [6]. According to [7], ‘the public procurement market is considered to be the larg-
est business sector in the world’, being reputable as a key economic activity of governments 
[8]. It represents, approximately, 16% of the gross domestic product (GDP) of the European 
Union (EU) [7]–[11], and between 8% and 25% of the GDP in organization for economic 
cooperation and development (OECD) countries [5],[8]–[10], granting the public sector a 
high purchasing power [11].

In light of the aforementioned scale of this market, procurement is currently perceived as 
an important policy instrument [2],[8],[12],[13], presenting a significant potential to shape 
production and consumption trends [11], driving countries to the creation of a more sustain-
able economy. In practice, governments can use PP as a lever to achieve broader policy goals 
[8]. This means that public purchases should not be recognized as simple acquisition pro-
cesses anymore, but as strategic tools for the effective conversion of socio-environmental 
policies into sustainable acquirements [14]. Hence, there is a need for the state to play a more 
active role in environmental protection [15], in addition to establish wider objectives in their 
purchases, such as societal well-being and economic development [16]. Therefore, govern-
ments ‘not only ask citizens to be environmentally conscious’ [17], but sets an example by 
means of a socio-eco-friendly buying process, which is called sustainable public procure-
ment (SPP) [9].

In spite of the several benefits inherent in this new concept of procurement [16], the theme 
‘has only relatively recently been the subject of considerable academic research’ [8]. To date 
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extant literature indicates a limited exploration in the context of the public sector [9],[13],[18], 
with the great majority of these studies being carried out in private companies [19]–[22]. Fur-
thermore, there is a preponderance of works conducted in developed countries such as Sweden 
[23], UK [16],[24–26], Spain [3],[27], The Netherlands [7],[28], USA [18],[29], Australia 
[30], Norway [1], Denmark [31], Germany [32] and Canada [33], while SPP surveys within 
the context of developing and underdeveloped countries have been systematically neglected 
[34]. Whereas achieving a sustainable level of consumption and production ‘requires a diver-
sified approach in developed and developing economies’ [35] since their intrinsic characteristics 
vary in relation to their consumption patterns, economic condition, industrialization level, 
demography and socio-cultural factors [34],[36], this research fills this gap through a study in 
Brazil, a developing country and the largest economy in Latin America.

Government purchases from Brazil comprise about 10–15% of the country’s GDP each 
year, representing a billion dollar market [37],[38]. However, there is a critical lack of SPP 
studies in the Brazilian context [38], whose field of knowledge has been considered less 
structured than in other nations [39]. Due to this shortage, procurers have been hesitant to 
adopt sustainable practices since there is no well-defined selection criteria that allows the 
option for the best value alternative instead of the lowest bid [33]. Although many surveys 
have indeed pointed out cost as the primary component and strongest barrier in performing 
SPP [2],[34],[40], there are other numerous obstacles influencing its implementation, such as 
lack of funding [24],[28], inadequate market supply of sustainable services and products 
[41], low social and environmental awareness [42], insufficient policies and regulation [33], 
as well as deficient training and education of purchasers and suppliers [21].

The objective of this paper is to identify and classify the main barriers that have hampered 
the massive application of SPPs in Brazil. Considering the limited quantitative studies avail-
able, this ranking approach becomes extremely relevant in order to highlight the most feared 
obstacles and the necessary steps to be taken to prevent or solve them, since literature is 
dominated by suggestions of various scholars that lack empirical evidences to be proven [43].

The proposed objective was achieved through a Delphi study. A panel of renowned experts 
was assembled and after three rounds, 32 barriers to the implementation of sustainable pro-
curements in Brazil were identified and classified according to a five-point Likert scale. 
Secondly, a literature review was conducted to define the most common obstacles encoun-
tered in recently published papers worldwide. Thus, it was possible to evaluate the relationship 
between the barriers cited by Brazilian specialists and those addressed by foreign research-
ers. Finally, Cronbach’s alpha was used to attest the consistency of the research.

The main contribution of this research is the identification of the leading factors that hinder 
the implementation of SPPs in the Brazilian public sector. Therefore, the research findings 
contribute to the expansion of the body of knowledge about the subject in the country, which 
is extremely limited nowadays, as well as providing a valuable reference for experts and 
practitioners in the selection of the obstacles that must be firstly overcome to stimulate the 
application of SPPs.

Following this introduction, this paper is structured into five additional sectors. Section 2 
presents the conceptual background of the research based on a comprehensive literature 
review that culminates in research questions development. Section 3 describes the details of 
the research methodology procedures, including sampling, data collection procedures, and 
research tools. Section 4 presents research findings and data analysis. Section 5 discusses the 
implications of the study results. Finally, Section 6 summarizes the study conclusions, as well 
as exposes work limitations and directions for further research.
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2 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
Excessive consumption of natural resources has caused enormous environmental degrada-
tion, reaching extremely worrying levels over the years as global ecosystems are not able to 
regenerate at an equivalent rate to its exploitation [41],[44]. In recent decades, the subject has 
been increasingly occupying the international meetings agenda [45], which aims not only to 
mitigate environmental problems generated by this lack of control, but also to preserve soci-
ety in an effort to guarantee their quality of life [41]. This set of events consolidated SPPs in 
the international scenario, pressing all stakeholders to face the ‘reality that sustainability 
might no longer be a matter of choice, but a necessity’ [18].

