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4.  What does this mean for procurement? 

One view is that procurement might virtually disappear – the Professor Lamming “black box” idea *. 
Transactional procurement activities are largely automated, whilst budget holders take on some of the 
more strategic market or supplier management activities.

We don’t see this happening other than in a few limited areas.  Even as technology becomes more 
powerful, there is no evidence that the need for human judgement, or inter-personal contact, is reduc-
ing. Further automation of supply chain activities will increase in process manufacturing, but even 
here there will be critical commercial and judgemental issues (offshoring, outsourcing, reputation 
management, and capturing innovation from the supply chain). We don’t see machines being very good 
at handling these! 

In other sectors, such as services or public sector procurement, managing the dynamics of the internal 
stakeholder and how that relates to the external market and suppliers will continue to be central for 
procurement. Making sure that a major public sector procurement exercise, for instance, meets the 
political and social goals of the politician in charge cannot be simply automated. It requires consider-
able technical and behavioural skill from the procurement executive to achieve a successful outcome. 

So we don’t see procurement disappearing.  But we do think it needs to change. 

It needs to move away from the dominant focus on unit cost reduction that still prevails in many 
organisations, to playing a wider and more fundamental role in the organisation. We see the procure-
ment role as “managing the value the organisation gains from its dealings with the external world of 
suppliers and potential suppliers”. 

And to do that, successful procurement executives will wear “four faces”, as they develop and demon-
strate their skills at managing across two different dimensions. They are:

  the internal / external dimension – facing both external markets and suppliers, and 
internally to stakeholders, colleagues and budget holders; and 

  the analytical / relationship dimension –  working in a data-driven, analytical manner 
when appropriate, yet also demonstrating a high level of behavioural skill and sensitivity. 

Clearly, not all procurement roles will need the same balance. Junior procurement analysts may not 
need to worry about the relationship side of things early in their career. Top CPOs don’t need to be 
constantly down in the analytical detail. But the most successful procurement professionals, at all 
levels, will be those who feel comfortable operating with any one of our “four faces”.

1.  Introduction 

In this Paper, we’re going look at how Procurement may develop over the next few years. In particular, 
we’ll consider the skills and characteristics that the (not-too-distant) future procurement professional 
is likely to need in our rapidly changing world.

We’ll take 2020 as our notional year for our predictions. It sounds a long way off, but look at it this way: 
it’s the year of the next but one summer Olympic Games. So thinking of it like that, it seems not that far 
away really. 

However, that doesn’t mean it is easy to forecast anything looking ahead, including our topic here. And 
we’re well aware that whatever we say now runs the risk of looking inaccurate – or even plain stupid – 
by the time we get to 2020. But we’re going to give it a try. 

We will focus on what seem to be likely and generic success factors for procurement people in this 
briefing. We’re not going to get into exactly how we define “success” for the professional, or try and be 
too sophisticated about how those factors almost certainly will vary in different organisations, sectors 
or countries – although we will touch on those differences when we think they are particularly impor-
tant. 

It’s also worth noting that different levels of seniority will need different skills, just as they do now. 
Again, we will try and generalise as much as possible, but point out those differences when they are 
particularly important. 

We’ll take a quick look at the wider macro-level issues that will impact on procurement’s role and 
activities. Then we’ll talk about what that means for the skill-set that the typical procurement profes-
sional might need, and finally we’ll briefly cover some of the likely consequences of this new model of 
a successful procurement person. 

2.  The Development of the Procurement role 

But let’s start the discussion with a brief look back, to help understand how our profession and the 
procurement professional have developed over time. That helps to give some context as we look into 
the future.

1960s – Procurement grows in importance, particularly in manufacturing

People need skills in planning and stock management – getting the right materials to the right place at 
the right time is key.

1970s – Commodity price volatility and inflation emphasise commodity buying and trading  

Trading and negotiating skills come into their own as those procurement skills are needed in a 
challenging economic environment.

1980s – Procurement expands its reach - services firms and the public sector take an interest, ERP 
is invented  

A wider range of general management skills is needed, with the ability for procurement to work inter-
nally as well as externally becoming more important.

1990s – Globalisation, outsourcing, and technology advances add to the procurement scope and the 
growth of tools such as category management 

Procurement people need to be more professional and analytical, with an understanding of techniques, 
processes, technology and systems.

2000s – The Internet revolution impacts procurement: more data becomes available whilst strate-
gic sourcing, partnership working and corporate social responsibility come to the fore

The ability to work collaboratively with colleagues and suppliers and think beyond cost into wider business 
and social value is vital. We see a more nuanced professional approach to procurement emerging.

What does this tell us? Well, it is clear that technology has impacted procurement considerably, and 
that we’ve moved away from a focus on physical supply to much wider questions around value. We can 
also see how the linkages between what procurement does within the organisation and outside it have 
developed, as we understand that both are important for procurement to succeed.  The world we 
operate in is more complex and challenging; but we also have more information at our fingertips than 
ever before to help us make sense of it.

3.  The Wider environment 

So, if we’re looking into the future, it seems reasonable to consider the wider landscape in which 
organisations and senior individuals will be working over the next few years.  It is difficult to consider 
what will be needed from the procurement department (if it still exists) or the individual professional, 
without trying to understand the likely environment in which they’ll be operating.

Now, if we could predict economic factors with any success we would already be very rich, having 
made our fortune on the stock or money markets. But here are some macro-level factors that seem 
likely to be important in 2020. 

  The world economy may be more stable, but we may still be in a phase of post-Euro uncer-
tainty (if it does collapse) or coming to terms with something that resembles more a 
“United States of Europe” (if it hasn’t). 

  More established economies will be facing competition, not just in manufacturing but in 
also higher value goods and services, from BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India, China), and indeed 
from the next generation of developing countries (Indonesia, Vietnam, South Africa etc.) 

  Some resources will become even more scarce, valued or controversial; with access to 
rare minerals and metals for instance a source of both opportunity and potential conflict 
at a political and business level. 

  The opportunity for Governments to tax more seems unlikely with the mobility of money, 
so along with the pressures of ageing populations, there may be tensions between what 
the citizen expects their government to do for them, and what the State can afford to do. 

  But Governments will look to use their power and raise revenues by controlling more 
closely how private sector firms operate – through regulation, access rights and force of 
public opinion. 

So it is likely that many organisations will face more economic and political uncertainty, maybe even 
turmoil. The balance between buyer and supplier – in some industries and markets at least – is likely 
to move towards favouring the supplier as we see global shortages in some commodity areas. The role 
of government will be questioned, which will lead to opportunities for the private sector (more 
outsourcing of services), but also perhaps more pressure to regulate private firms or pressure for them 
to operate in what is seen as a responsible manner. 

In addition, one prediction we can make with some confidence is that the pace of technology develop-
ment isn’t suddenly going to slow. The increased opportunities to use technology for the benefit of the 
organisation will become even more vital than today for most functions and professionals.  

 

5.  The Four Faces  

Here’s our representation of what we mean by the two dimensions and the four faces. Professionals 
will need to blend an effective internal and external focus; and a combination of relationship and 
technical or analytical skills.

Let’s look at each in more detail. 

THE DIPLOMAT - worldly, sophisticated, connected but tough 

Success for many organisations will depend on access to scarce resources, and for larger firms in 
particular, an ability to work successfully with governments. Note the current situation in the financial 
services world, with regulatory issues, or take the example of large mining companies. Their ability to 

persuade national or local governments to grant them exploration or mining rights relies strongly on 
what they can offer in terms of developing the local economy. And a major factor within that is support-
ing and developing a local supply base. So procurement activities and executives play a key role in 
what is one of the most important and strategic drivers for the organisation – winning the trust of 
government. 

We see this understanding of what we might call “responsible procurement” as being key for the 
procurement person in 2020.  And yet, responsible procurement must be allied with a hard headed, 
practical and pragmatic understanding of how to operate in a global environment. That also needs 
strong negotiation skills – but not a simple power based, “beat the supplier across the head” approach! 
We will need subtlety and sophistication.

This looks to us like the classic set of “diplomatic” skills, which go right back to the Venetians, through 
the renaissance courts, to the current day ambassadors and global UN negotiators. And as recent world 
events have shown, our procurement Diplomat will require toughness as well as charm. It can be a 
dangerous world.

THE ANALYST – understanding global trends, data, markets and suppliers

While the Diplomat focuses on relationships and direct personal contact, the Analyst is immersed in 
external data, information, and news. Their job is to turn that into actionable insight which enables 
their organisations to gain competitive advantage. 

That could be analysing commodity markets. It might be gaining an early understanding of supply 
chain risks or actual risk events. Or identifying new suppliers who have cost or innovation advantages 
that the procurement team can exploit.

In a connected and on-line world, there is already more data available than we can visualise or, in most 
cases, use effectively. Technology developments – such as “big data” products and initiatives – will 
make it easier to handle this overload, but only for those individuals and organisations that embrace 
the opportunities and put the effort into becoming appropriately skilled. And our Analyst will be at the 
forefront of making sense of all this data for the benefit of the organisation.  

THE INVESTIGATOR – using internally generated data to drive value opportunities

Whilst the analyst focuses externally, this face is internally orientated. 

Procurement professionals will not, we believe, need to be deep technology experts in 2020. Indeed, 
the strong trend we’ve seen in the last couple of years around usability as a key factor for systems will 

continue as software becomes more intuitive and even business solutions have a consumer-type look 
and feel.  However, our executive must be comfortable with the use of technology, and most impor-
tantly, have the capability to exploit that within the organisation. This means being able to understand, 
work with, manipulate and interrogate the increasing amounts of internal data that will be available 
via the technology. 

“My people have to be data driven”, a Danish Chief Procurement Officer said to us recently. Whether it 
is in the context of the information available from ERP systems, spend analytics, supplier information 
and risk management systems or wider market and supplier data, the skill for the procurement profes-
sional will lie in; 

  knowing what the mass of data means; 

      understanding how to use it, drawing conclusions and developing actions based on it; and 

  developing the next level of questions to interrogate the data or the systems further (for 
instance, going back with the right “what if…” questions in advanced sourcing scenarios).

The focus will be on identifying further value opportunities from the data. Where could the organisa-
tion usefully aggregate spend further? Are there compliance issues in certain departments? What 
usage trends need watching to manage costs or stockholding? 

Numerical analysis, reasoning, and problem solving skills will be enhanced, in the very best Investiga-
tors, by a streak of creativity – the ability to take the data and make a leap to an extraordinary idea or 
conclusion.

THE LEADER – working with internal colleagues to deliver organisational value

It is ironic that whilst technology becomes more and more powerful, and data more prevalent, we 
realise that the most successful procurement people are those who can influence, persuade, and 
motivate colleagues and key stakeholders within their organisations. 

That requires a range of skills that can be called on at the right time. Factors such as the ability to listen 
well, persuasion, empathy, independence, judgement, presentational skills, even charisma (which is 
impossible to teach) come into play here. 

This role for Procurement is sometimes described as acting as a “business partner” within the organi-

sation. Indeed, we used that terminology in our book*. “Consultant”, or “Adviser”, are other terms that 
capture some of what we are talking about. But all of these in some way suggest procurement is 
supporting something separate that is “the business”. Our vision is that procurement must be seen as 
an intrinsic part of the organisation, with a vital role to play, not standing outside the core business 
merely as a support function. 

And when we look at that list of skills we defined, what they resemble is quite simply, effective leader-
ship. Whatever level the procurement professional is at, the ability to work with key colleagues and 
deliver results is the essence of a Leader. Those skills will stand procurement people in good stead in 
their careers now and in the future, 2020 and beyond. 

“GATEWIT IS FOCUSED ON HELPING 
CUSTOMERS BUY BETTER, IMPROVE 
OPERATIONAL PERFORMANCE, 
ENHANCE CONTROL AND ACHIEVE 
HIGH SAVING IN THEIR 
ORGANIZATIONS.”
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So we don’t see procurement disappearing.  But we do think it needs to change. 

It needs to move away from the dominant focus on unit cost reduction that still prevails in many 
organisations, to playing a wider and more fundamental role in the organisation. We see the procure-
ment role as “managing the value the organisation gains from its dealings with the external world of 
suppliers and potential suppliers”. 

And to do that, successful procurement executives will wear “four faces”, as they develop and demon-
strate their skills at managing across two different dimensions. They are:

  the internal / external dimension – facing both external markets and suppliers, and 
internally to stakeholders, colleagues and budget holders; and 

  the analytical / relationship dimension –  working in a data-driven, analytical manner 
when appropriate, yet also demonstrating a high level of behavioural skill and sensitivity. 

Clearly, not all procurement roles will need the same balance. Junior procurement analysts may not 
need to worry about the relationship side of things early in their career. Top CPOs don’t need to be 
constantly down in the analytical detail. But the most successful procurement professionals, at all 
levels, will be those who feel comfortable operating with any one of our “four faces”.

Executive Summary

As we look ahead to the skills procurement people will need in 2020, we see a world becoming more 
global in outlook, but even more challenging, with political, socio-economic and environmental issues 
– and opportunities -  everywhere. Senior executives, including those in procurement, will have to be 
able to operate within this fast moving and complex environment, and will need to show a range of 
skills, knowledge and behaviour.  

So we believe that the successful procurement professional of the future will need to develop both 
strong internal and external focus, and will demonstrate analytical and inter-personal strengths. These 
two dimensions combine to give us the “four faces” of procurement, which we will feature in more 
detail in this Paper: 

The Diplomat  – worldly, sophisticated, connected but tough

The Analyst  – understanding global trends, data, markets and suppliers

The Investigator – using internally generated data to drive value opportunities

The  Leader – working with internal colleagues to deliver organisational value
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we’ll consider the skills and characteristics that the (not-too-distant) future procurement professional 
is likely to need in our rapidly changing world.

We’ll take 2020 as our notional year for our predictions. It sounds a long way off, but look at it this way: 
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We’ll take a quick look at the wider macro-level issues that will impact on procurement’s role and 
activities. Then we’ll talk about what that means for the skill-set that the typical procurement profes-
sional might need, and finally we’ll briefly cover some of the likely consequences of this new model of 
a successful procurement person. 

2.  The Development of the Procurement role 

But let’s start the discussion with a brief look back, to help understand how our profession and the 
procurement professional have developed over time. That helps to give some context as we look into 
the future.

1960s – Procurement grows in importance, particularly in manufacturing

People need skills in planning and stock management – getting the right materials to the right place at 
the right time is key.

1970s – Commodity price volatility and inflation emphasise commodity buying and trading  

Trading and negotiating skills come into their own as those procurement skills are needed in a 
challenging economic environment.

1980s – Procurement expands its reach - services firms and the public sector take an interest, ERP 
is invented  

A wider range of general management skills is needed, with the ability for procurement to work inter-
nally as well as externally becoming more important.

1990s – Globalisation, outsourcing, and technology advances add to the procurement scope and the 
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  The world economy may be more stable, but we may still be in a phase of post-Euro uncer-
tainty (if it does collapse) or coming to terms with something that resembles more a 
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So it is likely that many organisations will face more economic and political uncertainty, maybe even 
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strong negotiation skills – but not a simple power based, “beat the supplier across the head” approach! 
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events have shown, our procurement Diplomat will require toughness as well as charm. It can be a 
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their organisations to gain competitive advantage. 

That could be analysing commodity markets. It might be gaining an early understanding of supply 
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that the procurement team can exploit.

In a connected and on-line world, there is already more data available than we can visualise or, in most 
cases, use effectively. Technology developments – such as “big data” products and initiatives – will 
make it easier to handle this overload, but only for those individuals and organisations that embrace 
the opportunities and put the effort into becoming appropriately skilled. And our Analyst will be at the 
forefront of making sense of all this data for the benefit of the organisation.  
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Whilst the analyst focuses externally, this face is internally orientated. 

Procurement professionals will not, we believe, need to be deep technology experts in 2020. Indeed, 
the strong trend we’ve seen in the last couple of years around usability as a key factor for systems will 

continue as software becomes more intuitive and even business solutions have a consumer-type look 
and feel.  However, our executive must be comfortable with the use of technology, and most impor-
tantly, have the capability to exploit that within the organisation. This means being able to understand, 
work with, manipulate and interrogate the increasing amounts of internal data that will be available 
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“My people have to be data driven”, a Danish Chief Procurement Officer said to us recently. Whether it 
is in the context of the information available from ERP systems, spend analytics, supplier information 
and risk management systems or wider market and supplier data, the skill for the procurement profes-
sional will lie in; 

  knowing what the mass of data means; 
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It is ironic that whilst technology becomes more and more powerful, and data more prevalent, we 
realise that the most successful procurement people are those who can influence, persuade, and 
motivate colleagues and key stakeholders within their organisations. 

