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Executive Summary  
The business world constantly changes, so procurement leaders have to change with it. While 
much of the recent focus has been on the need for procurement professionals to develop strong 
interpersonal skills, we’ve been observing another trend that is driving somewhat different needs.  

To succeed now, a procurement leader must also be increasingly analytical and data-driven, making 
decisions and setting direction based on evidence and analysis, not just personal judgement. This 
doesn’t mean there’s no room for sound judgement, or honed skills such as negotiation, but in 
this paper we will explain why tomorrow’s procurement leader will also need to have impressive 
analytical skills – ideally personally, or (as a minimum) at their disposal to support their work. 

We set the scene by describing why analysis is now at the heart of much procurement activity, and 
briefly describe seven key areas where it is essential to achieve success. We then get into the skills 
and capabilities that will be needed, and finally suggest how procurement leaders can try to ensure 
they are successful in this new environment. 

The Changing Role of the Procurement Leader 
When we look at the range of skills needed to be a successful CPO, it is a daunting list. They need to 
be good managers if they’re running professional teams. They need to be persuasive, with a strong 
ability to influence and negotiate. There are times when a sense of deal-making is useful. Yet at 
other times, more considered judgement is necessary and a note of caution can be useful. 

And the needs constantly change. Until recently, procurement was heavily based on process 
management, negotiation, and some fairly basic numerical analysis. However, in recent years 
procurement leaders have had to adapt and acquire new skills, particularly as the role of technology 
has vastly increased in every professional role, including procurement. 

Technology isn’t the only thing that’s changed the focus for procurement leaders. But the end result 
is: 

•	 Less focus on process and more on strategic relationships
•	 Less focus on doing deals and more on business drivers and creating value 
•	 Less focus on feelings and instinct and more on data and analysis 

There has rightly been much more attention to behavioural skills recently. We have realised that 
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the internal dimension of the procurement role, particularly the need to work with key internal 
stakeholders successfully, is absolutely key. But at the same time, the sheer quantity of data that is 
available now has driven other pressures and a need for different skills. 

That development is creating perhaps the greatest change in the necessary skill set for senior 
procurement executives. It will be good news for some and bad news for others, but it is becoming 
harder and harder to succeed in these senior roles without appropriate analytical skills.

The Analytical Age
The more data there is available, the more important it is that we know how to analyse it in order 
to create real benefit. Data in itself has no value – it starts to be meaningful when it becomes 
information that we can use to generate knowledge and ultimately actionable intelligence. That is 
what enables us to make good decisions and take appropriate actions. So the key management 
skill is being able to identify and convert data; understand, interpret and analyse it; and end up 
with better performance in our organisations and procurement roles.  

And of course the quantity of data CPOs and other senior procurement executives face has 
exploded in its breadth and depth. Luckily, our ability to analyse it is also far greater than ever. 

The breadth of available data has exploded... 
Data is now available in so many areas where it previously didn’t exist or was inaccessible. Not too 
long ago, a personal investor would have access to share prices and a few key metrics published 
in the Wall Street Journal or Financial Times. If they wanted more, an annual report could be 
obtained, and more numbers would be painstakingly extracted from the paper document. 

Now, with a few clicks, anyone can obtain thousands of pieces of financial data, analysts' 
opinions, ratios, benchmarking against other firms, time-series charts and graphs, detailed 
analysis of every statement made by the firm... and so on.

The same applies in the world of procurement and supply chain. Whether it is market data, pricing 
and production, comparative supplier analysis, or market analyses from hosts of experts, there is 
just so much data and information available at every turn. 

Twenty years ago, there was no easily answer available to the question: how many manufacturers 
of bicycle components are there in Taiwan? Now, we could certainly find an answer. We could get 
financial information on many of them; find out who works for them from LinkedIn; and even get a 
view of their premises from Google Earth or Streetmap.

And so has the depth of the data...
There has also been a growth in the depth of that information. Whereas we might have had some 
basic spend analysis data from our own organisation ten or twenty years ago, the explosion in 
processing power has enabled far greater detail to be produced and more complex analysis to 
be carried out. In that example, we can now obtain line-item detail from P2P systems or from 
purchasing card expenditure; the data can be cut and analysed in different ways by business unit, 
location, and supplier. All of this enables us to extract real information and use it to identify issues 
and opportunities. The options can appear endless.

But, fortunately, we can analyse it better... 
In some cases, going back a few years, we might have had the data available in raw form but 
not had the tools to actually address it. Market informed or collaborative sourcing is an example. 
It was always possible to ask suppliers for very complex tender responses, but until the last 
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decade, the tools and computing power were simply not available to carry out serious analysis of the 
responses with reasonable cost and timescale.  So fortunately for us, as the quantity and nature of 
data available has exploded, and the technology available to help us analyse it has also developed 
rapidly. 

The Power of Analysis – Seven Brief Examples 
Here are seven brief examples of areas where data and information is empowering procurement and 
offering opportunities – at least to those who can get to grips with it. Note that these are simply brief 
headlines; each of these is a significant topic and opportunity in its own right!

•	 Spend analytics - This is perhaps the most obvious example of how computing power has 
provided more and better data. But even if the data is both detailed and beautifully presented, 
we still need to be able to interpret it, understand what it means, and determine the right 
potential opportunities and courses of action arising.  

•	 Market analysis - As we said earlier, this is a classic example of how our access to data has 
grown, and “big data” continues to influence this whole area even further. We can find out more 
and more about our suppliers and markets, but again, knowing how to analyse, sift, and sort the 
mass of information is key. 