The goal of a traditional procurement is to ‘find an optimal balance between quality and 
low costs’ [2]. However, considering the increasing concern about the impact of business on 
society as a whole [9], factors other than economic prosperity have come to be considered by 
the decision-making mechanisms, such as the protection of the natural environment and 
social justice [40]. This is strongly associated with the concept of sustainable development 
[5] formulated by John Elkington [47], globally known as 3Ps, reflecting the dimensions of 
the triple bottom line (TBL). Based on this, procurers should consider a number of topics in 
their purchasing processes, which cannot be analyzed in isolation [22]. These aspects are also 
labeled as the three sustainability pillars: profit (economic), planet (environmental), and peo-
ple (social) [16],[40].

The terms used to define SPP are often different, although all of them point out that, in 
essence, it is necessary to preserve a delicate balance between the economic and social 
aspects, and environmental conservation [45], by means of a demand-oriented policy tool 
[48]. Walker and Brammer [9], for instance, highlight SPP as ‘the pursuit of sustainable 
development objectives through the purchasing and supply process, incorporating social, 
environmental and economic aspects’. Uttam and Roos [23] state that SPP ‘specifications 
require a product/service with minimum or lower environmental impact and/or a positive 
social outcome in relation to another product/service that meets the same purpose’. The 
authors of [49] stated that it ‘involves the purchase of any product or service that results in a 
lesser environmental impact while performing a similar function (to comparable products or 
services) and while demonstrating social responsibility and ethics, at its comparable price to 
enhance competitive performance’. Despite the growing inclusion of sustainable criteria in 
the procurement processes [18],[50], and the broader attention received by researchers world-
wide [21], in many cases, however, the focus was on only one of the three pillars [40], tending 
to favor the environmental dimension [51], thus dismantling the concept of SPP.

Therefore, it is required that public procurers change their regular procurement behavior 
[7], seeking to integrate equally all sustainability pillars into organizational strategies [11]. 
This is indispensable given the scale of PPs [8],[52], that allows the Government to employ 
its purchasing power to influence buyers and sellers [5],[16],[26],[37],[53] towards a more 
sustainable society. According to [50], some of the benefits provided by SPP practices are the 
transformation of markets, job creation, monetary economy, and protection of natural 
resources. Thereby, SPP is already recognized as a powerful agent of change [45] and a key 
mechanism to drive public policies [37],[52], enabling governments to ‘reduce the negative 
aspects of production and consumption’ [7].

Although fundamental, SPP implementation presents a high level of complexity [48]. Ten-
sions usually arise between the traditional focus on choosing the cheapest bidder and the 
sustainability goals [12]. As reported in [30], in cases where SPP represents cost reduction, 
the choice is clear, but when circumstances are not so obvious, there is a general difficulty in 
choosing the most advantageous tender. The situation worsens in public agencies where the 
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procurement function is typically perceived as a back-end function and is rarely considered 
of strategic interest [54], hampering the imperative ‘shift from purchase-cost to life-cycle 
cost approach’ [11]. This is just one of the many barriers to be transposed in order to institu-
tionalize SPPs in the public sector.

The research aims to elucidate which barriers are hindering the evolution of the SPP con-
cept in the Brazilian public sphere and the perceived negative impact of each of them in 
government sustainable purchases. In order to achieve this objective, it was necessary to 
answer the following research questions (RQ) by means of a Delphi exercise, as outlined in 
the next section.

RQ1: What are the main barriers that negatively affect Brazilian sustainable public 
acquisitions?
RQ2: The barriers cited for the Brazilian reality are related to the barriers found in the 
international literature?
RQ3: What barriers must be faced first to consolidate SPPs in Brazilian public 
institutions?

3 RESEARCH METHOD
The current study adopts a methodological approach (Fig. 1) that combines quantitative and 
qualitative information to increase research reliability [22],[33]. Data were collected 
through a Delphi exercise that was used to identify the main barriers affecting SPP in the 
Brazilian public sector context. This approach allows for a deeper analysis of the subject 
[22] and contributes to the formation of a specialized collective opinion [55]. A five-point 
Likert scale was used to collect opinions from sustainability experts in order to identify, 
rank, and prioritize the barriers regarding to their level of impact from the perspective of 

Figure 1: Study method steps.
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professionals with recognized competence. This is the most requested measurement scale in 
PP research [7],[9],[12],[16],[21],[26],[28],[43],[56]–[58] and the higher the average value 
of a barrier, the greater the perception of its overcoming complexity. Simultaneously with 
the Delphi study, a comprehensive literature review was carried out to define the most com-
mon barriers encountered in recent published work worldwide, allowing responses to the 
research questions.