That requires a range of skills that can be called on at the right time. Factors such as the ability to listen 
well, persuasion, empathy, independence, judgement, presentational skills, even charisma (which is 
impossible to teach) come into play here. 

This role for Procurement is sometimes described as acting as a “business partner” within the organi-

sation. Indeed, we used that terminology in our book*. “Consultant”, or “Adviser”, are other terms that 
capture some of what we are talking about. But all of these in some way suggest procurement is 
supporting something separate that is “the business”. Our vision is that procurement must be seen as 
an intrinsic part of the organisation, with a vital role to play, not standing outside the core business 
merely as a support function. 

And when we look at that list of skills we defined, what they resemble is quite simply, effective leader-
ship. Whatever level the procurement professional is at, the ability to work with key colleagues and 
deliver results is the essence of a Leader. Those skills will stand procurement people in good stead in 
their careers now and in the future, 2020 and beyond. 
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It’s also worth noting that different levels of seniority will need different skills, just as they do now. 
Again, we will try and generalise as much as possible, but point out those differences when they are 
particularly important. 

We’ll take a quick look at the wider macro-level issues that will impact on procurement’s role and 
activities. Then we’ll talk about what that means for the skill-set that the typical procurement profes-
sional might need, and finally we’ll briefly cover some of the likely consequences of this new model of 
a successful procurement person. 

2.  The Development of the Procurement role 

But let’s start the discussion with a brief look back, to help understand how our profession and the 
procurement professional have developed over time. That helps to give some context as we look into 
the future.

1960s – Procurement grows in importance, particularly in manufacturing

People need skills in planning and stock management – getting the right materials to the right place at 
the right time is key.
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1970s – Commodity price volatility and inflation emphasise commodity buying and trading  

Trading and negotiating skills come into their own as those procurement skills are needed in a 
challenging economic environment.

1980s – Procurement expands its reach - services firms and the public sector take an interest, ERP 
is invented  

A wider range of general management skills is needed, with the ability for procurement to work inter-
nally as well as externally becoming more important.

1990s – Globalisation, outsourcing, and technology advances add to the procurement scope and the 
growth of tools such as category management 

Procurement people need to be more professional and analytical, with an understanding of techniques, 
processes, technology and systems.

2000s – The Internet revolution impacts procurement: more data becomes available whilst strate-
gic sourcing, partnership working and corporate social responsibility come to the fore

The ability to work collaboratively with colleagues and suppliers and think beyond cost into wider business 
and social value is vital. We see a more nuanced professional approach to procurement emerging.

What does this tell us? Well, it is clear that technology has impacted procurement considerably, and 
that we’ve moved away from a focus on physical supply to much wider questions around value. We can 
also see how the linkages between what procurement does within the organisation and outside it have 
developed, as we understand that both are important for procurement to succeed.  The world we 
operate in is more complex and challenging; but we also have more information at our fingertips than 
ever before to help us make sense of it.

3.  The Wider environment 

So, if we’re looking into the future, it seems reasonable to consider the wider landscape in which 
organisations and senior individuals will be working over the next few years.  It is difficult to consider 
what will be needed from the procurement department (if it still exists) or the individual professional, 
without trying to understand the likely environment in which they’ll be operating.

Now, if we could predict economic factors with any success we would already be very rich, having 
made our fortune on the stock or money markets. But here are some macro-level factors that seem 
likely to be important in 2020. 

  The world economy may be more stable, but we may still be in a phase of post-Euro uncer-
tainty (if it does collapse) or coming to terms with something that resembles more a 
“United States of Europe” (if it hasn’t). 

  More established economies will be facing competition, not just in manufacturing but in 
also higher value goods and services, from BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India, China), and indeed 
from the next generation of developing countries (Indonesia, Vietnam, South Africa etc.) 

  Some resources will become even more scarce, valued or controversial; with access to 
rare minerals and metals for instance a source of both opportunity and potential conflict 
at a political and business level. 

  The opportunity for Governments to tax more seems unlikely with the mobility of money, 
so along with the pressures of ageing populations, there may be tensions between what 
the citizen expects their government to do for them, and what the State can afford to do. 

  But Governments will look to use their power and raise revenues by controlling more 
closely how private sector firms operate – through regulation, access rights and force of 
public opinion. 

So it is likely that many organisations will face more economic and political uncertainty, maybe even 
turmoil. The balance between buyer and supplier – in some industries and markets at least – is likely 
to move towards favouring the supplier as we see global shortages in some commodity areas. The role 
of government will be questioned, which will lead to opportunities for the private sector (more 
outsourcing of services), but also perhaps more pressure to regulate private firms or pressure for them 
to operate in what is seen as a responsible manner. 

In addition, one prediction we can make with some confidence is that the pace of technology develop-
ment isn’t suddenly going to slow. The increased opportunities to use technology for the benefit of the 
organisation will become even more vital than today for most functions and professionals.  

 

5.  The Four Faces  

Here’s our representation of what we mean by the two dimensions and the four faces. Professionals 
will need to blend an effective internal and external focus; and a combination of relationship and 
technical or analytical skills.

Let’s look at each in more detail. 

THE DIPLOMAT - worldly, sophisticated, connected but tough 

Success for many organisations will depend on access to scarce resources, and for larger firms in 
particular, an ability to work successfully with governments. Note the current situation in the financial 
services world, with regulatory issues, or take the example of large mining companies. Their ability to 

persuade national or local governments to grant them exploration or mining rights relies strongly on 
what they can offer in terms of developing the local economy. And a major factor within that is support-
ing and developing a local supply base. So procurement activities and executives play a key role in 
what is one of the most important and strategic drivers for the organisation – winning the trust of 
government. 

We see this understanding of what we might call “responsible procurement” as being key for the 
procurement person in 2020.  And yet, responsible procurement must be allied with a hard headed, 
practical and pragmatic understanding of how to operate in a global environment. That also needs 
strong negotiation skills – but not a simple power based, “beat the supplier across the head” approach! 
We will need subtlety and sophistication.

This looks to us like the classic set of “diplomatic” skills, which go right back to the Venetians, through 
the renaissance courts, to the current day ambassadors and global UN negotiators. And as recent world 
events have shown, our procurement Diplomat will require toughness as well as charm. It can be a 
dangerous world.

THE ANALYST – understanding global trends, data, markets and suppliers

While the Diplomat focuses on relationships and direct personal contact, the Analyst is immersed in 
external data, information, and news. Their job is to turn that into actionable insight which enables 
their organisations to gain competitive advantage. 

That could be analysing commodity markets. It might be gaining an early understanding of supply 
chain risks or actual risk events. Or identifying new suppliers who have cost or innovation advantages 
that the procurement team can exploit.

In a connected and on-line world, there is already more data available than we can visualise or, in most 
cases, use effectively. Technology developments – such as “big data” products and initiatives – will 
make it easier to handle this overload, but only for those individuals and organisations that embrace 
the opportunities and put the effort into becoming appropriately skilled. And our Analyst will be at the 
forefront of making sense of all this data for the benefit of the organisation.  

THE INVESTIGATOR – using internally generated data to drive value opportunities

Whilst the analyst focuses externally, this face is internally orientated. 

Procurement professionals will not, we believe, need to be deep technology experts in 2020. Indeed, 
the strong trend we’ve seen in the last couple of years around usability as a key factor for systems will 

continue as software becomes more intuitive and even business solutions have a consumer-type look 
and feel.  However, our executive must be comfortable with the use of technology, and most impor-
tantly, have the capability to exploit that within the organisation. This means being able to understand, 
work with, manipulate and interrogate the increasing amounts of internal data that will be available 
via the technology. 

“My people have to be data driven”, a Danish Chief Procurement Officer said to us recently. Whether it 
is in the context of the information available from ERP systems, spend analytics, supplier information 
and risk management systems or wider market and supplier data, the skill for the procurement profes-
sional will lie in; 

  knowing what the mass of data means; 

      understanding how to use it, drawing conclusions and developing actions based on it; and 

  developing the next level of questions to interrogate the data or the systems further (for 
instance, going back with the right “what if…” questions in advanced sourcing scenarios).

The focus will be on identifying further value opportunities from the data. Where could the organisa-
tion usefully aggregate spend further? Are there compliance issues in certain departments? What 
usage trends need watching to manage costs or stockholding? 

Numerical analysis, reasoning, and problem solving skills will be enhanced, in the very best Investiga-
tors, by a streak of creativity – the ability to take the data and make a leap to an extraordinary idea or 
conclusion.

THE LEADER – working with internal colleagues to deliver organisational value

It is ironic that whilst technology becomes more and more powerful, and data more prevalent, we 
realise that the most successful procurement people are those who can influence, persuade, and 
motivate colleagues and key stakeholders within their organisations. 

That requires a range of skills that can be called on at the right time. Factors such as the ability to listen 
well, persuasion, empathy, independence, judgement, presentational skills, even charisma (which is 
impossible to teach) come into play here. 

This role for Procurement is sometimes described as acting as a “business partner” within the organi-

sation. Indeed, we used that terminology in our book*. “Consultant”, or “Adviser”, are other terms that 
capture some of what we are talking about. But all of these in some way suggest procurement is 
supporting something separate that is “the business”. Our vision is that procurement must be seen as 
an intrinsic part of the organisation, with a vital role to play, not standing outside the core business 
merely as a support function. 

And when we look at that list of skills we defined, what they resemble is quite simply, effective leader-
ship. Whatever level the procurement professional is at, the ability to work with key colleagues and 
deliver results is the essence of a Leader. Those skills will stand procurement people in good stead in 
their careers now and in the future, 2020 and beyond. 



4.  What does this mean for procurement? 

One view is that procurement might virtually disappear – the Professor Lamming “black box” idea *. 
Transactional procurement activities are largely automated, whilst budget holders take on some of the 
more strategic market or supplier management activities.

We don’t see this happening other than in a few limited areas.  Even as technology becomes more 
powerful, there is no evidence that the need for human judgement, or inter-personal contact, is reduc-
ing. Further automation of supply chain activities will increase in process manufacturing, but even 
here there will be critical commercial and judgemental issues (offshoring, outsourcing, reputation 
management, and capturing innovation from the supply chain). We don’t see machines being very good 
at handling these! 

In other sectors, such as services or public sector procurement, managing the dynamics of the internal 
stakeholder and how that relates to the external market and suppliers will continue to be central for 
procurement. Making sure that a major public sector procurement exercise, for instance, meets the 
political and social goals of the politician in charge cannot be simply automated. It requires consider-
able technical and behavioural skill from the procurement executive to achieve a successful outcome. 

So we don’t see procurement disappearing.  But we do think it needs to change. 

It needs to move away from the dominant focus on unit cost reduction that still prevails in many 
organisations, to playing a wider and more fundamental role in the organisation. We see the procure-
ment role as “managing the value the organisation gains from its dealings with the external world of 
suppliers and potential suppliers”. 

And to do that, successful procurement executives will wear “four faces”, as they develop and demon-
strate their skills at managing across two different dimensions. They are:

  the internal / external dimension – facing both external markets and suppliers, and 
internally to stakeholders, colleagues and budget holders; and 

  the analytical / relationship dimension –  working in a data-driven, analytical manner 
when appropriate, yet also demonstrating a high level of behavioural skill and sensitivity. 

Clearly, not all procurement roles will need the same balance. Junior procurement analysts may not 
need to worry about the relationship side of things early in their career. Top CPOs don’t need to be 
constantly down in the analytical detail. But the most successful procurement professionals, at all 
levels, will be those who feel comfortable operating with any one of our “four faces”.

1.  Introduction 

In this Paper, we’re going look at how Procurement may develop over the next few years. In particular, 
we’ll consider the skills and characteristics that the (not-too-distant) future procurement professional 
is likely to need in our rapidly changing world.

We’ll take 2020 as our notional year for our predictions. It sounds a long way off, but look at it this way: 
it’s the year of the next but one summer Olympic Games. So thinking of it like that, it seems not that far 
away really. 

However, that doesn’t mean it is easy to forecast anything looking ahead, including our topic here. And 
we’re well aware that whatever we say now runs the risk of looking inaccurate – or even plain stupid – 
by the time we get to 2020. But we’re going to give it a try. 

We will focus on what seem to be likely and generic success factors for procurement people in this 
briefing. We’re not going to get into exactly how we define “success” for the professional, or try and be 
too sophisticated about how those factors almost certainly will vary in different organisations, sectors 
or countries – although we will touch on those differences when we think they are particularly impor-
tant. 

It’s also worth noting that different levels of seniority will need different skills, just as they do now. 
Again, we will try and generalise as much as possible, but point out those differences when they are 
particularly important. 

We’ll take a quick look at the wider macro-level issues that will impact on procurement’s role and 
activities. Then we’ll talk about what that means for the skill-set that the typical procurement profes-
sional might need, and finally we’ll briefly cover some of the likely consequences of this new model of 
a successful procurement person. 

2.  The Development of the Procurement role 

But let’s start the discussion with a brief look back, to help understand how our profession and the 
procurement professional have developed over time. That helps to give some context as we look into 
the future.

1960s – Procurement grows in importance, particularly in manufacturing

People need skills in planning and stock management – getting the right materials to the right place at 
the right time is key.

The Four Faces of Procurement: Re-inventing the role of the procurement professional

1970s – Commodity price volatility and inflation emphasise commodity buying and trading  

Trading and negotiating skills come into their own as those procurement skills are needed in a 
challenging economic environment.

1980s – Procurement expands its reach - services firms and the public sector take an interest, ERP 
is invented  

A wider range of general management skills is needed, with the ability for procurement to work inter-
nally as well as externally becoming more important.

1990s – Globalisation, outsourcing, and technology advances add to the procurement scope and the 
growth of tools such as category management 

Procurement people need to be more professional and analytical, with an understanding of techniques, 
processes, technology and systems.

2000s – The Internet revolution impacts procurement: more data becomes available whilst strate-
gic sourcing, partnership working and corporate social responsibility come to the fore

The ability to work collaboratively with colleagues and suppliers and think beyond cost into wider business 
and social value is vital. We see a more nuanced professional approach to procurement emerging.

What does this tell us? Well, it is clear that technology has impacted procurement considerably, and 
that we’ve moved away from a focus on physical supply to much wider questions around value. We can 
also see how the linkages between what procurement does within the organisation and outside it have 
developed, as we understand that both are important for procurement to succeed.  The world we 
operate in is more complex and challenging; but we also have more information at our fingertips than 
ever before to help us make sense of it.

3.  The Wider environment 

So, if we’re looking into the future, it seems reasonable to consider the wider landscape in which 
organisations and senior individuals will be working over the next few years.  It is difficult to consider 
what will be needed from the procurement department (if it still exists) or the individual professional, 
without trying to understand the likely environment in which they’ll be operating.

Now, if we could predict economic factors with any success we would already be very rich, having 
made our fortune on the stock or money markets. But here are some macro-level factors that seem 
likely to be important in 2020. 

  The world economy may be more stable, but we may still be in a phase of post-Euro uncer-
tainty (if it does collapse) or coming to terms with something that resembles more a 
“United States of Europe” (if it hasn’t). 

  More established economies will be facing competition, not just in manufacturing but in 
also higher value goods and services, from BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India, China), and indeed 
from the next generation of developing countries (Indonesia, Vietnam, South Africa etc.) 

  Some resources will become even more scarce, valued or controversial; with access to 
rare minerals and metals for instance a source of both opportunity and potential conflict 
at a political and business level. 

  The opportunity for Governments to tax more seems unlikely with the mobility of money, 
so along with the pressures of ageing populations, there may be tensions between what 
the citizen expects their government to do for them, and what the State can afford to do. 

  But Governments will look to use their power and raise revenues by controlling more 
closely how private sector firms operate – through regulation, access rights and force of 
public opinion. 

So it is likely that many organisations will face more economic and political uncertainty, maybe even 
turmoil. The balance between buyer and supplier – in some industries and markets at least – is likely 
to move towards favouring the supplier as we see global shortages in some commodity areas. The role 
of government will be questioned, which will lead to opportunities for the private sector (more 
outsourcing of services), but also perhaps more pressure to regulate private firms or pressure for them 
to operate in what is seen as a responsible manner. 

In addition, one prediction we can make with some confidence is that the pace of technology develop-
ment isn’t suddenly going to slow. The increased opportunities to use technology for the benefit of the 
organisation will become even more vital than today for most functions and professionals.  
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5.  The Four Faces  

Here’s our representation of what we mean by the two dimensions and the four faces. Professionals 
will need to blend an effective internal and external focus; and a combination of relationship and 
technical or analytical skills.

Let’s look at each in more detail. 

