
PROCUREMENT GLOSSARY

Supplier visit: a practical guide for
operational and strategic
procurement visits
The supplier visit is a planned, on-site assessment and maintenance of the business

relationship with a supplier at their production or administrative site. It gives buyers direct

insights into manufacturing, quality assurance and capacity that go beyond documents and

telephone calls. Whether a qualification visit, audit tour or strategic top-management meeting:

the visit is one of the oldest and most effective instruments of supplier management. In

practice, thorough preparation and follow-up above all determine whether a visit delivers

measurable benefit.
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Key facts at a glance

01 Supplier visits serve the qualification, evaluation, relationship management and risk

review of suppliers directly on site.

02 Typical visit types are the first visit, qualification visit, audit, problem visit and strategic

top-level visits.

03 A structured agenda with a checklist, defined participants and documented results is

standard good practice.

04 On-site observations frequently feed into the supplier performance evaluation and the

supplier rating.

05 Visits also have a preventive effect: they reduce risks such as quality fluctuations,

capacity bottlenecks or dependencies at critical supplier sites.

06 Follow-up with documented actions and follow-up dates is decisive for the actual

procurement lever.
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Definition: supplier visit

A supplier visit is the scheduled presence of procurement or functional department representatives at

the supplier's premises in order to personally review and further develop performance capability,

processes and collaboration. It is deliberately distinguished from ad-hoc requests or pure audits: the

visit combines evaluation, information exchange and relationship management. It usually takes place

within a defined visit programme derived from a supplier landscape analysis.

Distinction from the supplier audit

An audit follows a formalised review catalogue with a normative requirement, for example for quality

management systems. The supplier visit is broader in scope: alongside process review, it also covers

dialogue, trust-building and strategic alignment. In practice, visit results frequently feed into the same

evaluation systems as audit results, for example the supplier rating or the supplier performance

evaluation.

Position within supplier management

Visits are one building block within overall supplier management, situated between supplier

qualification at the start of the relationship and ongoing supplier performance evaluation in day-to-day

business. They complement metrics such as delivery reliability or complaint rates with qualitative

impressions. Especially for critical commodity groups with high cost-driver-analysis relevance, personal

visits are often indispensable.

Objectives and visit types: when a supplier visit is worthwhile

The purpose of a visit determines agenda, participants and intensity. In practice, five types have

become established, differing according to lifecycle stage and criticality of the supplier. Resources for

visits are limited, so selection should be governed by criteria such as spend volume, risk and

innovation potential.

First visit and qualification visit

Before awarding the first order, buyers check whether the supplier can meet technical, capacity and

quality requirements. Typical topics are manufacturing processes, machinery, metrology, staffing ratios

and financial stability. The qualification visit frequently culminates in a formal supplier qualification with

approved status and is a prerequisite for inclusion in the preferred supplier base.

Problem visit and escalation visit

For acute coordination problems – such as repeated quality defects, delivery backlogs or price

complaints – the visit serves on-site root-cause analysis. A joint bottleneck-analysis review with the

supplier identifies bottleneck points in process or capacity. Such visits usually also require technical

support from design or quality, not just the buyer alone.
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Strategic visits and innovation dialogue

With strategic suppliers, the focus is on long-term topics: technology roadmaps, capacity planning,

sustainability requirements and further contract development. Top-level visits at executive level signal

appreciation and open doors to better terms or prioritisation in times of shortage. Frameworks for

e-auction procedures or joint cost optimisation programmes are also frequently agreed here.

Preparation and process: methods and approach for the supplier
visit

A structured process turns a polite tour into an effective procurement instrument. Good practice

comprises four phases: selection and invitation, preparation, execution and follow-up. Each phase has

defined outcomes so that the visit can be transferred into internal company processes such as

approvals or procurement strategies.

Selection and invitation

Visit planning is derived from the supplier landscape analysis and the segmentation of the supplier

portfolio. Critical A, B and C suppliers receive different visit frequencies – typically annually for

A-suppliers, less frequently for C-suppliers. The invitation is issued formally with agenda, participant list

and a clearly communicated purpose, so that the supplier provides the right contacts.

Preparation and checklist

Before the visit, open items are compiled: open complaints, price enquiries, unclear line-item

clarifications, aggregated quality and logistics issues. A visit checklist with key topics ensures that core

questions are not overlooked. It is also helpful to review current market data and target cost

calculations in order to conduct cost discussions on a well-founded basis. For planned tenders, the visit

can also serve to establish a tender timetable with the supplier.