The research data were analyzed using the Cronbach’s alpha test to evaluate the internal 
consistency of the questionnaire among the responses under the adopted measure scale 
[41],[43],[59]. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient ranges from 0 to 1.00, where 1.00 indicates the 
highest level of validity and reliability of the quantitative inputs [43]. Previous studies sug-
gest that alpha scores above 0.70 are considered acceptable and, since Cronbach’s alpha 
value is above 0.886, the scale in this study is considered reliable and indicated that each item 
was unique and not a repetition [50],[60].

3.1 Delphi study

The Delphi method was developed in 1962 by Norman Dalkey and Olaf Helmer [61]. It con-
sists of a group process [62] in which collective conclusion is considered more trustworthy 
than individual opinions [55]. The method is structured from questionnaire rounds with 
knowledge being transferred between the participants through feedback and survey re-
administration [55], which requires time commitment and a certain willingness on the part of 
the individuals to review their own points of view [63].

Another feature of the Delphi approach is that information can be exchanged until a satis-
factory degree of consensus is reached [55], without requiring participants to meet in person 
[64]. In fact, maintaining the anonymity of individual responses during the process is even 
desirable [63], as it allows participants to express their opinions more transparently and with-
out any fear of being judged by other members of the group.

The authors of [61]–[64] provide more in-depth information on the Delphi concept.
Given the apparent complexity of SPP, researchers chose to use in the Delphi study a panel 

of carefully selected sustainability experts in order to reduce results uncertainty and improve 
reliability. The selection criteria involved indicators of academic and professional training, 
years of experience working with the SPP [55], publications in the field [25], presentations 
made at national and international conventions [25], and availability to participate [14]. 23 
recognized sustainability specialists with extensive professional experience and representing 
a range of sectors, such as academics, public sector professionals and consultants, were ini-
tially invited to engage in the study. 20 of them accepted the task.

Although there is some consensus in the literature that is usually between 8 and 15 experts 
is an acceptable amount, it was decided to invite a larger number of participants considering 
that some of them may give up in the middle of the process, thus affecting the validity of the 
study [65]. This proved to be a good strategy, of the 20 specialists who started the survey, 
only 17 completed the whole process (representing a response rate of 85% for the whole 
study). This remains a high level of responses, which was achieved by fixing the participants 
time commitment in three rounds, which occurred between June 5 and August 30, 2018. 
Although the panel was composed entirely of subject matter experts, a guide was emailed to 
all participants before the start of the first round of the study. This document aimed to inform 
about the research project and its objectives, as well as to ensure that all terms and definitions 
related to SPPs were interpreted in the same way.
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Then the three steps of the research were performed. The first round consisted of a single 
open-ended question: Which barriers hinder the application of SPPs in the Brazilian public sec-
tor? The option for this approach rather than the application of a longer questionnaire was made 
in order to ‘facilitate the exploration of the subject’ [25], keeping the focus on the theme, thus 
increasing the response rate. Results obtained in the first round were analyzed and the barriers 
cited were compiled giving rise to a new questionnaire. In the second round, respondents were 
asked to assess the level of importance of the 41 barriers obtained in round one, using a five-point 
Likert scale ranging from 1 denoting ‘not critical’ to 5 denoting ‘very critical’. Based on this 
scale, the barriers were classified and the least representative ones were excluded from the study, 
reducing the time of completion of the questionnaire, thus encouraging continuity of participa-
tion by the specialists. In the third and last round, participants were provided with average values 
obtained in round two and then invited to re-evaluate their views using the same Likert scale.

All contact between the researchers and the specialists was carried out by e-mail, and 
respondents’ answers and identities were kept anonymous to the other panel group members. 
The results obtained at each stage of the Delphi study are presented in Section 4 of this arti-
cle, and were translated by the authors from Portuguese to English.

4 RESULTS

4.1 Demographic background

Currently, it is not easy to find professionals with great experience in sustainability and, at the 
same time, knowledge about procurement processes. Therefore, our sampling strategy began 
with a list of previous research contacts, including academics and practitioners. Initially, 38 
possible participants were identified for the study. In order to reduce and refine the list of 
experts, it was decided to invite only those who had more than five years of professional 
experience and at least two years of experience in applying SPPs. Thereby, the 23 specialists 
invited to participate in the research were selected, 20 of whom accepted the invitation. 
Table 1 presents the professional profile of the respondents.