THE DIPLOMAT - worldly, sophisticated, connected but tough 

Success for many organisations will depend on access to scarce resources, and for larger firms in 
particular, an ability to work successfully with governments. Note the current situation in the financial 
services world, with regulatory issues, or take the example of large mining companies. Their ability to 

persuade national or local governments to grant them exploration or mining rights relies strongly on 
what they can offer in terms of developing the local economy. And a major factor within that is support-
ing and developing a local supply base. So procurement activities and executives play a key role in 
what is one of the most important and strategic drivers for the organisation – winning the trust of 
government. 

We see this understanding of what we might call “responsible procurement” as being key for the 
procurement person in 2020.  And yet, responsible procurement must be allied with a hard headed, 
practical and pragmatic understanding of how to operate in a global environment. That also needs 
strong negotiation skills – but not a simple power based, “beat the supplier across the head” approach! 
We will need subtlety and sophistication.

This looks to us like the classic set of “diplomatic” skills, which go right back to the Venetians, through 
the renaissance courts, to the current day ambassadors and global UN negotiators. And as recent world 
events have shown, our procurement Diplomat will require toughness as well as charm. It can be a 
dangerous world.

THE ANALYST – understanding global trends, data, markets and suppliers

While the Diplomat focuses on relationships and direct personal contact, the Analyst is immersed in 
external data, information, and news. Their job is to turn that into actionable insight which enables 
their organisations to gain competitive advantage. 

That could be analysing commodity markets. It might be gaining an early understanding of supply 
chain risks or actual risk events. Or identifying new suppliers who have cost or innovation advantages 
that the procurement team can exploit.

In a connected and on-line world, there is already more data available than we can visualise or, in most 
cases, use effectively. Technology developments – such as “big data” products and initiatives – will 
make it easier to handle this overload, but only for those individuals and organisations that embrace 
the opportunities and put the effort into becoming appropriately skilled. And our Analyst will be at the 
forefront of making sense of all this data for the benefit of the organisation.  

THE INVESTIGATOR – using internally generated data to drive value opportunities

Whilst the analyst focuses externally, this face is internally orientated. 

Procurement professionals will not, we believe, need to be deep technology experts in 2020. Indeed, 
the strong trend we’ve seen in the last couple of years around usability as a key factor for systems will 

continue as software becomes more intuitive and even business solutions have a consumer-type look 
and feel.  However, our executive must be comfortable with the use of technology, and most impor-
tantly, have the capability to exploit that within the organisation. This means being able to understand, 
work with, manipulate and interrogate the increasing amounts of internal data that will be available 
via the technology. 

“My people have to be data driven”, a Danish Chief Procurement Officer said to us recently. Whether it 
is in the context of the information available from ERP systems, spend analytics, supplier information 
and risk management systems or wider market and supplier data, the skill for the procurement profes-
sional will lie in; 

  knowing what the mass of data means; 

      understanding how to use it, drawing conclusions and developing actions based on it; and 

  developing the next level of questions to interrogate the data or the systems further (for 
instance, going back with the right “what if…” questions in advanced sourcing scenarios).

The focus will be on identifying further value opportunities from the data. Where could the organisa-
tion usefully aggregate spend further? Are there compliance issues in certain departments? What 
usage trends need watching to manage costs or stockholding? 

Numerical analysis, reasoning, and problem solving skills will be enhanced, in the very best Investiga-
tors, by a streak of creativity – the ability to take the data and make a leap to an extraordinary idea or 
conclusion.

THE LEADER – working with internal colleagues to deliver organisational value

It is ironic that whilst technology becomes more and more powerful, and data more prevalent, we 
realise that the most successful procurement people are those who can influence, persuade, and 
motivate colleagues and key stakeholders within their organisations. 

That requires a range of skills that can be called on at the right time. Factors such as the ability to listen 
well, persuasion, empathy, independence, judgement, presentational skills, even charisma (which is 
impossible to teach) come into play here. 

This role for Procurement is sometimes described as acting as a “business partner” within the organi-

sation. Indeed, we used that terminology in our book*. “Consultant”, or “Adviser”, are other terms that 
capture some of what we are talking about. But all of these in some way suggest procurement is 
supporting something separate that is “the business”. Our vision is that procurement must be seen as 
an intrinsic part of the organisation, with a vital role to play, not standing outside the core business 
merely as a support function. 

And when we look at that list of skills we defined, what they resemble is quite simply, effective leader-
ship. Whatever level the procurement professional is at, the ability to work with key colleagues and 
deliver results is the essence of a Leader. Those skills will stand procurement people in good stead in 
their careers now and in the future, 2020 and beyond. 
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4.  What does this mean for procurement? 

One view is that procurement might virtually disappear – the Professor Lamming “black box” idea *. 
Transactional procurement activities are largely automated, whilst budget holders take on some of the 
more strategic market or supplier management activities.

We don’t see this happening other than in a few limited areas.  Even as technology becomes more 
powerful, there is no evidence that the need for human judgement, or inter-personal contact, is reduc-
ing. Further automation of supply chain activities will increase in process manufacturing, but even 
here there will be critical commercial and judgemental issues (offshoring, outsourcing, reputation 
management, and capturing innovation from the supply chain). We don’t see machines being very good 
at handling these! 

In other sectors, such as services or public sector procurement, managing the dynamics of the internal 
stakeholder and how that relates to the external market and suppliers will continue to be central for 
procurement. Making sure that a major public sector procurement exercise, for instance, meets the 
political and social goals of the politician in charge cannot be simply automated. It requires consider-
able technical and behavioural skill from the procurement executive to achieve a successful outcome. 

So we don’t see procurement disappearing.  But we do think it needs to change. 

It needs to move away from the dominant focus on unit cost reduction that still prevails in many 
organisations, to playing a wider and more fundamental role in the organisation. We see the procure-
ment role as “managing the value the organisation gains from its dealings with the external world of 
suppliers and potential suppliers”. 

And to do that, successful procurement executives will wear “four faces”, as they develop and demon-
strate their skills at managing across two different dimensions. They are:

  the internal / external dimension – facing both external markets and suppliers, and 
internally to stakeholders, colleagues and budget holders; and 

  the analytical / relationship dimension –  working in a data-driven, analytical manner 
when appropriate, yet also demonstrating a high level of behavioural skill and sensitivity. 

Clearly, not all procurement roles will need the same balance. Junior procurement analysts may not 
need to worry about the relationship side of things early in their career. Top CPOs don’t need to be 
constantly down in the analytical detail. But the most successful procurement professionals, at all 
levels, will be those who feel comfortable operating with any one of our “four faces”.

1.  Introduction 

In this Paper, we’re going look at how Procurement may develop over the next few years. In particular, 
we’ll consider the skills and characteristics that the (not-too-distant) future procurement professional 
is likely to need in our rapidly changing world.

We’ll take 2020 as our notional year for our predictions. It sounds a long way off, but look at it this way: 
it’s the year of the next but one summer Olympic Games. So thinking of it like that, it seems not that far 
away really. 

However, that doesn’t mean it is easy to forecast anything looking ahead, including our topic here. And 
we’re well aware that whatever we say now runs the risk of looking inaccurate – or even plain stupid – 
by the time we get to 2020. But we’re going to give it a try. 

We will focus on what seem to be likely and generic success factors for procurement people in this 
briefing. We’re not going to get into exactly how we define “success” for the professional, or try and be 
too sophisticated about how those factors almost certainly will vary in different organisations, sectors 
or countries – although we will touch on those differences when we think they are particularly impor-
tant. 

It’s also worth noting that different levels of seniority will need different skills, just as they do now. 
Again, we will try and generalise as much as possible, but point out those differences when they are 
particularly important. 

We’ll take a quick look at the wider macro-level issues that will impact on procurement’s role and 
activities. Then we’ll talk about what that means for the skill-set that the typical procurement profes-
sional might need, and finally we’ll briefly cover some of the likely consequences of this new model of 
a successful procurement person. 

2.  The Development of the Procurement role 

But let’s start the discussion with a brief look back, to help understand how our profession and the 
procurement professional have developed over time. That helps to give some context as we look into 
the future.

1960s – Procurement grows in importance, particularly in manufacturing

People need skills in planning and stock management – getting the right materials to the right place at 
the right time is key.

1970s – Commodity price volatility and inflation emphasise commodity buying and trading  

Trading and negotiating skills come into their own as those procurement skills are needed in a 
challenging economic environment.

1980s – Procurement expands its reach - services firms and the public sector take an interest, ERP 
is invented  

A wider range of general management skills is needed, with the ability for procurement to work inter-
nally as well as externally becoming more important.

1990s – Globalisation, outsourcing, and technology advances add to the procurement scope and the 
growth of tools such as category management 

Procurement people need to be more professional and analytical, with an understanding of techniques, 
processes, technology and systems.

2000s – The Internet revolution impacts procurement: more data becomes available whilst strate-
gic sourcing, partnership working and corporate social responsibility come to the fore

The ability to work collaboratively with colleagues and suppliers and think beyond cost into wider business 
and social value is vital. We see a more nuanced professional approach to procurement emerging.

What does this tell us? Well, it is clear that technology has impacted procurement considerably, and 
that we’ve moved away from a focus on physical supply to much wider questions around value. We can 
also see how the linkages between what procurement does within the organisation and outside it have 
developed, as we understand that both are important for procurement to succeed.  The world we 
operate in is more complex and challenging; but we also have more information at our fingertips than 
ever before to help us make sense of it.

3.  The Wider environment 

So, if we’re looking into the future, it seems reasonable to consider the wider landscape in which 
organisations and senior individuals will be working over the next few years.  It is difficult to consider 
what will be needed from the procurement department (if it still exists) or the individual professional, 
without trying to understand the likely environment in which they’ll be operating.
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Now, if we could predict economic factors with any success we would already be very rich, having 
made our fortune on the stock or money markets. But here are some macro-level factors that seem 
likely to be important in 2020. 

  The world economy may be more stable, but we may still be in a phase of post-Euro uncer-
tainty (if it does collapse) or coming to terms with something that resembles more a 
“United States of Europe” (if it hasn’t). 

  More established economies will be facing competition, not just in manufacturing but in 
also higher value goods and services, from BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India, China), and indeed 
from the next generation of developing countries (Indonesia, Vietnam, South Africa etc.) 

  Some resources will become even more scarce, valued or controversial; with access to 
rare minerals and metals for instance a source of both opportunity and potential conflict 
at a political and business level. 

  The opportunity for Governments to tax more seems unlikely with the mobility of money, 
so along with the pressures of ageing populations, there may be tensions between what 
the citizen expects their government to do for them, and what the State can afford to do. 

  But Governments will look to use their power and raise revenues by controlling more 
closely how private sector firms operate – through regulation, access rights and force of 
public opinion. 

So it is likely that many organisations will face more economic and political uncertainty, maybe even 
turmoil. The balance between buyer and supplier – in some industries and markets at least – is likely 
to move towards favouring the supplier as we see global shortages in some commodity areas. The role 
of government will be questioned, which will lead to opportunities for the private sector (more 
outsourcing of services), but also perhaps more pressure to regulate private firms or pressure for them 
to operate in what is seen as a responsible manner. 

In addition, one prediction we can make with some confidence is that the pace of technology develop-
ment isn’t suddenly going to slow. The increased opportunities to use technology for the benefit of the 
organisation will become even more vital than today for most functions and professionals.  

 

5.  The Four Faces  

Here’s our representation of what we mean by the two dimensions and the four faces. Professionals 
will need to blend an effective internal and external focus; and a combination of relationship and 
technical or analytical skills.

Let’s look at each in more detail. 

THE DIPLOMAT - worldly, sophisticated, connected but tough 

Success for many organisations will depend on access to scarce resources, and for larger firms in 
particular, an ability to work successfully with governments. Note the current situation in the financial 
services world, with regulatory issues, or take the example of large mining companies. Their ability to 

persuade national or local governments to grant them exploration or mining rights relies strongly on 
what they can offer in terms of developing the local economy. And a major factor within that is support-
ing and developing a local supply base. So procurement activities and executives play a key role in 
what is one of the most important and strategic drivers for the organisation – winning the trust of 
government. 

We see this understanding of what we might call “responsible procurement” as being key for the 
procurement person in 2020.  And yet, responsible procurement must be allied with a hard headed, 
practical and pragmatic understanding of how to operate in a global environment. That also needs 
strong negotiation skills – but not a simple power based, “beat the supplier across the head” approach! 
We will need subtlety and sophistication.

This looks to us like the classic set of “diplomatic” skills, which go right back to the Venetians, through 
the renaissance courts, to the current day ambassadors and global UN negotiators. And as recent world 
events have shown, our procurement Diplomat will require toughness as well as charm. It can be a 
dangerous world.

THE ANALYST – understanding global trends, data, markets and suppliers

While the Diplomat focuses on relationships and direct personal contact, the Analyst is immersed in 
external data, information, and news. Their job is to turn that into actionable insight which enables 
their organisations to gain competitive advantage. 

That could be analysing commodity markets. It might be gaining an early understanding of supply 
chain risks or actual risk events. Or identifying new suppliers who have cost or innovation advantages 
that the procurement team can exploit.

In a connected and on-line world, there is already more data available than we can visualise or, in most 
cases, use effectively. Technology developments – such as “big data” products and initiatives – will 
make it easier to handle this overload, but only for those individuals and organisations that embrace 
the opportunities and put the effort into becoming appropriately skilled. And our Analyst will be at the 
forefront of making sense of all this data for the benefit of the organisation.  

THE INVESTIGATOR – using internally generated data to drive value opportunities

Whilst the analyst focuses externally, this face is internally orientated. 

Procurement professionals will not, we believe, need to be deep technology experts in 2020. Indeed, 
the strong trend we’ve seen in the last couple of years around usability as a key factor for systems will 

continue as software becomes more intuitive and even business solutions have a consumer-type look 
and feel.  However, our executive must be comfortable with the use of technology, and most impor-
tantly, have the capability to exploit that within the organisation. This means being able to understand, 
work with, manipulate and interrogate the increasing amounts of internal data that will be available 
via the technology. 

“My people have to be data driven”, a Danish Chief Procurement Officer said to us recently. Whether it 
is in the context of the information available from ERP systems, spend analytics, supplier information 
and risk management systems or wider market and supplier data, the skill for the procurement profes-
sional will lie in; 

  knowing what the mass of data means; 

      understanding how to use it, drawing conclusions and developing actions based on it; and 

  developing the next level of questions to interrogate the data or the systems further (for 
instance, going back with the right “what if…” questions in advanced sourcing scenarios).

The focus will be on identifying further value opportunities from the data. Where could the organisa-
tion usefully aggregate spend further? Are there compliance issues in certain departments? What 
usage trends need watching to manage costs or stockholding? 

Numerical analysis, reasoning, and problem solving skills will be enhanced, in the very best Investiga-
tors, by a streak of creativity – the ability to take the data and make a leap to an extraordinary idea or 
conclusion.

THE LEADER – working with internal colleagues to deliver organisational value

It is ironic that whilst technology becomes more and more powerful, and data more prevalent, we 
realise that the most successful procurement people are those who can influence, persuade, and 
motivate colleagues and key stakeholders within their organisations. 

That requires a range of skills that can be called on at the right time. Factors such as the ability to listen 
well, persuasion, empathy, independence, judgement, presentational skills, even charisma (which is 
impossible to teach) come into play here. 

This role for Procurement is sometimes described as acting as a “business partner” within the organi-

sation. Indeed, we used that terminology in our book*. “Consultant”, or “Adviser”, are other terms that 
capture some of what we are talking about. But all of these in some way suggest procurement is 
supporting something separate that is “the business”. Our vision is that procurement must be seen as 
an intrinsic part of the organisation, with a vital role to play, not standing outside the core business 
merely as a support function. 

And when we look at that list of skills we defined, what they resemble is quite simply, effective leader-
ship. Whatever level the procurement professional is at, the ability to work with key colleagues and 
deliver results is the essence of a Leader. Those skills will stand procurement people in good stead in 
their careers now and in the future, 2020 and beyond. 

6



4.  What does this mean for procurement? 

One view is that procurement might virtually disappear – the Professor Lamming “black box” idea *. 
Transactional procurement activities are largely automated, whilst budget holders take on some of the 
more strategic market or supplier management activities.

We don’t see this happening other than in a few limited areas.  Even as technology becomes more 
powerful, there is no evidence that the need for human judgement, or inter-personal contact, is reduc-
ing. Further automation of supply chain activities will increase in process manufacturing, but even 
here there will be critical commercial and judgemental issues (offshoring, outsourcing, reputation 
management, and capturing innovation from the supply chain). We don’t see machines being very good 
at handling these! 

