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[bookmark: _Overview]Overview 
[bookmark: _Defining_an_RFI_1]This guide provides tips on using a Request for Information (RFI) to support the solicitation process. An RFI can help identify and address knowledge gaps and verify existing information by requesting written responses, offering a Supplier Meeting, or both. RFI written responses and supplier meetings give potential bidders, current contractors, and customers a chance to share information, capabilities, and market insights. This feedback helps the agency better understand available solutions and make informed procurement decisions.  Gathering input from stakeholders beyond the sourcing team strengthens the solicitation development process and brings in a wider range of knowledge, experience, and perspectives.
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[bookmark: _Defining_an_RFI]What is an RFI
An RFI is a procurement practice used to get responses primarily from potential Contractors (“suppliers”) in a transparent but less formal way than competitive solicitation.  Responses may include best practices, industry standards, and applicable technologies. RFIs are not a competitive solicitation; they do not result in a contract award. Participation in an RFI should always be optional, not mandatory. RFIs are intended to inform and improve an upcoming solicitation.  For example, market-specific questions could improve the bid price structure, help determine minimum requirements, or justify a particular award structure.
Examples of when to use an RFI: 
· Outreach to connect with potential bidders.
· Clarify vague or conflicting requirements from the Sourcing Team.  
· Strengthen the scope, pricing structure, and requirements of solicitation.
· Confirm the presence and capabilities of Washington Small or Veteran Owned Businesses.
· Evaluate a first-time or innovative approach to solicitation.
· Making sure our requirements and specifications are possible by the industry, and not too restrictive
Note: RFIs do not create an obligation to conduct a solicitation. Instead, an RFI should help determine the solicitation strategy.
[bookmark: _Structuring_an_RFI][bookmark: _Creating_an_RFI][bookmark: _Creating_an_RFI_1]
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[bookmark: _Creating_an_RFI_2]Creating an RFI
The content of each RFI must be customized to the commodity. RFIs must ensure no participant gains an unfair advantage in the resulting solicitation. Some RFIs will offer a written request for responses via email, while others may include an optional supplier meeting, facilitated either virtually or in person. 
Note: Customers may want or need to provide feedback; if so, a separate Supplier Meeting should be offered.
[bookmark: _Supplier_Meetings_a.k.a.]Supplier Meetings 
A supplier meeting provides a platform for experts to discuss new trends, standards, available products or services, and more. Real-time dialogue allows for impromptu questions, which can be more useful than written feedback if suppliers actively participate. 
Note: A supplier meeting is not meant to share information about upcoming solicitations or to answer suppliers' questions. Instead, it is the suppliers’ responsibility to share relevant information during the meeting.
Supplier meetings can be held in two formats: one-on-one (between a single supplier and the Procurement Coordinator) or in a group (with all suppliers and the Procurement Coordinator). 
One-on-one meetings should be offered to all suppliers (not only current contractors, for example) to avoid any perception of favoritism. Consider availability and bandwidth when choosing a format, as one-on-one meetings can take longer. It is appropriate to ask targeted questions in supplier meetings; suppliers often speak more freely in one-on-one conversations.
These meetings can be held virtually, in person, or in a hybrid format. During the meeting, make effective use of time. If expecting a large number of attendees or planning a hybrid meeting, consider asking a teammate for assistance. They can manage the virtual meeting by allowing people to join, muting attendees, monitoring the chat, and taking notes. 
However, only the Procurement Coordinator (or their Supervisor) should steer the conversation. Confidential information, such as customer identities on the Sourcing Team, must not be disclosed. If using an Artificial Intelligence (AI) tool for note-taking, ensure the resulting documents are promptly reviewed and edited for accuracy, as they will be considered public records.
At the end of the meeting, clearly outline the next steps, including deadlines for written feedback and projected timelines. Encourage more detailed explanations of meeting topics in written submissions. If available, share the Planned Procurement Page and Schedule for the solicitation for suppliers’ reference. Always thank attendees for their time and input.
[bookmark: _Potential_Questions]Potential Questions
Whether holding a meeting or asking for written feedback, make sure your questions are ready in advance. Focus on the RFI’s purpose and customize your questions using the RFI Template. Include general questions that all businesses can answer to get a broad view of the industry. Be careful with questions about proprietary information, as they may reduce overall participation.  
Examples:
1. Product or Service Categories. Provide a detailed explanation of how you categorize [COMMODITY] into distinct groups, along with examples of products within each category. Below is a sample [COMMODITY] table organized by category, including products that [AGENCY] is considering for inclusion in the scope of the future statewide contract. Identify any items typically excluded from your offerings.