4.2 Round one

The first stage of the Delphi study was conducted from June 5 to June 30, 2018. 20 experts 
were invited to respond to the aforementioned question:

Which barriers hinder the application of SPPs in the Brazilian public sector?
No regulation was established for the preparation of responses, which allowed participants 

to present their views with total freedom. All the experts sent their answers by email (repre-
senting a response rate of 100% for this round) and each of them reported, on average, 14 
barriers. After reading and re-reading the responses received, similar items were merged to 
eliminate ambiguities and the 41 main barriers (B1 to B41) that negatively affect Brazilian PP 
according to this panel of experts were identified (Table 2), thus responding to RQ1. Table 2 
also presents the result of an extensive bibliographical research that allows one to relate the 
barriers cited by the panel of experts with those found in international literature. The analysis 
of this table points out that various barriers found by the Delphi method are mentioned sev-
eral times in the researched literature. This means that most of the problems faced abroad in 
relation to the SPPs implementation are also perceived in Brazil, highlighting the most cited 
items B5, B6, B20 and B26, and allowing us to answer RQ2.
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Table 1: Key profile of the respondents.

Sustainability 
Experts

Educational 
 Background

Professional 
Experience SPP Experience Sector

Specialist 1 Engineer, D.Sc. 20 years 5 years Construction

Specialist 2 Architect, M.Sc. 8 years 3 years Health

Specialist 3 Architect, D.Sc. 10 years 3 years Construction

Specialist 4 Engineer, PhD 18 years 6 years Education

Specialist 5 Economist, M.Sc. 5 years 2 years Health

Specialist 6 Lawyer, D.Sc. 10 years 5 years Education

Specialist 7 Administrator, MBA 8 years 4 years Health

Specialist 8 Architect, MBA 12 years 6 years Construction

Specialist 9 Engineer, M.Sc. 7 years 4 years Construction

Specialist 10
Interior Designer, 
M.Sc.

8 years 3 years Construction

Specialist 11 Professor, D.Sc. 23 years 7 years Education

Specialist 12 Professor, PhD 20 years 8 years Education

Specialist 13 Administrator, M.Sc. 10 years 3 years Health

Specialist 14 Accountant, M.Sc. 12 years 5 years Health

Specialist 15 Engineer, M.Sc. 5 years 2 years Construction

Specialist 16 Professor, D.Sc. 16 years 5 years Education

Specialist 17 Professor, D.Sc. 18 years 6 years Education

Specialist 18
Interior Designer, 
MBA

6 years 3 years Construction

Specialist 19 Architect, M.Sc. 12 years 5 years Construction

Specialist 20 Engineer, D.Sc. 14 years 6 years Construction

Table 2: Barriers identified in Delphi first round and in the international literature.

Code Barrier Literature References

B1 Lack of financial support [5], [24], [30], [33], [38]

B2 Decentralized purchasing structures [5], [60]

B3
Insufficient integration between suppliers and pur-
chasers

[24], [25], [30], [67]

B4 Excessive bureaucracy [66] – [68]

B5
Higher costs/prices resulting from the option for 
sustainable items

[5], [21], [24], [30], [31], 
[38], [42], [60], [66]

B6 Lack of government incentives [24], [33], [42], [66], [68]

B7 Rigid organizational structure of public institutions [38]

(Continued)
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Code Barrier Literature References

B8 Disarticulation between the spheres of public sector [38]

B9
Conflicts between the priorities of the purchasing 
process (economic, social, and environmental)

[5], [38], [60]

B10
Instability generated by electoral cycles that can dis-
rupt government SPP initiatives

[5], [38], [60]

B11 Lack of long-term planning [5], [21], [24], [38], [67]

B12 Lack of procurer awareness [5], [24], [31], [33], [38]

B13 Lack of supplier awareness [5], [24], [31], [33], [60]

B14
Lack of clear organizational guidelines and strategic 
goals for the application of SPPs

[24], [25], [30], [31], 
[38], [67]

B15 Lack of transparency in procurement decision making [25]

B16 Lack of methods to measure sustainability [25], [33]

B17 Tendency to maintain current practices [21], [24], [33], [67]

B18
Concerns about the quality of sustainable products/
services

[5], [38], [60]

B19 Lack of attractiveness of sustainable products/services [24], [42]

B20
Insufficient/Inconsistent government policies and 
regulations that encourage SPP

[21], [24], [30], [33], 
[38], [60], [67]

B21 Countries social, economic and political context [67]

B22 Lack of knowledge of local conditions [33]

B23
Perception that the option for sustainable items can 
restrict competition

[5], [38]

B24 Lack of public/citizen pressure [30]

B25 Lack of policy makers support [5], [60], [67]

B26 Lack of top management support [24], [30], [31], [33], [60]

B27
Low availability of sustainable products/services sup-
pliers

[5], [30], [38], [60]

B28
Lack of knowledge on the existence of sustainable 
items suppliers

[38]

B29
Lack of sustainable products/services available on 
market

[5], [38], [42], [60]

B30
Insufficient integration of sustainability requirements 
into contract specifications

[5], [25], [60]

B31
Inconsistent definitions and different interpretations of 
the SPP concept

[24], [30], [33]

B32 Lack of procurers training and education to adopt SPP
[25], [30], [31], [38], 

[66], [67]

B33 Lack of suppliers training and education to adopt SPP [21], [30], [31], [38], [67]
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B34
Insufficient R&D background on sustainable tech-
nologies