In other sectors, such as services or public sector procurement, managing the dynamics of the internal 
stakeholder and how that relates to the external market and suppliers will continue to be central for 
procurement. Making sure that a major public sector procurement exercise, for instance, meets the 
political and social goals of the politician in charge cannot be simply automated. It requires consider-
able technical and behavioural skill from the procurement executive to achieve a successful outcome. 

So we don’t see procurement disappearing.  But we do think it needs to change. 

It needs to move away from the dominant focus on unit cost reduction that still prevails in many 
organisations, to playing a wider and more fundamental role in the organisation. We see the procure-
ment role as “managing the value the organisation gains from its dealings with the external world of 
suppliers and potential suppliers”. 

And to do that, successful procurement executives will wear “four faces”, as they develop and demon-
strate their skills at managing across two different dimensions. They are:

  the internal / external dimension – facing both external markets and suppliers, and 
internally to stakeholders, colleagues and budget holders; and 

  the analytical / relationship dimension –  working in a data-driven, analytical manner 
when appropriate, yet also demonstrating a high level of behavioural skill and sensitivity. 

Clearly, not all procurement roles will need the same balance. Junior procurement analysts may not 
need to worry about the relationship side of things early in their career. Top CPOs don’t need to be 
constantly down in the analytical detail. But the most successful procurement professionals, at all 
levels, will be those who feel comfortable operating with any one of our “four faces”.

* “Thinking on a different level”, CPO Agenda, Summer 2007

1.  Introduction 

In this Paper, we’re going look at how Procurement may develop over the next few years. In particular, 
we’ll consider the skills and characteristics that the (not-too-distant) future procurement professional 
is likely to need in our rapidly changing world.

We’ll take 2020 as our notional year for our predictions. It sounds a long way off, but look at it this way: 
it’s the year of the next but one summer Olympic Games. So thinking of it like that, it seems not that far 
away really. 

However, that doesn’t mean it is easy to forecast anything looking ahead, including our topic here. And 
we’re well aware that whatever we say now runs the risk of looking inaccurate – or even plain stupid – 
by the time we get to 2020. But we’re going to give it a try. 

We will focus on what seem to be likely and generic success factors for procurement people in this 
briefing. We’re not going to get into exactly how we define “success” for the professional, or try and be 
too sophisticated about how those factors almost certainly will vary in different organisations, sectors 
or countries – although we will touch on those differences when we think they are particularly impor-
tant. 

It’s also worth noting that different levels of seniority will need different skills, just as they do now. 
Again, we will try and generalise as much as possible, but point out those differences when they are 
particularly important. 

We’ll take a quick look at the wider macro-level issues that will impact on procurement’s role and 
activities. Then we’ll talk about what that means for the skill-set that the typical procurement profes-
sional might need, and finally we’ll briefly cover some of the likely consequences of this new model of 
a successful procurement person. 

2.  The Development of the Procurement role 

But let’s start the discussion with a brief look back, to help understand how our profession and the 
procurement professional have developed over time. That helps to give some context as we look into 
the future.

1960s – Procurement grows in importance, particularly in manufacturing

People need skills in planning and stock management – getting the right materials to the right place at 
the right time is key.

1970s – Commodity price volatility and inflation emphasise commodity buying and trading  

Trading and negotiating skills come into their own as those procurement skills are needed in a 
challenging economic environment.

1980s – Procurement expands its reach - services firms and the public sector take an interest, ERP 
is invented  

A wider range of general management skills is needed, with the ability for procurement to work inter-
nally as well as externally becoming more important.

1990s – Globalisation, outsourcing, and technology advances add to the procurement scope and the 
growth of tools such as category management 

Procurement people need to be more professional and analytical, with an understanding of techniques, 
processes, technology and systems.

2000s – The Internet revolution impacts procurement: more data becomes available whilst strate-
gic sourcing, partnership working and corporate social responsibility come to the fore

The ability to work collaboratively with colleagues and suppliers and think beyond cost into wider business 
and social value is vital. We see a more nuanced professional approach to procurement emerging.

What does this tell us? Well, it is clear that technology has impacted procurement considerably, and 
that we’ve moved away from a focus on physical supply to much wider questions around value. We can 
also see how the linkages between what procurement does within the organisation and outside it have 
developed, as we understand that both are important for procurement to succeed.  The world we 
operate in is more complex and challenging; but we also have more information at our fingertips than 
ever before to help us make sense of it.

3.  The Wider environment 

So, if we’re looking into the future, it seems reasonable to consider the wider landscape in which 
organisations and senior individuals will be working over the next few years.  It is difficult to consider 
what will be needed from the procurement department (if it still exists) or the individual professional, 
without trying to understand the likely environment in which they’ll be operating.

Now, if we could predict economic factors with any success we would already be very rich, having 
made our fortune on the stock or money markets. But here are some macro-level factors that seem 
likely to be important in 2020. 

  The world economy may be more stable, but we may still be in a phase of post-Euro uncer-
tainty (if it does collapse) or coming to terms with something that resembles more a 
“United States of Europe” (if it hasn’t). 

  More established economies will be facing competition, not just in manufacturing but in 
also higher value goods and services, from BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India, China), and indeed 
from the next generation of developing countries (Indonesia, Vietnam, South Africa etc.) 

  Some resources will become even more scarce, valued or controversial; with access to 
rare minerals and metals for instance a source of both opportunity and potential conflict 
at a political and business level. 

  The opportunity for Governments to tax more seems unlikely with the mobility of money, 
so along with the pressures of ageing populations, there may be tensions between what 
the citizen expects their government to do for them, and what the State can afford to do. 

  But Governments will look to use their power and raise revenues by controlling more 
closely how private sector firms operate – through regulation, access rights and force of 
public opinion. 

So it is likely that many organisations will face more economic and political uncertainty, maybe even 
turmoil. The balance between buyer and supplier – in some industries and markets at least – is likely 
to move towards favouring the supplier as we see global shortages in some commodity areas. The role 
of government will be questioned, which will lead to opportunities for the private sector (more 
outsourcing of services), but also perhaps more pressure to regulate private firms or pressure for them 
to operate in what is seen as a responsible manner. 

In addition, one prediction we can make with some confidence is that the pace of technology develop-
ment isn’t suddenly going to slow. The increased opportunities to use technology for the benefit of the 
organisation will become even more vital than today for most functions and professionals.  
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5.  The Four Faces  

Here’s our representation of what we mean by the two dimensions and the four faces. Professionals 
will need to blend an effective internal and external focus; and a combination of relationship and 
technical or analytical skills.

Let’s look at each in more detail. 

THE DIPLOMAT - worldly, sophisticated, connected but tough 

Success for many organisations will depend on access to scarce resources, and for larger firms in 
particular, an ability to work successfully with governments. Note the current situation in the financial 
services world, with regulatory issues, or take the example of large mining companies. Their ability to 

persuade national or local governments to grant them exploration or mining rights relies strongly on 
what they can offer in terms of developing the local economy. And a major factor within that is support-
ing and developing a local supply base. So procurement activities and executives play a key role in 
what is one of the most important and strategic drivers for the organisation – winning the trust of 
government. 

We see this understanding of what we might call “responsible procurement” as being key for the 
procurement person in 2020.  And yet, responsible procurement must be allied with a hard headed, 
practical and pragmatic understanding of how to operate in a global environment. That also needs 
strong negotiation skills – but not a simple power based, “beat the supplier across the head” approach! 
We will need subtlety and sophistication.

This looks to us like the classic set of “diplomatic” skills, which go right back to the Venetians, through 
the renaissance courts, to the current day ambassadors and global UN negotiators. And as recent world 
events have shown, our procurement Diplomat will require toughness as well as charm. It can be a 
dangerous world.

THE ANALYST – understanding global trends, data, markets and suppliers

While the Diplomat focuses on relationships and direct personal contact, the Analyst is immersed in 
external data, information, and news. Their job is to turn that into actionable insight which enables 
their organisations to gain competitive advantage. 

That could be analysing commodity markets. It might be gaining an early understanding of supply 
chain risks or actual risk events. Or identifying new suppliers who have cost or innovation advantages 
that the procurement team can exploit.

In a connected and on-line world, there is already more data available than we can visualise or, in most 
cases, use effectively. Technology developments – such as “big data” products and initiatives – will 
make it easier to handle this overload, but only for those individuals and organisations that embrace 
the opportunities and put the effort into becoming appropriately skilled. And our Analyst will be at the 
forefront of making sense of all this data for the benefit of the organisation.  

THE INVESTIGATOR – using internally generated data to drive value opportunities

Whilst the analyst focuses externally, this face is internally orientated. 

Procurement professionals will not, we believe, need to be deep technology experts in 2020. Indeed, 
the strong trend we’ve seen in the last couple of years around usability as a key factor for systems will 

continue as software becomes more intuitive and even business solutions have a consumer-type look 
and feel.  However, our executive must be comfortable with the use of technology, and most impor-
tantly, have the capability to exploit that within the organisation. This means being able to understand, 
work with, manipulate and interrogate the increasing amounts of internal data that will be available 
via the technology. 

“My people have to be data driven”, a Danish Chief Procurement Officer said to us recently. Whether it 
is in the context of the information available from ERP systems, spend analytics, supplier information 
and risk management systems or wider market and supplier data, the skill for the procurement profes-
sional will lie in; 

  knowing what the mass of data means; 

      understanding how to use it, drawing conclusions and developing actions based on it; and 

  developing the next level of questions to interrogate the data or the systems further (for 
instance, going back with the right “what if…” questions in advanced sourcing scenarios).

The focus will be on identifying further value opportunities from the data. Where could the organisa-
tion usefully aggregate spend further? Are there compliance issues in certain departments? What 
usage trends need watching to manage costs or stockholding? 

Numerical analysis, reasoning, and problem solving skills will be enhanced, in the very best Investiga-
tors, by a streak of creativity – the ability to take the data and make a leap to an extraordinary idea or 
conclusion.

THE LEADER – working with internal colleagues to deliver organisational value

It is ironic that whilst technology becomes more and more powerful, and data more prevalent, we 
realise that the most successful procurement people are those who can influence, persuade, and 
motivate colleagues and key stakeholders within their organisations. 

That requires a range of skills that can be called on at the right time. Factors such as the ability to listen 
well, persuasion, empathy, independence, judgement, presentational skills, even charisma (which is 
impossible to teach) come into play here. 

This role for Procurement is sometimes described as acting as a “business partner” within the organi-

sation. Indeed, we used that terminology in our book*. “Consultant”, or “Adviser”, are other terms that 
capture some of what we are talking about. But all of these in some way suggest procurement is 
supporting something separate that is “the business”. Our vision is that procurement must be seen as 
an intrinsic part of the organisation, with a vital role to play, not standing outside the core business 
merely as a support function. 

And when we look at that list of skills we defined, what they resemble is quite simply, effective leader-
ship. Whatever level the procurement professional is at, the ability to work with key colleagues and 
deliver results is the essence of a Leader. Those skills will stand procurement people in good stead in 
their careers now and in the future, 2020 and beyond. 



4.  What does this mean for procurement? 

One view is that procurement might virtually disappear – the Professor Lamming “black box” idea *. 
Transactional procurement activities are largely automated, whilst budget holders take on some of the 
more strategic market or supplier management activities.

We don’t see this happening other than in a few limited areas.  Even as technology becomes more 
powerful, there is no evidence that the need for human judgement, or inter-personal contact, is reduc-
ing. Further automation of supply chain activities will increase in process manufacturing, but even 
here there will be critical commercial and judgemental issues (offshoring, outsourcing, reputation 
management, and capturing innovation from the supply chain). We don’t see machines being very good 
at handling these! 

In other sectors, such as services or public sector procurement, managing the dynamics of the internal 
stakeholder and how that relates to the external market and suppliers will continue to be central for 
procurement. Making sure that a major public sector procurement exercise, for instance, meets the 
political and social goals of the politician in charge cannot be simply automated. It requires consider-
able technical and behavioural skill from the procurement executive to achieve a successful outcome. 

So we don’t see procurement disappearing.  But we do think it needs to change. 

It needs to move away from the dominant focus on unit cost reduction that still prevails in many 
organisations, to playing a wider and more fundamental role in the organisation. We see the procure-
ment role as “managing the value the organisation gains from its dealings with the external world of 
suppliers and potential suppliers”. 

And to do that, successful procurement executives will wear “four faces”, as they develop and demon-
strate their skills at managing across two different dimensions. They are:

  the internal / external dimension – facing both external markets and suppliers, and 
internally to stakeholders, colleagues and budget holders; and 

  the analytical / relationship dimension –  working in a data-driven, analytical manner 
when appropriate, yet also demonstrating a high level of behavioural skill and sensitivity. 

Clearly, not all procurement roles will need the same balance. Junior procurement analysts may not 
need to worry about the relationship side of things early in their career. Top CPOs don’t need to be 
constantly down in the analytical detail. But the most successful procurement professionals, at all 
levels, will be those who feel comfortable operating with any one of our “four faces”.

1.  Introduction 

In this Paper, we’re going look at how Procurement may develop over the next few years. In particular, 
we’ll consider the skills and characteristics that the (not-too-distant) future procurement professional 
is likely to need in our rapidly changing world.

We’ll take 2020 as our notional year for our predictions. It sounds a long way off, but look at it this way: 
it’s the year of the next but one summer Olympic Games. So thinking of it like that, it seems not that far 
away really. 

However, that doesn’t mean it is easy to forecast anything looking ahead, including our topic here. And 
we’re well aware that whatever we say now runs the risk of looking inaccurate – or even plain stupid – 
by the time we get to 2020. But we’re going to give it a try. 

We will focus on what seem to be likely and generic success factors for procurement people in this 
briefing. We’re not going to get into exactly how we define “success” for the professional, or try and be 
too sophisticated about how those factors almost certainly will vary in different organisations, sectors 
or countries – although we will touch on those differences when we think they are particularly impor-
tant. 

It’s also worth noting that different levels of seniority will need different skills, just as they do now. 
Again, we will try and generalise as much as possible, but point out those differences when they are 
particularly important. 

We’ll take a quick look at the wider macro-level issues that will impact on procurement’s role and 
activities. Then we’ll talk about what that means for the skill-set that the typical procurement profes-
sional might need, and finally we’ll briefly cover some of the likely consequences of this new model of 
a successful procurement person. 

2.  The Development of the Procurement role 

But let’s start the discussion with a brief look back, to help understand how our profession and the 
procurement professional have developed over time. That helps to give some context as we look into 
the future.

1960s – Procurement grows in importance, particularly in manufacturing

People need skills in planning and stock management – getting the right materials to the right place at 
the right time is key.

1970s – Commodity price volatility and inflation emphasise commodity buying and trading  

Trading and negotiating skills come into their own as those procurement skills are needed in a 
challenging economic environment.

1980s – Procurement expands its reach - services firms and the public sector take an interest, ERP 
is invented  

A wider range of general management skills is needed, with the ability for procurement to work inter-
nally as well as externally becoming more important.

1990s – Globalisation, outsourcing, and technology advances add to the procurement scope and the 
growth of tools such as category management 

Procurement people need to be more professional and analytical, with an understanding of techniques, 
processes, technology and systems.

2000s – The Internet revolution impacts procurement: more data becomes available whilst strate-
gic sourcing, partnership working and corporate social responsibility come to the fore

The ability to work collaboratively with colleagues and suppliers and think beyond cost into wider business 
and social value is vital. We see a more nuanced professional approach to procurement emerging.

What does this tell us? Well, it is clear that technology has impacted procurement considerably, and 
that we’ve moved away from a focus on physical supply to much wider questions around value. We can 
also see how the linkages between what procurement does within the organisation and outside it have 
developed, as we understand that both are important for procurement to succeed.  The world we 
operate in is more complex and challenging; but we also have more information at our fingertips than 
ever before to help us make sense of it.

3.  The Wider environment 

So, if we’re looking into the future, it seems reasonable to consider the wider landscape in which 
organisations and senior individuals will be working over the next few years.  It is difficult to consider 
what will be needed from the procurement department (if it still exists) or the individual professional, 
without trying to understand the likely environment in which they’ll be operating.

Now, if we could predict economic factors with any success we would already be very rich, having 
made our fortune on the stock or money markets. But here are some macro-level factors that seem 
likely to be important in 2020. 

  The world economy may be more stable, but we may still be in a phase of post-Euro uncer-
tainty (if it does collapse) or coming to terms with something that resembles more a 
“United States of Europe” (if it hasn’t). 

  More established economies will be facing competition, not just in manufacturing but in 
also higher value goods and services, from BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India, China), and indeed 
from the next generation of developing countries (Indonesia, Vietnam, South Africa etc.) 