•	 Negotiation - This is not such an obvious area perhaps, but that availability of information 
is changing the way many business negotiations can be conducted. An analytic approach to 
the negotiating battle means being armed with useful data – whether that is global market 
trends, price benchmarking information, or history of usage and pricing from within your own 
organisation.

•	 Sourcing and supplier selection - Seen as a mechanical process in some organisations, 
there is a whole analytical science around designing evaluation methodologies, determining 
evaluation criteria and weightings, scoring systems, or balancing cost and non-cost factors. This 
is a fascinating area with much potential for making better decisions, but one that requires an 
analytical viewpoint. 

•	 Collaborative/market informed sourcing - The most complex sourcing tasks are increasingly 
addressed using market-informed or collaborative sourcing tools and techniques. This has 
become possible purely because of the growth of affordable computing power, and is gaining 
traction as organisations see the huge benefits it can bring even to mature category-managed 
spend areas. (See our research paper, “Market-Informed Sourcing: A game-changer for 
Procurement” for more information on this topic). 

•	 Performance and contract management - The quality control disciplines in manufacturing 
and pharmaceutical were early adopters of statistical techniques and using data to improve 
performance, going back to the work of Deming and Juran. But this goes beyond just product 
quality into the wider aspects of supplier performance, where measurement and analytical 
approaches are replacing how we “feel” about our suppliers’ performance. 

•	 Risk management - Analysis should sit at the heart of risk management, from basic 
performance management through to analytical techniques that use complex models to 
consider risk factors, probabilities and expected outcomes or costs. The basics of good contract 
management need to be in place first, but for most organisations, this is an area of opportunity – 
or risk if it isn’t being done well!  

What Capabilities are Needed?
As a start, we believe that all procurement professionals ideally should be comfortable with basic 
numerical analysis and understand simple concepts such as percentages, basic statistical ideas, 
and discount factors. When the supplier says, "I want to increase my price from $200 to $210,” if my 
buyer cannot work out (without help) what percentage increase is being proposed, then can I really 
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There is an overlap with finance capability here. A good procurement professional also needs to 
understand the basics of financial management, which in turn requires much of that facility with 
numbers and some of these concepts. The basics of profit and loss, balance sheet, working capital, 
and so on also seem to be essential knowledge. 

Understanding of probability and basic statistics in particular is critical. Concepts such as assessing 
probability, expected values, deviation and regression to the mean are central to risk and quality 
management, and therefore to anything to do with contract and supplier management.  Such tools 
are also central to understanding commodity markets, hedging, or currency issues.

We would also suggest that a reasonable level of Excel knowledge is pretty much essential for 
today’s procurement professional. You can possibly get away without this if you’re already working at 
a senior level, but it is hard to see that any up-and-coming procurement executive is going to survive 
without being able to construct a decent spreadsheet at some point in their career!

It is not simply about numbers though, so don’t despair if your education was more humanities 
based. The principles of analytical “critical thinking” are also important, and are often better taught 
in the Arts faculties (History, English, Politics) than they are in the science disciplines. 

For instance, there are core skills around understanding how to obtain, interpret and use evidence; 
understanding the context and reliability of what is observed or heard; using relevant criteria for 
making judgements; and decision making techniques and methods. These are capabilities we all use 
every day in our jobs, yet having an analytical approach to understanding the world around us and 
making decisions is vital for long-term success. 

The days have gone when a CPO could say, "I'm not very good with numbers," or “all this analysis 
is over-rated, I just go on my gut instinct,” and get sympathetic nods from around the room.  Times 
have changed, as have the requirements of the role.

Action and Conclusions 
As we suggested earlier, the good news is that there are many tools available to help procurement 
professionals approach their work in a more analytical fashion, without every CPO having to enroll 
for their math doctorate. Whilst a good understanding of analytical principles is essential, we believe 
the hard analytical work can be automated in many cases. The best solutions in areas such as spend 
analytics, market-informed sourcing, or contract management, can execute much of the analysis and 
take the user a long way towards gaining that actionable intelligence to support effective decisions 
and successful delivery. 

But having procurement people who have an analytical approach is more likely to mean that 
technology is embraced and used fully, and that the right questions are asked and conclusions 
drawn. For example, we’ve seen powerful spend analytics tools producing huge amounts of data – 
but then a user who really doesn’t quite know what it means, or what to do with it. 

There are huge benefits to organizations through taking an analytical approach to procurement 
issues and challenges, and procurement leaders need to make sure they understand and respond to 
this. 

Key Takeaways
•	 It helps if you are analytical by nature and inclination. Increasingly, it will be tough for people 

who don’t have a reasonable facility with numbers and an ability to think analytically in general 
terms to get to the top. If this is a gap in your personal skill-set, consider what training or 
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development activities might help to strengthen this for you personally.  
•	 If you are in a position where you are recruiting staff, look for people who are comfortable 

with analytical processes and methods. Numerical and verbal analysis tests can be useful  - 
personally, I would be more forgiving on the verbal but would probably not recruit someone who 
scored poorly on the numerical (say, below 50th percentile on a graduate population measure).

•	 Take advantage of the tools, solutions and technology that are available to assist with the 
analytical burden, from spend analysis to contract management. But remember, they are only 
tools; they must be used properly to generate useful outcomes and real benefits. 

•	 And if you do love data, numbers and analysis – then we have great news for you. The 
procurement future is yours...
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