[24], [68]

B35
Lack of knowledge about the social and environmen-
tal impacts of sustainable products

[30]

B36
Bad previous experiences in purchasing sustainable 
items

[42]

B37
Lack of sufficient time to incorporate sustainable 
items in the procurement process

[5], [24], [38], [60]

B38
Complexity in incorporating sustainability concepts 
into the purchasing process

[31]

B39
Difficulty in considering the cost of the whole product 
/service life cycle in tender evaluation

[25], [33]

B40 Slow and inefficient dissemination of SPP knowledge [24], [33], [42], [66]

B41 Lack of organizational culture to support SPP [24], [38], [60]

4.3 Round two

This round was conducted from July 9 to July 31, 2018. The same 20 experts were invited to 
complete this new questionnaire, but only 19 replies were received (representing a response 
rate of 95% for this round). One expert was not able to respond due to workload, which did 
not affect sample representativeness. At this stage, respondents received a spreadsheet 
 containing the 41 barriers pointed out in the first round and were asked to classify their level 
of importance according to a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 denoting ‘not critical’ to 5 
denoting ‘very critical’. All items were presented in the form of sliders permitting  participants 
to ‘indicate their preferences by sliding along the scale rather than choosing just one of the five 
options’ [18]. This allowed experts to judge each barrier with the greatest  possible criterion.

The results analysis enabled the identification of the 41 barriers statistical significance. 
Barriers with mean values below 2.00 were considered not significant (based on the Likert 
scale used) and were excluded from the study. This was done in order to eliminate the less 
representative items and ensure that the final list reflects the opinion of most experts on 
 barriers that are really relevant in the Brazilian context, since this is the main goal of this 
Delphi exercise.

The calculated standard deviation for each barrier can be considered low given the sample 
size, indicating harmony among the experts’ opinions. It is also important to note that the 
highest standard deviations were observed in the barriers that were excluded from the study 
because of their low average (below 2.00), indicating a lack of uniformity in the responses. 
This means that few experts considered these barriers to be really relevant to the Brazilian 
context. Nine barriers were removed, among which: lack of public/citizen pressure (B24); 
lack of knowledge about the existence of sustainable items suppliers (B28); concerns about 
the quality of sustainable products/services (B18); lack of supplier awareness (B13); lack of 
attractiveness of sustainable products/services (B19); unfavorable social, economic, and 
political context of the country (B21); instability generated by electoral cycles that can dis-
rupt government SPP initiatives (B10); disarticulation between the spheres of public sector 
(B8); and lack of knowledge of local conditions (B22).
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Rank Barrier
Mean 
Value

Standard 
Deviation

1 B11 Lack of long-term planning 4.84 0.177

2 B16 Lack of methods to measure sustainability 4.79 0.178

3 B35
Lack of knowledge about the social and environ-
mental impacts of sustainable products

4.78 0.198

4 B32
Lack of procurers training and education to adopt 
SPP

4.69 0.231

5 B33
Lack of suppliers training and education to adopt 
SPP

4.68 0.216

6 B41 Lack of organizational culture to support SPP 4.58 0.267

7 B6 Lack of government incentives 4.53 0.355

8 B5
Higher costs/prices resulting from the option for 
sustainable items

4.51 0.105

9 B26 Lack of top management support 4.36 0.589

10 B23
Perception that the option for sustainable items can 
restrict competition

4.34 0.490

11 B20
Insufficient/Inconsistent government policies and 
regulations that encourage SPP

4.28 0.555

12 B39
Difficulty in considering the cost of the whole prod-
uct /service life cycle in tender evaluation

4.19 0.675

Table 3: Barriers classification after Delphi third round.

4.4 Round three

The third and last round was conducted from August 6 to August 30, 2018. Considering the 
19 specialists who completed the second step of the study, 17 presented their answers in this 
third round (representing a response rate of 89.5% for this round). Two experts were not able 
to respond due to workload, which did not affect the sample representativeness.

At this stage a new questionnaire was developed. The less representative items were 
excluded and respondents were provided with average values for the Likert scales by means 
of a sheet with two scores. The first one was named ‘Your score’ and represented the score 
that the expert provided in round two, and the second score was named ‘Mean score’ and 
represented the mean of the scores provided by all the experts in round two [25]. Based on this 
information participants were then invited to re-evaluate their views using the same  five-point 
Likert scale. Table 3 shows the classification found according to the new calculated averages 
and also the new standard deviation of the scores obtained for each of the evaluated items.