  Some resources will become even more scarce, valued or controversial; with access to 
rare minerals and metals for instance a source of both opportunity and potential conflict 
at a political and business level. 

  The opportunity for Governments to tax more seems unlikely with the mobility of money, 
so along with the pressures of ageing populations, there may be tensions between what 
the citizen expects their government to do for them, and what the State can afford to do. 

  But Governments will look to use their power and raise revenues by controlling more 
closely how private sector firms operate – through regulation, access rights and force of 
public opinion. 

So it is likely that many organisations will face more economic and political uncertainty, maybe even 
turmoil. The balance between buyer and supplier – in some industries and markets at least – is likely 
to move towards favouring the supplier as we see global shortages in some commodity areas. The role 
of government will be questioned, which will lead to opportunities for the private sector (more 
outsourcing of services), but also perhaps more pressure to regulate private firms or pressure for them 
to operate in what is seen as a responsible manner. 

In addition, one prediction we can make with some confidence is that the pace of technology develop-
ment isn’t suddenly going to slow. The increased opportunities to use technology for the benefit of the 
organisation will become even more vital than today for most functions and professionals.  

 

5.  The Four Faces  

Here’s our representation of what we mean by the two dimensions and the four faces. Professionals 
will need to blend an effective internal and external focus; and a combination of relationship and 
technical or analytical skills.

Let’s look at each in more detail. 

THE DIPLOMAT - worldly, sophisticated, connected but tough 

Success for many organisations will depend on access to scarce resources, and for larger firms in 
particular, an ability to work successfully with governments. Note the current situation in the financial 
services world, with regulatory issues, or take the example of large mining companies. Their ability to 

Fig 1: The Four Faces of Procurement
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persuade national or local governments to grant them exploration or mining rights relies strongly on 
what they can offer in terms of developing the local economy. And a major factor within that is support-
ing and developing a local supply base. So procurement activities and executives play a key role in 
what is one of the most important and strategic drivers for the organisation – winning the trust of 
government. 

We see this understanding of what we might call “responsible procurement” as being key for the 
procurement person in 2020.  And yet, responsible procurement must be allied with a hard headed, 
practical and pragmatic understanding of how to operate in a global environment. That also needs 
strong negotiation skills – but not a simple power based, “beat the supplier across the head” approach! 
We will need subtlety and sophistication.

This looks to us like the classic set of “diplomatic” skills, which go right back to the Venetians, through 
the renaissance courts, to the current day ambassadors and global UN negotiators. And as recent world 
events have shown, our procurement Diplomat will require toughness as well as charm. It can be a 
dangerous world.

THE ANALYST – understanding global trends, data, markets and suppliers

While the Diplomat focuses on relationships and direct personal contact, the Analyst is immersed in 
external data, information, and news. Their job is to turn that into actionable insight which enables 
their organisations to gain competitive advantage. 

That could be analysing commodity markets. It might be gaining an early understanding of supply 
chain risks or actual risk events. Or identifying new suppliers who have cost or innovation advantages 
that the procurement team can exploit.

In a connected and on-line world, there is already more data available than we can visualise or, in most 
cases, use effectively. Technology developments – such as “big data” products and initiatives – will 
make it easier to handle this overload, but only for those individuals and organisations that embrace 
the opportunities and put the effort into becoming appropriately skilled. And our Analyst will be at the 
forefront of making sense of all this data for the benefit of the organisation.  

THE INVESTIGATOR – using internally generated data to drive value opportunities

Whilst the analyst focuses externally, this face is internally orientated. 

Procurement professionals will not, we believe, need to be deep technology experts in 2020. Indeed, 
the strong trend we’ve seen in the last couple of years around usability as a key factor for systems will 

continue as software becomes more intuitive and even business solutions have a consumer-type look 
and feel.  However, our executive must be comfortable with the use of technology, and most impor-
tantly, have the capability to exploit that within the organisation. This means being able to understand, 
work with, manipulate and interrogate the increasing amounts of internal data that will be available 
via the technology. 

“My people have to be data driven”, a Danish Chief Procurement Officer said to us recently. Whether it 
is in the context of the information available from ERP systems, spend analytics, supplier information 
and risk management systems or wider market and supplier data, the skill for the procurement profes-
sional will lie in; 

  knowing what the mass of data means; 

      understanding how to use it, drawing conclusions and developing actions based on it; and 

  developing the next level of questions to interrogate the data or the systems further (for 
instance, going back with the right “what if…” questions in advanced sourcing scenarios).

The focus will be on identifying further value opportunities from the data. Where could the organisa-
tion usefully aggregate spend further? Are there compliance issues in certain departments? What 
usage trends need watching to manage costs or stockholding? 

Numerical analysis, reasoning, and problem solving skills will be enhanced, in the very best Investiga-
tors, by a streak of creativity – the ability to take the data and make a leap to an extraordinary idea or 
conclusion.

THE LEADER – working with internal colleagues to deliver organisational value

It is ironic that whilst technology becomes more and more powerful, and data more prevalent, we 
realise that the most successful procurement people are those who can influence, persuade, and 
motivate colleagues and key stakeholders within their organisations. 

That requires a range of skills that can be called on at the right time. Factors such as the ability to listen 
well, persuasion, empathy, independence, judgement, presentational skills, even charisma (which is 
impossible to teach) come into play here. 

This role for Procurement is sometimes described as acting as a “business partner” within the organi-

sation. Indeed, we used that terminology in our book*. “Consultant”, or “Adviser”, are other terms that 
capture some of what we are talking about. But all of these in some way suggest procurement is 
supporting something separate that is “the business”. Our vision is that procurement must be seen as 
an intrinsic part of the organisation, with a vital role to play, not standing outside the core business 
merely as a support function. 

And when we look at that list of skills we defined, what they resemble is quite simply, effective leader-
ship. Whatever level the procurement professional is at, the ability to work with key colleagues and 
deliver results is the essence of a Leader. Those skills will stand procurement people in good stead in 
their careers now and in the future, 2020 and beyond. 
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4.  What does this mean for procurement? 

One view is that procurement might virtually disappear – the Professor Lamming “black box” idea *. 
Transactional procurement activities are largely automated, whilst budget holders take on some of the 
more strategic market or supplier management activities.

We don’t see this happening other than in a few limited areas.  Even as technology becomes more 
powerful, there is no evidence that the need for human judgement, or inter-personal contact, is reduc-
ing. Further automation of supply chain activities will increase in process manufacturing, but even 
here there will be critical commercial and judgemental issues (offshoring, outsourcing, reputation 
management, and capturing innovation from the supply chain). We don’t see machines being very good 
at handling these! 

In other sectors, such as services or public sector procurement, managing the dynamics of the internal 
stakeholder and how that relates to the external market and suppliers will continue to be central for 
procurement. Making sure that a major public sector procurement exercise, for instance, meets the 
political and social goals of the politician in charge cannot be simply automated. It requires consider-
able technical and behavioural skill from the procurement executive to achieve a successful outcome. 

So we don’t see procurement disappearing.  But we do think it needs to change. 

It needs to move away from the dominant focus on unit cost reduction that still prevails in many 
organisations, to playing a wider and more fundamental role in the organisation. We see the procure-
ment role as “managing the value the organisation gains from its dealings with the external world of 
suppliers and potential suppliers”. 

And to do that, successful procurement executives will wear “four faces”, as they develop and demon-
strate their skills at managing across two different dimensions. They are:

  the internal / external dimension – facing both external markets and suppliers, and 
internally to stakeholders, colleagues and budget holders; and 

  the analytical / relationship dimension –  working in a data-driven, analytical manner 
when appropriate, yet also demonstrating a high level of behavioural skill and sensitivity. 

Clearly, not all procurement roles will need the same balance. Junior procurement analysts may not 
need to worry about the relationship side of things early in their career. Top CPOs don’t need to be 
constantly down in the analytical detail. But the most successful procurement professionals, at all 
levels, will be those who feel comfortable operating with any one of our “four faces”.

1.  Introduction 

In this Paper, we’re going look at how Procurement may develop over the next few years. In particular, 
we’ll consider the skills and characteristics that the (not-too-distant) future procurement professional 
is likely to need in our rapidly changing world.

We’ll take 2020 as our notional year for our predictions. It sounds a long way off, but look at it this way: 
it’s the year of the next but one summer Olympic Games. So thinking of it like that, it seems not that far 
away really. 

However, that doesn’t mean it is easy to forecast anything looking ahead, including our topic here. And 
we’re well aware that whatever we say now runs the risk of looking inaccurate – or even plain stupid – 
by the time we get to 2020. But we’re going to give it a try. 

We will focus on what seem to be likely and generic success factors for procurement people in this 
briefing. We’re not going to get into exactly how we define “success” for the professional, or try and be 
too sophisticated about how those factors almost certainly will vary in different organisations, sectors 
or countries – although we will touch on those differences when we think they are particularly impor-
tant. 

It’s also worth noting that different levels of seniority will need different skills, just as they do now. 
Again, we will try and generalise as much as possible, but point out those differences when they are 
particularly important. 

We’ll take a quick look at the wider macro-level issues that will impact on procurement’s role and 
activities. Then we’ll talk about what that means for the skill-set that the typical procurement profes-
sional might need, and finally we’ll briefly cover some of the likely consequences of this new model of 
a successful procurement person. 

2.  The Development of the Procurement role 

But let’s start the discussion with a brief look back, to help understand how our profession and the 
procurement professional have developed over time. That helps to give some context as we look into 
the future.

1960s – Procurement grows in importance, particularly in manufacturing

People need skills in planning and stock management – getting the right materials to the right place at 
the right time is key.

1970s – Commodity price volatility and inflation emphasise commodity buying and trading  

Trading and negotiating skills come into their own as those procurement skills are needed in a 
challenging economic environment.

1980s – Procurement expands its reach - services firms and the public sector take an interest, ERP 
is invented  

A wider range of general management skills is needed, with the ability for procurement to work inter-
nally as well as externally becoming more important.

1990s – Globalisation, outsourcing, and technology advances add to the procurement scope and the 
growth of tools such as category management 

Procurement people need to be more professional and analytical, with an understanding of techniques, 
processes, technology and systems.

2000s – The Internet revolution impacts procurement: more data becomes available whilst strate-
gic sourcing, partnership working and corporate social responsibility come to the fore

The ability to work collaboratively with colleagues and suppliers and think beyond cost into wider business 
and social value is vital. We see a more nuanced professional approach to procurement emerging.

What does this tell us? Well, it is clear that technology has impacted procurement considerably, and 
that we’ve moved away from a focus on physical supply to much wider questions around value. We can 
also see how the linkages between what procurement does within the organisation and outside it have 
developed, as we understand that both are important for procurement to succeed.  The world we 
operate in is more complex and challenging; but we also have more information at our fingertips than 
ever before to help us make sense of it.

3.  The Wider environment 

So, if we’re looking into the future, it seems reasonable to consider the wider landscape in which 
organisations and senior individuals will be working over the next few years.  It is difficult to consider 
what will be needed from the procurement department (if it still exists) or the individual professional, 
without trying to understand the likely environment in which they’ll be operating.

Now, if we could predict economic factors with any success we would already be very rich, having 
made our fortune on the stock or money markets. But here are some macro-level factors that seem 
likely to be important in 2020. 

  The world economy may be more stable, but we may still be in a phase of post-Euro uncer-
tainty (if it does collapse) or coming to terms with something that resembles more a 
“United States of Europe” (if it hasn’t). 

  More established economies will be facing competition, not just in manufacturing but in 
also higher value goods and services, from BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India, China), and indeed 
from the next generation of developing countries (Indonesia, Vietnam, South Africa etc.) 

  Some resources will become even more scarce, valued or controversial; with access to 
rare minerals and metals for instance a source of both opportunity and potential conflict 
at a political and business level. 

  The opportunity for Governments to tax more seems unlikely with the mobility of money, 
so along with the pressures of ageing populations, there may be tensions between what 
the citizen expects their government to do for them, and what the State can afford to do. 

  But Governments will look to use their power and raise revenues by controlling more 
closely how private sector firms operate – through regulation, access rights and force of 
public opinion. 

So it is likely that many organisations will face more economic and political uncertainty, maybe even 
turmoil. The balance between buyer and supplier – in some industries and markets at least – is likely 
to move towards favouring the supplier as we see global shortages in some commodity areas. The role 
of government will be questioned, which will lead to opportunities for the private sector (more 
outsourcing of services), but also perhaps more pressure to regulate private firms or pressure for them 
to operate in what is seen as a responsible manner. 

In addition, one prediction we can make with some confidence is that the pace of technology develop-
ment isn’t suddenly going to slow. The increased opportunities to use technology for the benefit of the 
organisation will become even more vital than today for most functions and professionals.  

 

5.  The Four Faces  

Here’s our representation of what we mean by the two dimensions and the four faces. Professionals 
will need to blend an effective internal and external focus; and a combination of relationship and 
technical or analytical skills.

Let’s look at each in more detail. 

THE DIPLOMAT - worldly, sophisticated, connected but tough 

Success for many organisations will depend on access to scarce resources, and for larger firms in 
particular, an ability to work successfully with governments. Note the current situation in the financial 
services world, with regulatory issues, or take the example of large mining companies. Their ability to 

persuade national or local governments to grant them exploration or mining rights relies strongly on 
what they can offer in terms of developing the local economy. And a major factor within that is support-
ing and developing a local supply base. So procurement activities and executives play a key role in 
what is one of the most important and strategic drivers for the organisation – winning the trust of 
government. 

We see this understanding of what we might call “responsible procurement” as being key for the 
procurement person in 2020.  And yet, responsible procurement must be allied with a hard headed, 
practical and pragmatic understanding of how to operate in a global environment. That also needs 
strong negotiation skills – but not a simple power based, “beat the supplier across the head” approach! 
We will need subtlety and sophistication.

This looks to us like the classic set of “diplomatic” skills, which go right back to the Venetians, through 
the renaissance courts, to the current day ambassadors and global UN negotiators. And as recent world 
events have shown, our procurement Diplomat will require toughness as well as charm. It can be a 
dangerous world.

THE ANALYST – understanding global trends, data, markets and suppliers

While the Diplomat focuses on relationships and direct personal contact, the Analyst is immersed in 
external data, information, and news. Their job is to turn that into actionable insight which enables 
their organisations to gain competitive advantage. 

That could be analysing commodity markets. It might be gaining an early understanding of supply 
chain risks or actual risk events. Or identifying new suppliers who have cost or innovation advantages 
that the procurement team can exploit.

In a connected and on-line world, there is already more data available than we can visualise or, in most 
cases, use effectively. Technology developments – such as “big data” products and initiatives – will 
make it easier to handle this overload, but only for those individuals and organisations that embrace 
the opportunities and put the effort into becoming appropriately skilled. And our Analyst will be at the 
forefront of making sense of all this data for the benefit of the organisation.  

THE INVESTIGATOR – using internally generated data to drive value opportunities

Whilst the analyst focuses externally, this face is internally orientated. 

Procurement professionals will not, we believe, need to be deep technology experts in 2020. Indeed, 
the strong trend we’ve seen in the last couple of years around usability as a key factor for systems will 
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continue as software becomes more intuitive and even business solutions have a consumer-type look 
and feel.  However, our executive must be comfortable with the use of technology, and most impor-
tantly, have the capability to exploit that within the organisation. This means being able to understand, 
work with, manipulate and interrogate the increasing amounts of internal data that will be available 
via the technology. 

“My people have to be data driven”, a Danish Chief Procurement Officer said to us recently. Whether it 
is in the context of the information available from ERP systems, spend analytics, supplier information 
and risk management systems or wider market and supplier data, the skill for the procurement profes-
sional will lie in; 

  knowing what the mass of data means; 

      understanding how to use it, drawing conclusions and developing actions based on it; and 

  developing the next level of questions to interrogate the data or the systems further (for 
instance, going back with the right “what if…” questions in advanced sourcing scenarios).

The focus will be on identifying further value opportunities from the data. Where could the organisa-
tion usefully aggregate spend further? Are there compliance issues in certain departments? What 
usage trends need watching to manage costs or stockholding? 

Numerical analysis, reasoning, and problem solving skills will be enhanced, in the very best Investiga-
tors, by a streak of creativity – the ability to take the data and make a leap to an extraordinary idea or 
conclusion.

THE LEADER – working with internal colleagues to deliver organisational value

It is ironic that whilst technology becomes more and more powerful, and data more prevalent, we 
realise that the most successful procurement people are those who can influence, persuade, and 
motivate colleagues and key stakeholders within their organisations. 

That requires a range of skills that can be called on at the right time. Factors such as the ability to listen 
well, persuasion, empathy, independence, judgement, presentational skills, even charisma (which is 
impossible to teach) come into play here. 