Conducting the visit on site

The classic daily schedule includes a welcome, a production tour with a focus on quality and logistics, a

topic block with management dialogue and a joint agreement on actions. It is important to document

observations concretely: machine utilisation, stock levels, process discipline, handling of returns and

complaints. Finally, responsibilities and deadlines are recorded in writing – ideally in a joint report.

Follow-up and action tracking

Only systematic follow-up makes the visit sustainable: results flow into the supplier dossier, open items

are recorded with deadlines and reviewed again at the next review. Findings relevant to evaluation

should be incorporated into the supplier performance evaluation and, where applicable, influence

approval status or ranking. Those using an electronic system should ideally link actions to the

procurement approval workflow so that approvals and immediate measures do not get lost in the inbox.
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Key KPIs and evaluation of supplier visits

Supplier visits are qualitative, but can be managed effectively if findings are transferred into

performance metric systems. The evaluation takes place in two stages: on the one hand as an

output-oriented evaluation of the supplier, on the other as an efficiency check of your own visit

programme. Both levels should be evaluated regularly within procurement.

Supplier evaluation based on visit results

Observations from the visit are translated into evaluation criteria – such as process maturity, quality

culture, capacity reserves and innovative strength. These soft factors complement hard metrics such as

delivery reliability, scrap rates or price index in the supplier rating. In practice, a visit grade from 1 to 5 is

awarded and factored into the overall ranking.

Efficiency of the visit programme

Your own programme is also measurable: metrics such as visit review rate, proportion of suppliers with

a current visit in the last cycle, completed actions or identified procurement levers demonstrate the

benefit. High data quality KPIs in the supplier master – such as current certificates, contacts and visit

documents – are a prerequisite for reliable reporting and also support the factual invoice audit for

supplier-related settlements.

Link to procurement strategy

Visit results should be exploited strategically: identified dependencies lead to dual sourcing measures,

capacity bottlenecks to early commitment arrangements, and innovation potential to development

projects. In this way, the visit becomes an input for the savings pipeline and for continuous value

improvement in procurement.

Risks, controls and legal aspects

Supplier visits also entail risks – for both sides. The spectrum ranges from visitor misconduct and

breaches of confidentiality to unintended information disclosure. Clear rules and controls preserve the

benefit and protect the relationship.

Compliance and confidentiality

Visitors often gain insight into sensitive information – manufacturing costs, customer lists, technologies.

Confidentiality agreements, photography bans and defined access permissions in the plant are

therefore standard. Visitors should be aware that behavioural errors on site can reflect directly on the

company, for instance in the case of benefits or inappropriate invitations.

Objectivity and bias

A personal impression can distort evaluations – positively as well as negatively. Control mechanisms

help: standardised checklists, paired visits from different functions and documented evaluations against
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fixed criteria. It is important not to weigh visit impressions unreflectively against hard figures such as

delivery reliability or complaint rates.

Legal considerations

Relevant are occupational health and safety regulations at the visited site, where applicable export

controls for sensitive technologies, as well as data protection aspects regarding documented personal

data. The specific design should be examined case by case – particularly for cross-border visits and

contractual agreements on access, liability and confidentiality.

Current developments: digitalisation and hybrid visit formats

Digitalisation is changing the role of the classic supplier visit. Virtual tours, live data access and

AI-supported enrichment reduce the need for physical presence – yet at the same time raise the

importance of personal visits for strategic topics and trust-building. Agile procurement approaches and

short-cycle adjustments also require more flexible formats.

Virtual and hybrid visits

Video walkthroughs, shared dashboards on delivery performance and digital plant tours increasingly

replace travel for routine cases. They save costs and time but reach their limits for complex audits or

strategic topics. In practice, a hybrid model is establishing itself: frequent virtual touchpoints, with

physical visits targeted and less frequent, but more intensive.

Risk-focused visit planning

Events such as natural disasters, geopolitical tensions or supply chain crises have raised the

importance of supplier site risk monitoring. Visits are used specifically to review vulnerabilities at critical

sites – such as single-source dependencies, contingency plans and business continuity arrangements.

In addition, many companies maintain a procurement emergency team that can respond quickly on site

in the event of disruptions.

Sustainability and compliance focus

Sustainability requirements and supply chain topics are increasingly shifting the content of visits

towards working conditions, energy consumption, emissions data and raw material origins. Here, visits

serve as on-site controls, complementing certificates and self-declarations. It is important to involve the

relevant functions – quality, sustainability, logistics – in order to review new requirements holistically.

Running supplier visits effectively: best practices for
procurement

Alongside structure and preparation, details determine success. Experienced buyers use the visit not

only for assessment but actively for shaping the relationship and positioning themselves for
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negotiations. Several proven practices help to extract measurable benefit from every visit.