Indeed, on average, the standard deviations were maintained, indicating a low variation in 
the experts opinions. Thus, the main changes resulting from Delphi third round were minor 
modifications in the barriers classification, highlighting those occurred among the 10 most 
cited ones, such as: B41 was originally placed in the fourth position and at the end of the third 
round was moved to the sixth position; B26 which was in 11th went down to ninth place; and 
B6 climbed one position down, moving from the eighth to the seventh place.
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13 B14
Lack of clear organizational guidelines and strate-
gic goals for the application of SPPs

4.12 0.305

14 B30
Insufficient integration of sustainability require-
ments into contract specifications

4.11 0.448

15 B3
Insufficient integration between suppliers and 
purchasers

4.03 0.668

16 B38
Complexity in incorporating sustainability concepts 
into the purchasing process

3.95 0.529

17 B29
Lack of sustainable products/services available on 
market

3.88 0.467

18 B27
Low availability of sustainable products/services 
suppliers

3.81 0.631

19 B9
Conflicts between the priorities of the purchasing 
process (economic, social and environmental)

3.69 0.810

20 B25 Lack of policy makers support 3.62 0.775

21 B34
Insufficient R&D background on sustainable tech-
nologies

3.52 0.420

22 B15
Lack of transparency in procurement decision mak-
ing

3.33 0.584

23 B17 Tendency to maintain current practices 3.22 0.311

24 B4 Excessive bureaucracy 3.18 0.439

25 B1 Lack of financial support 3.15 0.843

26 B31
Inconsistent definitions and different interpretations 
of the SPP concept

3.10 0.671

27 B12 Lack of procurer awareness 3.08 0.781

28 B2 Decentralized purchasing structures 3.05 0.840

29 B36
Bad previous experiences in purchasing sustainable 
items

2.96 0.924

30 B37
Lack of sufficient time to incorporate sustainable 
items in the procurement process

2.69 0.989

31 B40
Slow and inefficient dissemination of SPP knowl-
edge

2.55 0.909

32 B7 Rigid organizational structure of public institutions 2.14 0.914

5 DISCUSSION
Table 3 above shows the classification of barriers that prevent the dissemination of SPPs 
according to the level of importance assigned by a panel of experts specially selected for this 
study. At first sight, it is possible to notice that barriers present high averages, that is, most of 
the barriers obtained mean values above 4 (42.87%) in a scale ranging from 1 to 5, indicating 
that there is consensus about the severity of the difficulties faced in the implementation of 
SPPs in the Brazilian public sector. Another relevant factor to be observed is the distribution 
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of the standard deviation in the study. The deviations presented in each of the barriers varied 
between 0.105 and 0.989, values considered within the normal parameters for studies of this 
category [38].

However, it is in the upper and lower extremities of Table 3 that the most important contri-
butions of this research are located. First, it is worth noting the lower end of the list where the 
least voted barriers are located. From the experts group perspective the slow and inefficient 
dissemination of SPP knowledge (B40) and the rigid organizational structure of public insti-
tutions (B7), are not fundamental problems for the advancement of SPPs in Brazil. This is a 
very important fact because it shows that experts do not believe that the lack of information 
about the importance of sustainability in PP or a possible hierarchical rigidity in the organi-
zational chart of the institutions are sufficiently serious factors to prevent the implementation 
of sustainable criteria in the biddings.

The upper row of the table, in turn, presents the most relevant result of this research. The 
10 best classified barriers were considered very critical by the experts, and this result is sig-
nificant, since it identifies the challenges that must be faced first to consolidate SPPs in 
Brazilian public institutions, answering RQ3. Thus, these 10 items will be analyzed below.

•	 Lack of long-term planning (B11) and higher costs/prices resulting from the option for 
sustainable items (B5)

Increasing costs/prices is one of the factors most frequently identified as an obstacle to SPPs 
implementation [2],[5],[8],[21],[34],[60]. In fact, this barrier ranked 8th in the Delphi Study, 
with a mean value of 4.51, and it is completely related to the long-term planning, which was 
the most well-ranked barrier in this study, with a mean value of 4.84 (Table 3).

Actually, the incorporation of modern technologies or the use of higher quality raw materi-
als, usually the basic conditions for new products creation, are the main causes of the higher 
cost presented by items that manifest sustainable characteristics [30] and difficulty in finding 
qualified suppliers to provide a specific product or service [15]. However, this is a very com-
mon phenomenon in the consumer market of virtually all sectors of the economy. 
A smartphone, for example, may have its sale price doubled over the previous model as a 
result of a processor upgrade or due to the inclusion of a higher resolution camera. The ques-
tion is, therefore, why such overvaluation is considered trivial, while the use of more money 
in the purchase of products less harmful to the environment or that promote social benefits is 
still seen by many as an affront to the principle of economicity.

The lowest price paradigm, coming from the traditional perspective of cost reduction at 
any price [12], still needs to be broken. Purchasers, in general, continue to superficially com-
pare elements to be acquired, completely ignoring the cost–benefit notion. A currently more 
expensive item may, in medium or long term [30], offsets the initial costs incurred in buying 
[17], due to factors such as, saving water and energy, improving users quality of life and 
reducing negative impacts to the natural and human environment. As long as these externali-
ties are not included in the equation, sustainable items will continue to be neglected because 
they are considered too expensive in relation to traditional items.