This role for Procurement is sometimes described as acting as a “business partner” within the organi-

sation. Indeed, we used that terminology in our book*. “Consultant”, or “Adviser”, are other terms that 
capture some of what we are talking about. But all of these in some way suggest procurement is 
supporting something separate that is “the business”. Our vision is that procurement must be seen as 
an intrinsic part of the organisation, with a vital role to play, not standing outside the core business 
merely as a support function. 

And when we look at that list of skills we defined, what they resemble is quite simply, effective leader-
ship. Whatever level the procurement professional is at, the ability to work with key colleagues and 
deliver results is the essence of a Leader. Those skills will stand procurement people in good stead in 
their careers now and in the future, 2020 and beyond. 



4.  What does this mean for procurement? 

One view is that procurement might virtually disappear – the Professor Lamming “black box” idea *. 
Transactional procurement activities are largely automated, whilst budget holders take on some of the 
more strategic market or supplier management activities.

We don’t see this happening other than in a few limited areas.  Even as technology becomes more 
powerful, there is no evidence that the need for human judgement, or inter-personal contact, is reduc-
ing. Further automation of supply chain activities will increase in process manufacturing, but even 
here there will be critical commercial and judgemental issues (offshoring, outsourcing, reputation 
management, and capturing innovation from the supply chain). We don’t see machines being very good 
at handling these! 

In other sectors, such as services or public sector procurement, managing the dynamics of the internal 
stakeholder and how that relates to the external market and suppliers will continue to be central for 
procurement. Making sure that a major public sector procurement exercise, for instance, meets the 
political and social goals of the politician in charge cannot be simply automated. It requires consider-
able technical and behavioural skill from the procurement executive to achieve a successful outcome. 

So we don’t see procurement disappearing.  But we do think it needs to change. 

It needs to move away from the dominant focus on unit cost reduction that still prevails in many 
organisations, to playing a wider and more fundamental role in the organisation. We see the procure-
ment role as “managing the value the organisation gains from its dealings with the external world of 
suppliers and potential suppliers”. 

And to do that, successful procurement executives will wear “four faces”, as they develop and demon-
strate their skills at managing across two different dimensions. They are:

  the internal / external dimension – facing both external markets and suppliers, and 
internally to stakeholders, colleagues and budget holders; and 

  the analytical / relationship dimension –  working in a data-driven, analytical manner 
when appropriate, yet also demonstrating a high level of behavioural skill and sensitivity. 

Clearly, not all procurement roles will need the same balance. Junior procurement analysts may not 
need to worry about the relationship side of things early in their career. Top CPOs don’t need to be 
constantly down in the analytical detail. But the most successful procurement professionals, at all 
levels, will be those who feel comfortable operating with any one of our “four faces”.

1.  Introduction 

In this Paper, we’re going look at how Procurement may develop over the next few years. In particular, 
we’ll consider the skills and characteristics that the (not-too-distant) future procurement professional 
is likely to need in our rapidly changing world.

We’ll take 2020 as our notional year for our predictions. It sounds a long way off, but look at it this way: 
it’s the year of the next but one summer Olympic Games. So thinking of it like that, it seems not that far 
away really. 

However, that doesn’t mean it is easy to forecast anything looking ahead, including our topic here. And 
we’re well aware that whatever we say now runs the risk of looking inaccurate – or even plain stupid – 
by the time we get to 2020. But we’re going to give it a try. 

We will focus on what seem to be likely and generic success factors for procurement people in this 
briefing. We’re not going to get into exactly how we define “success” for the professional, or try and be 
too sophisticated about how those factors almost certainly will vary in different organisations, sectors 
or countries – although we will touch on those differences when we think they are particularly impor-
tant. 

It’s also worth noting that different levels of seniority will need different skills, just as they do now. 
Again, we will try and generalise as much as possible, but point out those differences when they are 
particularly important. 

We’ll take a quick look at the wider macro-level issues that will impact on procurement’s role and 
activities. Then we’ll talk about what that means for the skill-set that the typical procurement profes-
sional might need, and finally we’ll briefly cover some of the likely consequences of this new model of 
a successful procurement person. 

2.  The Development of the Procurement role 

But let’s start the discussion with a brief look back, to help understand how our profession and the 
procurement professional have developed over time. That helps to give some context as we look into 
the future.

1960s – Procurement grows in importance, particularly in manufacturing

People need skills in planning and stock management – getting the right materials to the right place at 
the right time is key.

1970s – Commodity price volatility and inflation emphasise commodity buying and trading  

Trading and negotiating skills come into their own as those procurement skills are needed in a 
challenging economic environment.

1980s – Procurement expands its reach - services firms and the public sector take an interest, ERP 
is invented  

A wider range of general management skills is needed, with the ability for procurement to work inter-
nally as well as externally becoming more important.

1990s – Globalisation, outsourcing, and technology advances add to the procurement scope and the 
growth of tools such as category management 

Procurement people need to be more professional and analytical, with an understanding of techniques, 
processes, technology and systems.

2000s – The Internet revolution impacts procurement: more data becomes available whilst strate-
gic sourcing, partnership working and corporate social responsibility come to the fore

The ability to work collaboratively with colleagues and suppliers and think beyond cost into wider business 
and social value is vital. We see a more nuanced professional approach to procurement emerging.

What does this tell us? Well, it is clear that technology has impacted procurement considerably, and 
that we’ve moved away from a focus on physical supply to much wider questions around value. We can 
also see how the linkages between what procurement does within the organisation and outside it have 
developed, as we understand that both are important for procurement to succeed.  The world we 
operate in is more complex and challenging; but we also have more information at our fingertips than 
ever before to help us make sense of it.

3.  The Wider environment 

So, if we’re looking into the future, it seems reasonable to consider the wider landscape in which 
organisations and senior individuals will be working over the next few years.  It is difficult to consider 
what will be needed from the procurement department (if it still exists) or the individual professional, 
without trying to understand the likely environment in which they’ll be operating.

Now, if we could predict economic factors with any success we would already be very rich, having 
made our fortune on the stock or money markets. But here are some macro-level factors that seem 
likely to be important in 2020. 

  The world economy may be more stable, but we may still be in a phase of post-Euro uncer-
tainty (if it does collapse) or coming to terms with something that resembles more a 
“United States of Europe” (if it hasn’t). 

  More established economies will be facing competition, not just in manufacturing but in 
also higher value goods and services, from BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India, China), and indeed 
from the next generation of developing countries (Indonesia, Vietnam, South Africa etc.) 

  Some resources will become even more scarce, valued or controversial; with access to 
rare minerals and metals for instance a source of both opportunity and potential conflict 
at a political and business level. 

  The opportunity for Governments to tax more seems unlikely with the mobility of money, 
so along with the pressures of ageing populations, there may be tensions between what 
the citizen expects their government to do for them, and what the State can afford to do. 

  But Governments will look to use their power and raise revenues by controlling more 
closely how private sector firms operate – through regulation, access rights and force of 
public opinion. 

So it is likely that many organisations will face more economic and political uncertainty, maybe even 
turmoil. The balance between buyer and supplier – in some industries and markets at least – is likely 
to move towards favouring the supplier as we see global shortages in some commodity areas. The role 
of government will be questioned, which will lead to opportunities for the private sector (more 
outsourcing of services), but also perhaps more pressure to regulate private firms or pressure for them 
to operate in what is seen as a responsible manner. 

In addition, one prediction we can make with some confidence is that the pace of technology develop-
ment isn’t suddenly going to slow. The increased opportunities to use technology for the benefit of the 
organisation will become even more vital than today for most functions and professionals.  

 

5.  The Four Faces  

Here’s our representation of what we mean by the two dimensions and the four faces. Professionals 
will need to blend an effective internal and external focus; and a combination of relationship and 
technical or analytical skills.

Let’s look at each in more detail. 

THE DIPLOMAT - worldly, sophisticated, connected but tough 

Success for many organisations will depend on access to scarce resources, and for larger firms in 
particular, an ability to work successfully with governments. Note the current situation in the financial 
services world, with regulatory issues, or take the example of large mining companies. Their ability to 

persuade national or local governments to grant them exploration or mining rights relies strongly on 
what they can offer in terms of developing the local economy. And a major factor within that is support-
ing and developing a local supply base. So procurement activities and executives play a key role in 
what is one of the most important and strategic drivers for the organisation – winning the trust of 
government. 

We see this understanding of what we might call “responsible procurement” as being key for the 
procurement person in 2020.  And yet, responsible procurement must be allied with a hard headed, 
practical and pragmatic understanding of how to operate in a global environment. That also needs 
strong negotiation skills – but not a simple power based, “beat the supplier across the head” approach! 
We will need subtlety and sophistication.

This looks to us like the classic set of “diplomatic” skills, which go right back to the Venetians, through 
the renaissance courts, to the current day ambassadors and global UN negotiators. And as recent world 
events have shown, our procurement Diplomat will require toughness as well as charm. It can be a 
dangerous world.

THE ANALYST – understanding global trends, data, markets and suppliers

While the Diplomat focuses on relationships and direct personal contact, the Analyst is immersed in 
external data, information, and news. Their job is to turn that into actionable insight which enables 
their organisations to gain competitive advantage. 

That could be analysing commodity markets. It might be gaining an early understanding of supply 
chain risks or actual risk events. Or identifying new suppliers who have cost or innovation advantages 
that the procurement team can exploit.

In a connected and on-line world, there is already more data available than we can visualise or, in most 
cases, use effectively. Technology developments – such as “big data” products and initiatives – will 
make it easier to handle this overload, but only for those individuals and organisations that embrace 
the opportunities and put the effort into becoming appropriately skilled. And our Analyst will be at the 
forefront of making sense of all this data for the benefit of the organisation.  

THE INVESTIGATOR – using internally generated data to drive value opportunities

Whilst the analyst focuses externally, this face is internally orientated. 

Procurement professionals will not, we believe, need to be deep technology experts in 2020. Indeed, 
the strong trend we’ve seen in the last couple of years around usability as a key factor for systems will 

continue as software becomes more intuitive and even business solutions have a consumer-type look 
and feel.  However, our executive must be comfortable with the use of technology, and most impor-
tantly, have the capability to exploit that within the organisation. This means being able to understand, 
work with, manipulate and interrogate the increasing amounts of internal data that will be available 
via the technology. 

“My people have to be data driven”, a Danish Chief Procurement Officer said to us recently. Whether it 
is in the context of the information available from ERP systems, spend analytics, supplier information 
and risk management systems or wider market and supplier data, the skill for the procurement profes-
sional will lie in; 

  knowing what the mass of data means; 

      understanding how to use it, drawing conclusions and developing actions based on it; and 

  developing the next level of questions to interrogate the data or the systems further (for 
instance, going back with the right “what if…” questions in advanced sourcing scenarios).

The focus will be on identifying further value opportunities from the data. Where could the organisa-
tion usefully aggregate spend further? Are there compliance issues in certain departments? What 
usage trends need watching to manage costs or stockholding? 

Numerical analysis, reasoning, and problem solving skills will be enhanced, in the very best Investiga-
tors, by a streak of creativity – the ability to take the data and make a leap to an extraordinary idea or 
conclusion.

THE LEADER – working with internal colleagues to deliver organisational value

It is ironic that whilst technology becomes more and more powerful, and data more prevalent, we 
realise that the most successful procurement people are those who can influence, persuade, and 
motivate colleagues and key stakeholders within their organisations. 

That requires a range of skills that can be called on at the right time. Factors such as the ability to listen 
well, persuasion, empathy, independence, judgement, presentational skills, even charisma (which is 
impossible to teach) come into play here. 

This role for Procurement is sometimes described as acting as a “business partner” within the organi-

sation. Indeed, we used that terminology in our book*. “Consultant”, or “Adviser”, are other terms that 
capture some of what we are talking about. But all of these in some way suggest procurement is 
supporting something separate that is “the business”. Our vision is that procurement must be seen as 
an intrinsic part of the organisation, with a vital role to play, not standing outside the core business 
merely as a support function. 

And when we look at that list of skills we defined, what they resemble is quite simply, effective leader-
ship. Whatever level the procurement professional is at, the ability to work with key colleagues and 
deliver results is the essence of a Leader. Those skills will stand procurement people in good stead in 
their careers now and in the future, 2020 and beyond. 
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4.  What does this mean for procurement? 

One view is that procurement might virtually disappear – the Professor Lamming “black box” idea *. 
Transactional procurement activities are largely automated, whilst budget holders take on some of the 
more strategic market or supplier management activities.

We don’t see this happening other than in a few limited areas.  Even as technology becomes more 
powerful, there is no evidence that the need for human judgement, or inter-personal contact, is reduc-
ing. Further automation of supply chain activities will increase in process manufacturing, but even 
here there will be critical commercial and judgemental issues (offshoring, outsourcing, reputation 
management, and capturing innovation from the supply chain). We don’t see machines being very good 
at handling these! 

In other sectors, such as services or public sector procurement, managing the dynamics of the internal 
stakeholder and how that relates to the external market and suppliers will continue to be central for 
procurement. Making sure that a major public sector procurement exercise, for instance, meets the 
political and social goals of the politician in charge cannot be simply automated. It requires consider-
able technical and behavioural skill from the procurement executive to achieve a successful outcome. 

So we don’t see procurement disappearing.  But we do think it needs to change. 

It needs to move away from the dominant focus on unit cost reduction that still prevails in many 
organisations, to playing a wider and more fundamental role in the organisation. We see the procure-
ment role as “managing the value the organisation gains from its dealings with the external world of 
suppliers and potential suppliers”. 

And to do that, successful procurement executives will wear “four faces”, as they develop and demon-
strate their skills at managing across two different dimensions. They are:

  the internal / external dimension – facing both external markets and suppliers, and 
internally to stakeholders, colleagues and budget holders; and 

  the analytical / relationship dimension –  working in a data-driven, analytical manner 
when appropriate, yet also demonstrating a high level of behavioural skill and sensitivity. 

Clearly, not all procurement roles will need the same balance. Junior procurement analysts may not 
need to worry about the relationship side of things early in their career. Top CPOs don’t need to be 
constantly down in the analytical detail. But the most successful procurement professionals, at all 
levels, will be those who feel comfortable operating with any one of our “four faces”.

1.  Introduction 

In this Paper, we’re going look at how Procurement may develop over the next few years. In particular, 
we’ll consider the skills and characteristics that the (not-too-distant) future procurement professional 
is likely to need in our rapidly changing world.

We’ll take 2020 as our notional year for our predictions. It sounds a long way off, but look at it this way: 
it’s the year of the next but one summer Olympic Games. So thinking of it like that, it seems not that far 
away really. 

However, that doesn’t mean it is easy to forecast anything looking ahead, including our topic here. And 
we’re well aware that whatever we say now runs the risk of looking inaccurate – or even plain stupid – 
by the time we get to 2020. But we’re going to give it a try. 

We will focus on what seem to be likely and generic success factors for procurement people in this 
briefing. We’re not going to get into exactly how we define “success” for the professional, or try and be 
too sophisticated about how those factors almost certainly will vary in different organisations, sectors 
or countries – although we will touch on those differences when we think they are particularly impor-
tant. 

It’s also worth noting that different levels of seniority will need different skills, just as they do now. 
Again, we will try and generalise as much as possible, but point out those differences when they are 
particularly important. 

We’ll take a quick look at the wider macro-level issues that will impact on procurement’s role and 
activities. Then we’ll talk about what that means for the skill-set that the typical procurement profes-
sional might need, and finally we’ll briefly cover some of the likely consequences of this new model of 
a successful procurement person. 

2.  The Development of the Procurement role 

But let’s start the discussion with a brief look back, to help understand how our profession and the 
procurement professional have developed over time. That helps to give some context as we look into 
the future.

1960s – Procurement grows in importance, particularly in manufacturing

People need skills in planning and stock management – getting the right materials to the right place at 
the right time is key.

1970s – Commodity price volatility and inflation emphasise commodity buying and trading  

Trading and negotiating skills come into their own as those procurement skills are needed in a 
challenging economic environment.

1980s – Procurement expands its reach - services firms and the public sector take an interest, ERP 
is invented  

A wider range of general management skills is needed, with the ability for procurement to work inter-
nally as well as externally becoming more important.

1990s – Globalisation, outsourcing, and technology advances add to the procurement scope and the 
growth of tools such as category management 

Procurement people need to be more professional and analytical, with an understanding of techniques, 
processes, technology and systems.

2000s – The Internet revolution impacts procurement: more data becomes available whilst strate-
gic sourcing, partnership working and corporate social responsibility come to the fore

The ability to work collaboratively with colleagues and suppliers and think beyond cost into wider business 
and social value is vital. We see a more nuanced professional approach to procurement emerging.