	
	
	

	
	
	

		Comment by Goff, Andrea (DES): Note: Before posting, create a table that groups the products or services within [COMMODITY] by category.  Include proposed category names and all products or services. 
	
	



2. Service Areas. Which counties and regions of Washington State can you serve directly? Does your business use subcontractors? If yes, where?
3. Delivery. Describe how your delivery network works, including warehouse locations, and how deliveries are made throughout Washington State.
4. Cost Factors. What are the primary cost drivers for [COMMODITY] (materials, labor, transportation, overhead, etc.)?
5. Customer Service. Describe your approach to customer service and the opportunities for added value that you provide. 
6. Onboarding Time. Describe your approach to onboarding customers and the timeline for the onboarding process.
7. Transition Timing. What is the estimated time required to transition from the current contractor to your organization, if you are selected for the award?
8. Sustainability Practices. How do you identify, certify, and promote environmentally sustainable [COMMODITY] options? DES addresses priority toxic chemicals, describes how you provide sustainable products that are free from plastic, excessive packaging, harmful chemicals, and dyes; are reusable or biodegradable; or contain recycled content. 
9. Insurance.  What types of insurance coverages are common in this industry, and what limits does your company have for each type of insurance coverage?
10. Performance Requirements or Specifications. [Alternatively, or in addition to the questions, provide draft performance requirements or specifications and seek feedback from the business community to help identify if the planned requirements present conflicts in the industry or unnecessary barriers for bidders.]
Review the attached [performance requirements or specifications] document. It outlines standards that may be included in the upcoming competitive solicitation for this commodity. As part of the RFI response, identify any areas of confusion or challenges in meeting the listed [performance requirements or specifications]. 