•	 Lack of methods to measure sustainability (B16) and Lack of knowledge about the social 
and environmental impacts of sustainable products (B35)

These barriers ranked 2nd and 3rd in the Delphi Study, with a mean value of 4.79 and 4.78, 
respectively (Table 3). Indeed, much of the failure to disseminate SPPs has been attributed to the 



164   B. B. F. Da Costa & A. L. T. S. Da Motta, Int. J. Sus. Dev. Plann. Vol. 14, No. 2 (2019)

lack of means to determine whether a declared ‘sustainable’ item is, in fact, more advantageous 
than a ‘traditional’ one [23],[27],[46]. Therefore, if a strategy is not widely implemented to accu-
rately inform the degree of sustainability of a particular product or service, it is really difficult to 
determine concretely its positive or negative impacts on the environment and society. Actually, 
this kind of labeling is somewhat unfortunate because it polarizes objects in an inappropriate 
way. No product or service is fully sustainable, and it is not always possible to categorize it as 
totally unsustainable. Almost all fit into a middle ground, where some have specific characteris-
tics that, according to some standards, allow them to get the stereotype of a socio-environmentally 
friendly product or service. However, the lack of reliable references, in some cases, results in 
misjudgments, favoring articles whose profitability does not last in the long term.

There is an urgent need to recognize and adopt metrics that allow wide-spectrum analyzes, 
that is, that identify and quantify the impacts and costs caused by the production of an item, 
which must cover the entire production chain, including its manufacturing, storage , trans-
port, use, and final destination, i.e. a cradle-to-cradle system [23]. In this perspective, one of 
the most promising tools is the life cycle assessment (LCA) [15]. Standardized by ISO 14040, 
it is a technique for analyzing the environmental performance of products and services 
throughout their life cycle. Thereby, it becomes evident the viability of items comparison by 
means of a clear and scientifically based method, providing security to the manager in the 
choice of an object that produces less negative impact to the environment [30]. The use of this 
technique will allow the verification of which item presents more compatible characteristics 
with the aspirations of the Government, driving the choice of the most advantageous object 
and eliminating any subjectivity in the judgment. That is the only way to certify that all costs 
involved in the generation of a product or service is being considered, allowing its apportion-
ment throughout its useful life. This is an essential condition for measuring profitability, 
since unfortunately the average consumer tends to present a superficial understanding of 
object cost assessment, tending to opt for those with lower initial expenses, whereas, in fact, 
others values must be taken into account [7].

·	 Lack of procurers and suppliers training and education to adopt SPP (B32 and B33)

This is one of the main reasons pointed out by professionals who work in the area for not 
using the sustainable criteria in their licitatory processess [41] and, in this research, ranked 
4th and 5th among the most critical barriers in the Delphi study, with a mean value of 4.69 
and 4.68 (Table 3). In fact, the scarce existing literature on SPPs [16] contributes to the lack 
of current technical capacity [15],[30], constituting a limiting factor for activities effective 
performance in any area. However, although it is a legitimate restrictive aspect, it does not 
represent an argument that grounds its non-observation. It is a professional duty to perma-
nently search for information that helps to perform its functions in the most efficient way 
possible, acquiring technical competences to perform SPPs [31]. It is not expected that all 
professionals will instantly become experts in the socio-environmental analysis of the wide 
range of products and services acquired by the institutions in which they operate, but at least, 
in principle, be capable of identifying, pondering, and describing the most important criteria 
for the most prominent objects [30].

•	 Lack of organizational culture to support SPP (B41)

The generalization of the application of sustainable criteria in the procurement process rep-
resents a common challenge for all the professionals involved in the acquisition of products 
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and services for the Public Power, who must be willing to remodel their traditional concepts 
of purchase [16]. That is the reason for this barrier to stay in the sixth place in the Delphi 
study list, with a mean value of 4.58 (Table 3).

The values adopted by the institution become especially significant [15], since they 
emphasize the organization’s perspective regarding the objectives of restricting 
 environmental degradation and increasing social responsibility in its contracting, the latter 
being considered here as the use of purchasing power in the acquisition of products and 
services with a positive social impact [23]. However, new convictions are not always eas-
ily  embedded in an industry typically marked by decades of stagnation [48]. Therefore, it 
is imperative the involvement of these organizations leaders in the company cultural 
 mutation process, since they are responsible for determining the methodology to be 
adopted [41].

•	 Lack of government incentives (B6)

Incentive policies are considered valid and direct methods of accelerating the adoption of 
sustainable systems [57]. Unfortunately, for a large part of society, which includes public 
administrators, socio-environmental protection is still appreciated through a blurred lens, 
which has a direct and negative impact on the understanding of the sustainable national 
development principle in PP. Despite this, B6 ranked seventh in the Delphi Study with a 
mean value of 4.53 (Table 3). In order to reach an acceptable scale, it is essential to formulate 
an ostensible awareness program, which can only be achieved through a scenario of solid 
political support.