What does this tell us? Well, it is clear that technology has impacted procurement considerably, and 
that we’ve moved away from a focus on physical supply to much wider questions around value. We can 
also see how the linkages between what procurement does within the organisation and outside it have 
developed, as we understand that both are important for procurement to succeed.  The world we 
operate in is more complex and challenging; but we also have more information at our fingertips than 
ever before to help us make sense of it.

3.  The Wider environment 

So, if we’re looking into the future, it seems reasonable to consider the wider landscape in which 
organisations and senior individuals will be working over the next few years.  It is difficult to consider 
what will be needed from the procurement department (if it still exists) or the individual professional, 
without trying to understand the likely environment in which they’ll be operating.

Now, if we could predict economic factors with any success we would already be very rich, having 
made our fortune on the stock or money markets. But here are some macro-level factors that seem 
likely to be important in 2020. 

  The world economy may be more stable, but we may still be in a phase of post-Euro uncer-
tainty (if it does collapse) or coming to terms with something that resembles more a 
“United States of Europe” (if it hasn’t). 

  More established economies will be facing competition, not just in manufacturing but in 
also higher value goods and services, from BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India, China), and indeed 
from the next generation of developing countries (Indonesia, Vietnam, South Africa etc.) 

  Some resources will become even more scarce, valued or controversial; with access to 
rare minerals and metals for instance a source of both opportunity and potential conflict 
at a political and business level. 

  The opportunity for Governments to tax more seems unlikely with the mobility of money, 
so along with the pressures of ageing populations, there may be tensions between what 
the citizen expects their government to do for them, and what the State can afford to do. 

  But Governments will look to use their power and raise revenues by controlling more 
closely how private sector firms operate – through regulation, access rights and force of 
public opinion. 

So it is likely that many organisations will face more economic and political uncertainty, maybe even 
turmoil. The balance between buyer and supplier – in some industries and markets at least – is likely 
to move towards favouring the supplier as we see global shortages in some commodity areas. The role 
of government will be questioned, which will lead to opportunities for the private sector (more 
outsourcing of services), but also perhaps more pressure to regulate private firms or pressure for them 
to operate in what is seen as a responsible manner. 

In addition, one prediction we can make with some confidence is that the pace of technology develop-
ment isn’t suddenly going to slow. The increased opportunities to use technology for the benefit of the 
organisation will become even more vital than today for most functions and professionals.  

 

* Buying Professional Services (Czerniawska and Smith, Economist Books, 2010)

5.  The Four Faces  

Here’s our representation of what we mean by the two dimensions and the four faces. Professionals 
will need to blend an effective internal and external focus; and a combination of relationship and 
technical or analytical skills.

Let’s look at each in more detail. 

THE DIPLOMAT - worldly, sophisticated, connected but tough 

Success for many organisations will depend on access to scarce resources, and for larger firms in 
particular, an ability to work successfully with governments. Note the current situation in the financial 
services world, with regulatory issues, or take the example of large mining companies. Their ability to 

persuade national or local governments to grant them exploration or mining rights relies strongly on 
what they can offer in terms of developing the local economy. And a major factor within that is support-
ing and developing a local supply base. So procurement activities and executives play a key role in 
what is one of the most important and strategic drivers for the organisation – winning the trust of 
government. 

We see this understanding of what we might call “responsible procurement” as being key for the 
procurement person in 2020.  And yet, responsible procurement must be allied with a hard headed, 
practical and pragmatic understanding of how to operate in a global environment. That also needs 
strong negotiation skills – but not a simple power based, “beat the supplier across the head” approach! 
We will need subtlety and sophistication.

This looks to us like the classic set of “diplomatic” skills, which go right back to the Venetians, through 
the renaissance courts, to the current day ambassadors and global UN negotiators. And as recent world 
events have shown, our procurement Diplomat will require toughness as well as charm. It can be a 
dangerous world.

THE ANALYST – understanding global trends, data, markets and suppliers

While the Diplomat focuses on relationships and direct personal contact, the Analyst is immersed in 
external data, information, and news. Their job is to turn that into actionable insight which enables 
their organisations to gain competitive advantage. 

That could be analysing commodity markets. It might be gaining an early understanding of supply 
chain risks or actual risk events. Or identifying new suppliers who have cost or innovation advantages 
that the procurement team can exploit.

In a connected and on-line world, there is already more data available than we can visualise or, in most 
cases, use effectively. Technology developments – such as “big data” products and initiatives – will 
make it easier to handle this overload, but only for those individuals and organisations that embrace 
the opportunities and put the effort into becoming appropriately skilled. And our Analyst will be at the 
forefront of making sense of all this data for the benefit of the organisation.  

THE INVESTIGATOR – using internally generated data to drive value opportunities

Whilst the analyst focuses externally, this face is internally orientated. 

Procurement professionals will not, we believe, need to be deep technology experts in 2020. Indeed, 
the strong trend we’ve seen in the last couple of years around usability as a key factor for systems will 

continue as software becomes more intuitive and even business solutions have a consumer-type look 
and feel.  However, our executive must be comfortable with the use of technology, and most impor-
tantly, have the capability to exploit that within the organisation. This means being able to understand, 
work with, manipulate and interrogate the increasing amounts of internal data that will be available 
via the technology. 

“My people have to be data driven”, a Danish Chief Procurement Officer said to us recently. Whether it 
is in the context of the information available from ERP systems, spend analytics, supplier information 
and risk management systems or wider market and supplier data, the skill for the procurement profes-
sional will lie in; 

  knowing what the mass of data means; 

      understanding how to use it, drawing conclusions and developing actions based on it; and 

  developing the next level of questions to interrogate the data or the systems further (for 
instance, going back with the right “what if…” questions in advanced sourcing scenarios).

The focus will be on identifying further value opportunities from the data. Where could the organisa-
tion usefully aggregate spend further? Are there compliance issues in certain departments? What 
usage trends need watching to manage costs or stockholding? 

Numerical analysis, reasoning, and problem solving skills will be enhanced, in the very best Investiga-
tors, by a streak of creativity – the ability to take the data and make a leap to an extraordinary idea or 
conclusion.

THE LEADER – working with internal colleagues to deliver organisational value

It is ironic that whilst technology becomes more and more powerful, and data more prevalent, we 
realise that the most successful procurement people are those who can influence, persuade, and 
motivate colleagues and key stakeholders within their organisations. 

That requires a range of skills that can be called on at the right time. Factors such as the ability to listen 
well, persuasion, empathy, independence, judgement, presentational skills, even charisma (which is 
impossible to teach) come into play here. 

This role for Procurement is sometimes described as acting as a “business partner” within the organi-

sation. Indeed, we used that terminology in our book*. “Consultant”, or “Adviser”, are other terms that 
capture some of what we are talking about. But all of these in some way suggest procurement is 
supporting something separate that is “the business”. Our vision is that procurement must be seen as 
an intrinsic part of the organisation, with a vital role to play, not standing outside the core business 
merely as a support function. 

And when we look at that list of skills we defined, what they resemble is quite simply, effective leader-
ship. Whatever level the procurement professional is at, the ability to work with key colleagues and 
deliver results is the essence of a Leader. Those skills will stand procurement people in good stead in 
their careers now and in the future, 2020 and beyond. 
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6.  Conclusion

We can’t really predict what 2020 is going to bring. But the environment is likely to be challenging, ever 
more rapidly changing, with issues on a global scale to be addressed. Better technology will help; but 
personal skills, knowledge, and behaviours will continue to be critical success factors for procurement 
executives and their organisations. 

It might seem tough for any one person to embrace fully our “four faces” and let’s be honest; no-one is 
going to be equally comfortable or impressive in all four. But keeping those different aspects of the 
procurement role in mind will, we hope, enable professionals to think about their own skills and 
behaviours, and perhaps identify areas for development and focus. 

2020 isn’t far off – we suspect most of the individuals working in procurement now will still be working 
in our field at that time. So it’s good to occasionally sit back and think about how you can prepare 
yourself for whatever the next few years have in store for us. Good luck!



4.  What does this mean for procurement? 

One view is that procurement might virtually disappear – the Professor Lamming “black box” idea *. 
Transactional procurement activities are largely automated, whilst budget holders take on some of the 
more strategic market or supplier management activities.

We don’t see this happening other than in a few limited areas.  Even as technology becomes more 
powerful, there is no evidence that the need for human judgement, or inter-personal contact, is reduc-
ing. Further automation of supply chain activities will increase in process manufacturing, but even 
here there will be critical commercial and judgemental issues (offshoring, outsourcing, reputation 
management, and capturing innovation from the supply chain). We don’t see machines being very good 
at handling these! 

In other sectors, such as services or public sector procurement, managing the dynamics of the internal 
stakeholder and how that relates to the external market and suppliers will continue to be central for 
procurement. Making sure that a major public sector procurement exercise, for instance, meets the 
political and social goals of the politician in charge cannot be simply automated. It requires consider-
able technical and behavioural skill from the procurement executive to achieve a successful outcome. 

So we don’t see procurement disappearing.  But we do think it needs to change. 

It needs to move away from the dominant focus on unit cost reduction that still prevails in many 
organisations, to playing a wider and more fundamental role in the organisation. We see the procure-
ment role as “managing the value the organisation gains from its dealings with the external world of 
suppliers and potential suppliers”. 

And to do that, successful procurement executives will wear “four faces”, as they develop and demon-
strate their skills at managing across two different dimensions. They are:

  the internal / external dimension – facing both external markets and suppliers, and 
internally to stakeholders, colleagues and budget holders; and 

  the analytical / relationship dimension –  working in a data-driven, analytical manner 
when appropriate, yet also demonstrating a high level of behavioural skill and sensitivity. 

Clearly, not all procurement roles will need the same balance. Junior procurement analysts may not 
need to worry about the relationship side of things early in their career. Top CPOs don’t need to be 
constantly down in the analytical detail. But the most successful procurement professionals, at all 
levels, will be those who feel comfortable operating with any one of our “four faces”.

1.  Introduction 

In this Paper, we’re going look at how Procurement may develop over the next few years. In particular, 
we’ll consider the skills and characteristics that the (not-too-distant) future procurement professional 
is likely to need in our rapidly changing world.

We’ll take 2020 as our notional year for our predictions. It sounds a long way off, but look at it this way: 
it’s the year of the next but one summer Olympic Games. So thinking of it like that, it seems not that far 
away really. 

However, that doesn’t mean it is easy to forecast anything looking ahead, including our topic here. And 
we’re well aware that whatever we say now runs the risk of looking inaccurate – or even plain stupid – 
by the time we get to 2020. But we’re going to give it a try. 

We will focus on what seem to be likely and generic success factors for procurement people in this 
briefing. We’re not going to get into exactly how we define “success” for the professional, or try and be 
too sophisticated about how those factors almost certainly will vary in different organisations, sectors 
or countries – although we will touch on those differences when we think they are particularly impor-
tant. 

It’s also worth noting that different levels of seniority will need different skills, just as they do now. 
Again, we will try and generalise as much as possible, but point out those differences when they are 
particularly important. 

We’ll take a quick look at the wider macro-level issues that will impact on procurement’s role and 
activities. Then we’ll talk about what that means for the skill-set that the typical procurement profes-
sional might need, and finally we’ll briefly cover some of the likely consequences of this new model of 
a successful procurement person. 

2.  The Development of the Procurement role 

But let’s start the discussion with a brief look back, to help understand how our profession and the 
procurement professional have developed over time. That helps to give some context as we look into 
the future.

1960s – Procurement grows in importance, particularly in manufacturing

People need skills in planning and stock management – getting the right materials to the right place at 
the right time is key.

1970s – Commodity price volatility and inflation emphasise commodity buying and trading  

Trading and negotiating skills come into their own as those procurement skills are needed in a 
challenging economic environment.

1980s – Procurement expands its reach - services firms and the public sector take an interest, ERP 
is invented  

A wider range of general management skills is needed, with the ability for procurement to work inter-
nally as well as externally becoming more important.

1990s – Globalisation, outsourcing, and technology advances add to the procurement scope and the 
growth of tools such as category management 

Procurement people need to be more professional and analytical, with an understanding of techniques, 
processes, technology and systems.

2000s – The Internet revolution impacts procurement: more data becomes available whilst strate-
gic sourcing, partnership working and corporate social responsibility come to the fore

The ability to work collaboratively with colleagues and suppliers and think beyond cost into wider business 
and social value is vital. We see a more nuanced professional approach to procurement emerging.

What does this tell us? Well, it is clear that technology has impacted procurement considerably, and 
that we’ve moved away from a focus on physical supply to much wider questions around value. We can 
also see how the linkages between what procurement does within the organisation and outside it have 
developed, as we understand that both are important for procurement to succeed.  The world we 
operate in is more complex and challenging; but we also have more information at our fingertips than 
ever before to help us make sense of it.

3.  The Wider environment 

So, if we’re looking into the future, it seems reasonable to consider the wider landscape in which 
organisations and senior individuals will be working over the next few years.  It is difficult to consider 
what will be needed from the procurement department (if it still exists) or the individual professional, 
without trying to understand the likely environment in which they’ll be operating.

Now, if we could predict economic factors with any success we would already be very rich, having 
made our fortune on the stock or money markets. But here are some macro-level factors that seem 
likely to be important in 2020. 

  The world economy may be more stable, but we may still be in a phase of post-Euro uncer-
tainty (if it does collapse) or coming to terms with something that resembles more a 
“United States of Europe” (if it hasn’t). 

  More established economies will be facing competition, not just in manufacturing but in 
also higher value goods and services, from BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India, China), and indeed 
from the next generation of developing countries (Indonesia, Vietnam, South Africa etc.) 

  Some resources will become even more scarce, valued or controversial; with access to 
rare minerals and metals for instance a source of both opportunity and potential conflict 
at a political and business level. 

  The opportunity for Governments to tax more seems unlikely with the mobility of money, 
so along with the pressures of ageing populations, there may be tensions between what 
the citizen expects their government to do for them, and what the State can afford to do. 

  But Governments will look to use their power and raise revenues by controlling more 
closely how private sector firms operate – through regulation, access rights and force of 
public opinion. 

So it is likely that many organisations will face more economic and political uncertainty, maybe even 
turmoil. The balance between buyer and supplier – in some industries and markets at least – is likely 
to move towards favouring the supplier as we see global shortages in some commodity areas. The role 
of government will be questioned, which will lead to opportunities for the private sector (more 
outsourcing of services), but also perhaps more pressure to regulate private firms or pressure for them 
to operate in what is seen as a responsible manner. 

In addition, one prediction we can make with some confidence is that the pace of technology develop-
ment isn’t suddenly going to slow. The increased opportunities to use technology for the benefit of the 
organisation will become even more vital than today for most functions and professionals.  

 

5.  The Four Faces  

Here’s our representation of what we mean by the two dimensions and the four faces. Professionals 
will need to blend an effective internal and external focus; and a combination of relationship and 
technical or analytical skills.

Let’s look at each in more detail. 

THE DIPLOMAT - worldly, sophisticated, connected but tough 

Success for many organisations will depend on access to scarce resources, and for larger firms in 
particular, an ability to work successfully with governments. Note the current situation in the financial 
services world, with regulatory issues, or take the example of large mining companies. Their ability to 

persuade national or local governments to grant them exploration or mining rights relies strongly on 
what they can offer in terms of developing the local economy. And a major factor within that is support-
ing and developing a local supply base. So procurement activities and executives play a key role in 
what is one of the most important and strategic drivers for the organisation – winning the trust of 
government. 

We see this understanding of what we might call “responsible procurement” as being key for the 
procurement person in 2020.  And yet, responsible procurement must be allied with a hard headed, 
practical and pragmatic understanding of how to operate in a global environment. That also needs 
strong negotiation skills – but not a simple power based, “beat the supplier across the head” approach! 
We will need subtlety and sophistication.

This looks to us like the classic set of “diplomatic” skills, which go right back to the Venetians, through 
the renaissance courts, to the current day ambassadors and global UN negotiators. And as recent world 
events have shown, our procurement Diplomat will require toughness as well as charm. It can be a 
dangerous world.

THE ANALYST – understanding global trends, data, markets and suppliers

While the Diplomat focuses on relationships and direct personal contact, the Analyst is immersed in 
external data, information, and news. Their job is to turn that into actionable insight which enables 
their organisations to gain competitive advantage. 

That could be analysing commodity markets. It might be gaining an early understanding of supply 
chain risks or actual risk events. Or identifying new suppliers who have cost or innovation advantages 
that the procurement team can exploit.