Getting the composition of the visiting group right

Visits are more effective when, alongside the buyer, functional specialists from engineering, quality or

logistics also take part. They enable technical depth but also signal importance to the supplier. For

strategic topics, the participation of managers is recommended in order to convey weight and

commitment.

Gathering negotiation-relevant information

The visit provides indications of the cost and market situation: plant utilisation, free capacities, raw

material costs, labour market conditions. This information feeds into the cost-benefit analysis and the

preparation of price negotiations. Those who observe and ask targeted questions have better

arguments in the next price discussion than someone who merely reads spreadsheets.

Relationship management beyond the negotiation

Not every visit needs to be audit-like. Informal elements – a shared lunch, a conversation with

production staff, appreciation of good performance – also strengthen the relationship. This pays off in a

crisis: suppliers who work trustingly with the buyer are more likely to prioritise their orders in bottleneck

situations.

Typical metrics

Metric Typical value

Visit coverage rate for A/B
suppliers

> 90 %

Proportion of critical suppliers visited within the defined cycle; typical

practical benchmark

Completion rate of visit actions > 80 %

Proportion of actions from visit reports completed on time

Visit grade in the supplier rating Scale 1–5

Weighting of the visit evaluation in the overall score varies by

company, typically 10–20 %

Procurement levers identified per
visit

1–3 actions

Benchmark for strategic visits with a cost focus

Practical example

A medium-sized mechanical engineering company with around 300 active suppliers suffered from

repeated quality problems with a sheet-metal processing supplier. The head of procurement organised

a two-day problem visit with representatives from design and quality. The joint plant tour revealed that
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an ageing press stock for the critical component was insufficiently calibrated and that no documented

first-article sample existed. As a result, a package of eight actions with deadlines and a follow-up

meeting was agreed.

Joint root-cause analysis based on a bottleneck analysis of the supplier's production line.

Agreement of a new measuring point and an updated incoming-goods inspection plan for the

critical assembly.

Inclusion of two improvement projects in the savings pipeline to reduce material costs in the long

term.

Documentation of the visit results in the supplier dossier and adjustment of the supplier

performance evaluation.

Conclusion

The supplier visit remains an indispensable instrument in modern procurement – despite all

digitalisation. It provides insights that cannot be gleaned from documents and data portals: process

culture, capacity situation, staff quality and trust level. What matters is less the frequency than the

quality: clear objectives, structured preparation, documented follow-up and integration into evaluation

systems. Those who plan visits strategically and consistently exploit the results achieve measurable

advantages in cost, quality and risk minimisation. The visit is therefore no nostalgic relic but an active

lever in supplier management.

Frequently asked questions

? What is a supplier visit and what is it for?

A supplier visit is a planned, on-site assessment and maintenance of the business relationship with

a supplier. It serves supplier qualification, evaluation, risk identification and strategic alignment.

Findings typically feed into supplier performance evaluation and the supplier rating.

? How often should you visit suppliers?

Visit frequency depends on the criticality and spend volume of the supplier. In practice, strategic

A-suppliers are visited annually or semi-annually, while C-suppliers are often only visited on an

event-driven basis. Concrete planning should be derived from a supplier landscape analysis and

risk assessment.

? How do you prepare for a supplier visit?

Good preparation includes an agenda with key topics, a checklist of review questions, a participant

list from procurement and functional departments, and a review of open items such as complaints

or price enquiries. The goal is to ensure no core topics are left undiscussed and that the visit is

steered purposefully.
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? What is the difference between a supplier visit and a supplier audit?

An audit follows a formalised review catalogue, often with a normative background, and checks

compliance against defined requirements. The supplier visit is broader: it combines evaluation with

relationship management, strategic exchange and informality. The two formats complement each

other and provide input for the same evaluation systems.

? How do you document the results of a supplier visit?

The standard is a joint visit report documenting observations, agreements, responsibilities and

deadlines. The results are filed in the supplier dossier and transferred into the supplier performance

evaluation. Open actions are followed up at the next review – ideally system-supported via a

procurement approval workflow.

? Is a virtual supplier visit worthwhile?

Virtual formats work well for routine reviews, status updates and minor clarifications – they save

travel time and costs. For qualifications, audits and strategic topics they offer only limited

substitutes, as on-site observations and personal contact are hard to replace. In practice, a hybrid

model has proven successful.

Find the right suppliers on Amplifa

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

receive comparable offers.

amplifa-marketplace.ai

Amplifa Marketplace · Procurement glossary Page 8 of 8