Note: Aim for 5–10 questions, depending on complexity. After selecting the questions, review them from a business perspective to ensure potential answers align with the RFI's goals. Avoid repetitive questions to improve engagement and response quality.  
Plan to post questions for written feedback, even if offering a supplier meeting. This approach allows suppliers to respond even if they cannot attend the meeting, potentially increasing the amount of information received.
[bookmark: _Submission_Deadline]Submission Deadline
When using an RFI, it is important to give suppliers a reasonable amount of time to respond, at a minimum of 2 weeks, ideally longer. A short turnaround time, such as a week or less, can lead to lower response quality and may create the appearance of favoritism. If a quick turnaround is necessary, ensure thorough notification to suppliers of this opportunity. 
When holding a supplier meeting, set the deadline for written submissions at least 1 week after the meeting. Keep in mind that response rates tend to drop off after 2 weeks.  
While it is essential to establish a deadline for the RFI, best practice suggests that responses should still be accepted beyond the due date, as long as the feedback can help inform the procurement strategy. Once the solicitation has been finalized to a point where responses can no longer influence its structure, late RFI submissions should be politely declined.
[bookmark: _Tips_and_Tools]Tips and Tools
Consider asking an experienced colleague to review the RFI. Share the goal of the RFI to encourage thoughtful feedback. Alternatively, some AI tools can help review the draft document and provide advice. However, before using an AI tool, ensure it maintains the confidentiality of documents. Sharing a draft RFI or solicitation document with an AI tool that retains or learns from reviewed files could lead to a breach of confidentiality. 
Note: Once the RFI is finalized, it must undergo supervisor review for approval before posting.
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[bookmark: _WEBS_Posting]
[bookmark: _WEBS_Posting_1]WEBS Posting
Regardless of RFI structure, a notice must always be posted on Washington’s Electronic Business Solution (WEBS). The notice should include a customized version of the RFI Template.
Note: The RFI is not considered live until the WEBS notice has been posted.
Key points for posting:
1. Create a New Posting: Always create a new posting for the RFI. Do NOT use the Draft WEBS solicitation posting, as this is linked to the commodity codes shown on the solicitation’s Planned Procurement Page.  
Note: For assistance creating a new posting, see the WEBS Customer Guide under Manage Solicitations > Posting a Solicitation in the Table of Contents.
2. Document Title: Include ‘RFI’ in the document title.
3. Brief Description: Provide a brief description of the applicable commodity and include supplier meeting information, if applicable.
4. Draft Watermark and Format: If posting draft solicitation documents, add a DRAFT watermark and consider saving them as Portable Document Format (PDF) files.
5. [bookmark: _Notifications]Track Changes: Ensure that Track Changes is turned off in all posted documents and remove any comments before posting.
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[bookmark: _Notifications_1]Notifications
Once an RFI notice is posted in WEBS, it is best practice to notify the following parties:
1. Current Contractors: Notify all contractors involved with your Agency’s contracts, as applicable (consider reaching out to Sourcing Team members for contact information).
2. Interested Businesses: Inform all businesses that have expressed an interest in bidding on the commodity.
3. Businesses Identified: Contact businesses identified during the Market Research or Planning phase. If possible, also include any Small or Veteran-Owned businesses.
4. Sourcing Team.  Notify the Sourcing Team and encourage them to share the RFI with their colleagues and business contacts that might be interested in responding.
Note: Additionally, consider notifying the following parties:
1. Customer Contacts: Reach out to customer contacts who were unable to attend the Sourcing Team meeting and request that they share the information with other interested parties.
2. Other Businesses: Identify and notify businesses on cooperative contracts or those found through internet research that may not be included in the above list.  
Note: To document notification efforts, send notifications via the appropriate team email address or keep a log in the applicable contract folder.
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[bookmark: _Receiving_Responses]Receiving Responses
1. Retain RFI Responses: Keep all RFI responses as they are received, regardless of their format, unless the submission is unreadable. Responses may be reviewed upon receipt, regardless of the submission deadline.  
2. Confirm Receipt: Reply to the submitter’s email. Ensure that receipt confirmation emails are sent from the applicable team email address to facilitate document retention. It may be helpful to include links to the solicitation’s Planned Procurement Page and Schedule in the confirmation.
3. Log Responses: As RFI responses come in, consider logging the content in a spreadsheet or other tracking document to identify trends. 
Note: All response logs are public records and should be saved in the applicable contract folder.
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[bookmark: _Public_Records]Public Records
All information received as a result of an RFI is considered public record.  This includes notes from supplier meetings, AI-generated content, and submission analysis.  The RFI Template contains a standard Public Records notice to respondents, which must never be modified.  If a public records request is received, ensure that Information Governance is informed and collaborate with them to support the request.  RFI submissions, respondent lists, and notes from supplier meetings are not confidential and should be released promptly. 
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[bookmark: _Using_the_Data]Using the Data Collected
Consider all RFI submissions when updating the procurement strategy.  Updates to the solicitation should only occur if there are common themes across multiple RFI responses.  Customizing categories or regions to favor a specific supplier or a limited group can lead to an unfair advantage and should be avoided. It may be beneficial to review RFI results with the Sourcing Team.
While AI tools can review submission documents and identify trends, they should be used cautiously.  Inaccurate or fabricated results, known as AI hallucinations, can come from flawed AI analysis.  Therefore, AI analysis should be verified for accuracy by human review.     
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[bookmark: _Useful_Contacts_1]Useful Contacts
Contract Liaison:  ContractsLiaison@des.wa.gov
Information Governance: PublicRecords@des.wa.gov 
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[bookmark: _Resource_Links]Resource Links
APEX Website
Filing Contract Documents
Planned Procurement Pages
RFI Template 
WEBS Customer Guide
Washington’s Electronic Business Solution (WEBS) for Government Customers
Washington’s Electronic Business Solution (WEBS) for Vendors
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