It is therefore perceptible that the participation of the State is imperative [69], either indi-
rectly, when exercising its role of buyer, using its massive purchasing power for the 
introduction of public policies [8],[27],[48], or actively, directly financing the expansion of a 
new consumer and producer market, in line with the notion of public interest in protecting the 
natural and human environment [30].

•	 Lack of top management support (B26)

This barrier ranked 9th in the Delphi study, with a mean value of 4.36 (Table 3). Contrary to 
the small innovations that normally originate in the ‘factory floor’, the formulation of a new 
policy that breaks paradigms and influences an entire corporation will hardly be realized by 
an employee allocated at the heart of the productive chain, but through the commitment of the 
company leaders [41],[30], whose managerial vision will enable the establishment of new 
guidelines and results collection, never forgetting the crucial institutionalization of these 
policies, in order to transcend the current leadership. This is an indispensable precaution in a 
country whose notion of development is often tied to party’s whims.

•	 Perception that the option for sustainable items can restrict competition (B23)

There is a false perception that the exclusion of companies from a bidding process due to the 
non-compliance of one or more sustainable clauses imposed by the Government represents a 
restriction to the competitiveness of the event [16], since reducing the number of participants 
limits the benefits that could be achieved through a wider competition. This erroneous notion 
put this barrier in the tenth place of the Delphi study list, with a mean value of 4.34 (Table 3). 
In fact, a procurement process suggests the existence of a relative  assortment of organiza-
tions, which could possibly be interested in disputing the contract in question, thus allowing 
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the selection of the most advantageous proposal for the contracting institution. However, the 
urgency of attracting as many candidates as possible cannot be considered more important 
than the purchase of the object that best meets the collective interest.

In this sense, procurers’ responsibility increases, since they must clearly and objectively 
specify the item to be acquired, aiming firstly to meet the needs of the institution and compli-
ance with the legislation, even though, the group able to compete is diminished. Therefore, in 
addition to the need for a correct description of the item to be tendered, continuously proac-
tive attitude is expected from procurers, looking for information on the products that are 
already available in the market, so that they can indicate to their suppliers what will be 
required in future biddings, facilitating their adaptation.

6 CONCLUSION
Several challenges of implementing SPPs have been suggested in the literature [30],[60], and 
an increasing amount of scholars have been devoting themselves to the study of its barriers 
[28]. This phenomenon indicates that there is a growing consensus on the relevance of the 
role of the public sector as a promoter of sustainable policies [9]. In this sense, considering 
the scarcity of studies on SPPs in underdeveloped and developing countries, this research 
consolidates as one of the first to effectively assess the obstacles making it difficult in its 
implementation in Brazilian context. The research findings not only significantly increase the 
existing body of knowledge on SPPs, but also provide empirical support for the selection of 
the barriers that must be overcome in the first place to stimulate the application of sustainable 
purchases in the Brazilian public sector.

This study successfully answered the three research questions providing practical implica-
tions for public procurers, researchers, and policymakers. Procurers’ behavior is crucial [28], 
because they are the frontline professionals whose decisions can directly influence how the 
institution addresses sustainability in its purchasing policy. However, only through the con-
stant search for qualification, servers in general will permanently dispel any fear of facing 
potential legal conflicts, which is a risk aversion behavior that has reduced the willingness of 
these professionals to participate in innovative projects [7]. Researchers need to focus their 
attention on developing methods and tools to measure the sustainability of products and ser-
vices, providing a solid technical base for procurers, so that they can always choose the most 
advantageous item. On the other hand, policymakers should introduce clear and simple 
instructions on SPPs into government programs in order to legally justify procurers’ choice. 
Thus, the empirical and theoretical results of this research lead to the conclusion that a single 
individual is not able to reach the objectives of the SPPs working alone. A joint action of all 
the categories of professionals involved in the subject is necessary, so that the obstacles indi-
cated in this study can be overcome, one by one.

This research is subjected to some limitations that should be considered, and some may 
serve as a stimulus for future work. The research design provides a snapshot of SPP prac-
tices in the Brazilian context. Therefore, further studies could test the applicability of results 
in different underdeveloped and developing countries. The research findings are clearly 
limited in terms of sample size. Although a satisfactory number of experts participated in 
the research, generalization of results should be done with caution, since it may not repre-
sent the entire population. A larger sample may be considered in future studies to overcome 
this problem. Associated with this limitation is the fact that the geographical distribution of 
the sample was made unevenly. In fact, the opinions of experts could be influenced by cul-
tural differences, however, this is a common factor in a continental country such as Brazil, 
and the investigation of these differences was not included in the scope of the article. For 
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future research, it would be interesting to examine the opinion of specialists in different 
regions separately.

Finally, current research can be extended in several directions, however, it is important to 
highlight the need to consider the suppliers perspective on the subject, since this study took 
into account only the procurers’ opinion. Therefore, this article provides suggestions for 
future research by shedding light on the most cited barriers by SPP experts and, it is hoped 
that it can promote the improvement of SPP practices in Brazil.
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