In a connected and on-line world, there is already more data available than we can visualise or, in most 
cases, use effectively. Technology developments – such as “big data” products and initiatives – will 
make it easier to handle this overload, but only for those individuals and organisations that embrace 
the opportunities and put the effort into becoming appropriately skilled. And our Analyst will be at the 
forefront of making sense of all this data for the benefit of the organisation.  

THE INVESTIGATOR – using internally generated data to drive value opportunities

Whilst the analyst focuses externally, this face is internally orientated. 

Procurement professionals will not, we believe, need to be deep technology experts in 2020. Indeed, 
the strong trend we’ve seen in the last couple of years around usability as a key factor for systems will 

continue as software becomes more intuitive and even business solutions have a consumer-type look 
and feel.  However, our executive must be comfortable with the use of technology, and most impor-
tantly, have the capability to exploit that within the organisation. This means being able to understand, 
work with, manipulate and interrogate the increasing amounts of internal data that will be available 
via the technology. 

“My people have to be data driven”, a Danish Chief Procurement Officer said to us recently. Whether it 
is in the context of the information available from ERP systems, spend analytics, supplier information 
and risk management systems or wider market and supplier data, the skill for the procurement profes-
sional will lie in; 

  knowing what the mass of data means; 

      understanding how to use it, drawing conclusions and developing actions based on it; and 

  developing the next level of questions to interrogate the data or the systems further (for 
instance, going back with the right “what if…” questions in advanced sourcing scenarios).

The focus will be on identifying further value opportunities from the data. Where could the organisa-
tion usefully aggregate spend further? Are there compliance issues in certain departments? What 
usage trends need watching to manage costs or stockholding? 

Numerical analysis, reasoning, and problem solving skills will be enhanced, in the very best Investiga-
tors, by a streak of creativity – the ability to take the data and make a leap to an extraordinary idea or 
conclusion.

THE LEADER – working with internal colleagues to deliver organisational value

It is ironic that whilst technology becomes more and more powerful, and data more prevalent, we 
realise that the most successful procurement people are those who can influence, persuade, and 
motivate colleagues and key stakeholders within their organisations. 

That requires a range of skills that can be called on at the right time. Factors such as the ability to listen 
well, persuasion, empathy, independence, judgement, presentational skills, even charisma (which is 
impossible to teach) come into play here. 

This role for Procurement is sometimes described as acting as a “business partner” within the organi-

sation. Indeed, we used that terminology in our book*. “Consultant”, or “Adviser”, are other terms that 
capture some of what we are talking about. But all of these in some way suggest procurement is 
supporting something separate that is “the business”. Our vision is that procurement must be seen as 
an intrinsic part of the organisation, with a vital role to play, not standing outside the core business 
merely as a support function. 

And when we look at that list of skills we defined, what they resemble is quite simply, effective leader-
ship. Whatever level the procurement professional is at, the ability to work with key colleagues and 
deliver results is the essence of a Leader. Those skills will stand procurement people in good stead in 
their careers now and in the future, 2020 and beyond. 

Further information on this topic and others can be found at the website www.spendmatters.co.uk, or the author can be contacted at 
psmith@spendmatters.com. Reproduction of this publication in any form without prior written permission is forbidden.
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4.  What does this mean for procurement? 

One view is that procurement might virtually disappear – the Professor Lamming “black box” idea *. 
Transactional procurement activities are largely automated, whilst budget holders take on some of the 
more strategic market or supplier management activities.

We don’t see this happening other than in a few limited areas.  Even as technology becomes more 
powerful, there is no evidence that the need for human judgement, or inter-personal contact, is reduc-
ing. Further automation of supply chain activities will increase in process manufacturing, but even 
here there will be critical commercial and judgemental issues (offshoring, outsourcing, reputation 
management, and capturing innovation from the supply chain). We don’t see machines being very good 
at handling these! 

In other sectors, such as services or public sector procurement, managing the dynamics of the internal 
stakeholder and how that relates to the external market and suppliers will continue to be central for 
procurement. Making sure that a major public sector procurement exercise, for instance, meets the 
political and social goals of the politician in charge cannot be simply automated. It requires consider-
able technical and behavioural skill from the procurement executive to achieve a successful outcome. 

So we don’t see procurement disappearing.  But we do think it needs to change. 

It needs to move away from the dominant focus on unit cost reduction that still prevails in many 
organisations, to playing a wider and more fundamental role in the organisation. We see the procure-
ment role as “managing the value the organisation gains from its dealings with the external world of 
suppliers and potential suppliers”. 

And to do that, successful procurement executives will wear “four faces”, as they develop and demon-
strate their skills at managing across two different dimensions. They are:

  the internal / external dimension – facing both external markets and suppliers, and 
internally to stakeholders, colleagues and budget holders; and 

  the analytical / relationship dimension –  working in a data-driven, analytical manner 
when appropriate, yet also demonstrating a high level of behavioural skill and sensitivity. 

Clearly, not all procurement roles will need the same balance. Junior procurement analysts may not 
need to worry about the relationship side of things early in their career. Top CPOs don’t need to be 
constantly down in the analytical detail. But the most successful procurement professionals, at all 
levels, will be those who feel comfortable operating with any one of our “four faces”.

1.  Introduction 

In this Paper, we’re going look at how Procurement may develop over the next few years. In particular, 
we’ll consider the skills and characteristics that the (not-too-distant) future procurement professional 
is likely to need in our rapidly changing world.

We’ll take 2020 as our notional year for our predictions. It sounds a long way off, but look at it this way: 
it’s the year of the next but one summer Olympic Games. So thinking of it like that, it seems not that far 
away really. 

However, that doesn’t mean it is easy to forecast anything looking ahead, including our topic here. And 
we’re well aware that whatever we say now runs the risk of looking inaccurate – or even plain stupid – 
by the time we get to 2020. But we’re going to give it a try. 

We will focus on what seem to be likely and generic success factors for procurement people in this 
briefing. We’re not going to get into exactly how we define “success” for the professional, or try and be 
too sophisticated about how those factors almost certainly will vary in different organisations, sectors 
or countries – although we will touch on those differences when we think they are particularly impor-
tant. 

It’s also worth noting that different levels of seniority will need different skills, just as they do now. 
Again, we will try and generalise as much as possible, but point out those differences when they are 
particularly important. 

We’ll take a quick look at the wider macro-level issues that will impact on procurement’s role and 
activities. Then we’ll talk about what that means for the skill-set that the typical procurement profes-
sional might need, and finally we’ll briefly cover some of the likely consequences of this new model of 
a successful procurement person. 

2.  The Development of the Procurement role 

But let’s start the discussion with a brief look back, to help understand how our profession and the 
procurement professional have developed over time. That helps to give some context as we look into 
the future.

1960s – Procurement grows in importance, particularly in manufacturing

People need skills in planning and stock management – getting the right materials to the right place at 
the right time is key.

1970s – Commodity price volatility and inflation emphasise commodity buying and trading  

Trading and negotiating skills come into their own as those procurement skills are needed in a 
challenging economic environment.

1980s – Procurement expands its reach - services firms and the public sector take an interest, ERP 
is invented  

A wider range of general management skills is needed, with the ability for procurement to work inter-
nally as well as externally becoming more important.

1990s – Globalisation, outsourcing, and technology advances add to the procurement scope and the 
growth of tools such as category management 

Procurement people need to be more professional and analytical, with an understanding of techniques, 
processes, technology and systems.

2000s – The Internet revolution impacts procurement: more data becomes available whilst strate-
gic sourcing, partnership working and corporate social responsibility come to the fore

The ability to work collaboratively with colleagues and suppliers and think beyond cost into wider business 
and social value is vital. We see a more nuanced professional approach to procurement emerging.

What does this tell us? Well, it is clear that technology has impacted procurement considerably, and 
that we’ve moved away from a focus on physical supply to much wider questions around value. We can 
also see how the linkages between what procurement does within the organisation and outside it have 
developed, as we understand that both are important for procurement to succeed.  The world we 
operate in is more complex and challenging; but we also have more information at our fingertips than 
ever before to help us make sense of it.

3.  The Wider environment 

So, if we’re looking into the future, it seems reasonable to consider the wider landscape in which 
organisations and senior individuals will be working over the next few years.  It is difficult to consider 
what will be needed from the procurement department (if it still exists) or the individual professional, 
without trying to understand the likely environment in which they’ll be operating.

Now, if we could predict economic factors with any success we would already be very rich, having 
made our fortune on the stock or money markets. But here are some macro-level factors that seem 
likely to be important in 2020. 

  The world economy may be more stable, but we may still be in a phase of post-Euro uncer-
tainty (if it does collapse) or coming to terms with something that resembles more a 
“United States of Europe” (if it hasn’t). 

  More established economies will be facing competition, not just in manufacturing but in 
also higher value goods and services, from BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India, China), and indeed 
from the next generation of developing countries (Indonesia, Vietnam, South Africa etc.) 

  Some resources will become even more scarce, valued or controversial; with access to 
rare minerals and metals for instance a source of both opportunity and potential conflict 
at a political and business level. 

  The opportunity for Governments to tax more seems unlikely with the mobility of money, 
so along with the pressures of ageing populations, there may be tensions between what 
the citizen expects their government to do for them, and what the State can afford to do. 

  But Governments will look to use their power and raise revenues by controlling more 
closely how private sector firms operate – through regulation, access rights and force of 
public opinion. 

So it is likely that many organisations will face more economic and political uncertainty, maybe even 
turmoil. The balance between buyer and supplier – in some industries and markets at least – is likely 
to move towards favouring the supplier as we see global shortages in some commodity areas. The role 
of government will be questioned, which will lead to opportunities for the private sector (more 
outsourcing of services), but also perhaps more pressure to regulate private firms or pressure for them 
to operate in what is seen as a responsible manner. 

In addition, one prediction we can make with some confidence is that the pace of technology develop-
ment isn’t suddenly going to slow. The increased opportunities to use technology for the benefit of the 
organisation will become even more vital than today for most functions and professionals.  

 

5.  The Four Faces  

Here’s our representation of what we mean by the two dimensions and the four faces. Professionals 
will need to blend an effective internal and external focus; and a combination of relationship and 
technical or analytical skills.

Let’s look at each in more detail. 

THE DIPLOMAT - worldly, sophisticated, connected but tough 

Success for many organisations will depend on access to scarce resources, and for larger firms in 
particular, an ability to work successfully with governments. Note the current situation in the financial 
services world, with regulatory issues, or take the example of large mining companies. Their ability to 

persuade national or local governments to grant them exploration or mining rights relies strongly on 
what they can offer in terms of developing the local economy. And a major factor within that is support-
ing and developing a local supply base. So procurement activities and executives play a key role in 
what is one of the most important and strategic drivers for the organisation – winning the trust of 
government. 

We see this understanding of what we might call “responsible procurement” as being key for the 
procurement person in 2020.  And yet, responsible procurement must be allied with a hard headed, 
practical and pragmatic understanding of how to operate in a global environment. That also needs 
strong negotiation skills – but not a simple power based, “beat the supplier across the head” approach! 
We will need subtlety and sophistication.

This looks to us like the classic set of “diplomatic” skills, which go right back to the Venetians, through 
the renaissance courts, to the current day ambassadors and global UN negotiators. And as recent world 
events have shown, our procurement Diplomat will require toughness as well as charm. It can be a 
dangerous world.

THE ANALYST – understanding global trends, data, markets and suppliers

While the Diplomat focuses on relationships and direct personal contact, the Analyst is immersed in 
external data, information, and news. Their job is to turn that into actionable insight which enables 
their organisations to gain competitive advantage. 

That could be analysing commodity markets. It might be gaining an early understanding of supply 
chain risks or actual risk events. Or identifying new suppliers who have cost or innovation advantages 
that the procurement team can exploit.

In a connected and on-line world, there is already more data available than we can visualise or, in most 
cases, use effectively. Technology developments – such as “big data” products and initiatives – will 
make it easier to handle this overload, but only for those individuals and organisations that embrace 
the opportunities and put the effort into becoming appropriately skilled. And our Analyst will be at the 
forefront of making sense of all this data for the benefit of the organisation.  

THE INVESTIGATOR – using internally generated data to drive value opportunities

Whilst the analyst focuses externally, this face is internally orientated. 

Procurement professionals will not, we believe, need to be deep technology experts in 2020. Indeed, 
the strong trend we’ve seen in the last couple of years around usability as a key factor for systems will 

continue as software becomes more intuitive and even business solutions have a consumer-type look 
and feel.  However, our executive must be comfortable with the use of technology, and most impor-
tantly, have the capability to exploit that within the organisation. This means being able to understand, 
work with, manipulate and interrogate the increasing amounts of internal data that will be available 
via the technology. 

“My people have to be data driven”, a Danish Chief Procurement Officer said to us recently. Whether it 
is in the context of the information available from ERP systems, spend analytics, supplier information 
and risk management systems or wider market and supplier data, the skill for the procurement profes-
sional will lie in; 

  knowing what the mass of data means; 

      understanding how to use it, drawing conclusions and developing actions based on it; and 

  developing the next level of questions to interrogate the data or the systems further (for 
instance, going back with the right “what if…” questions in advanced sourcing scenarios).

The focus will be on identifying further value opportunities from the data. Where could the organisa-
tion usefully aggregate spend further? Are there compliance issues in certain departments? What 
usage trends need watching to manage costs or stockholding? 

Numerical analysis, reasoning, and problem solving skills will be enhanced, in the very best Investiga-
tors, by a streak of creativity – the ability to take the data and make a leap to an extraordinary idea or 
conclusion.

THE LEADER – working with internal colleagues to deliver organisational value

It is ironic that whilst technology becomes more and more powerful, and data more prevalent, we 
realise that the most successful procurement people are those who can influence, persuade, and 
motivate colleagues and key stakeholders within their organisations. 

That requires a range of skills that can be called on at the right time. Factors such as the ability to listen 
well, persuasion, empathy, independence, judgement, presentational skills, even charisma (which is 
impossible to teach) come into play here. 

This role for Procurement is sometimes described as acting as a “business partner” within the organi-

sation. Indeed, we used that terminology in our book*. “Consultant”, or “Adviser”, are other terms that 
capture some of what we are talking about. But all of these in some way suggest procurement is 
supporting something separate that is “the business”. Our vision is that procurement must be seen as 
an intrinsic part of the organisation, with a vital role to play, not standing outside the core business 
merely as a support function. 

And when we look at that list of skills we defined, what they resemble is quite simply, effective leader-
ship. Whatever level the procurement professional is at, the ability to work with key colleagues and 
deliver results is the essence of a Leader. Those skills will stand procurement people in good stead in 
their careers now and in the future, 2020 and beyond. 
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4.  What does this mean for procurement? 

One view is that procurement might virtually disappear – the Professor Lamming “black box” idea *. 
Transactional procurement activities are largely automated, whilst budget holders take on some of the 
more strategic market or supplier management activities.

We don’t see this happening other than in a few limited areas.  Even as technology becomes more 
powerful, there is no evidence that the need for human judgement, or inter-personal contact, is reduc-
ing. Further automation of supply chain activities will increase in process manufacturing, but even 
here there will be critical commercial and judgemental issues (offshoring, outsourcing, reputation 
management, and capturing innovation from the supply chain). We don’t see machines being very good 
at handling these! 

In other sectors, such as services or public sector procurement, managing the dynamics of the internal 
stakeholder and how that relates to the external market and suppliers will continue to be central for 
procurement. Making sure that a major public sector procurement exercise, for instance, meets the 
political and social goals of the politician in charge cannot be simply automated. It requires consider-
able technical and behavioural skill from the procurement executive to achieve a successful outcome. 

So we don’t see procurement disappearing.  But we do think it needs to change. 

It needs to move away from the dominant focus on unit cost reduction that still prevails in many 
organisations, to playing a wider and more fundamental role in the organisation. We see the procure-
ment role as “managing the value the organisation gains from its dealings with the external world of 
suppliers and potential suppliers”. 

And to do that, successful procurement executives will wear “four faces”, as they develop and demon-
strate their skills at managing across two different dimensions. They are:

  the internal / external dimension – facing both external markets and suppliers, and 
internally to stakeholders, colleagues and budget holders; and 

  the analytical / relationship dimension –  working in a data-driven, analytical manner 
when appropriate, yet also demonstrating a high level of behavioural skill and sensitivity. 

Clearly, not all procurement roles will need the same balance. Junior procurement analysts may not 
need to worry about the relationship side of things early in their career. Top CPOs don’t need to be 
constantly down in the analytical detail. But the most successful procurement professionals, at all 
levels, will be those who feel comfortable operating with any one of our “four faces”.

1.  Introduction 

In this Paper, we’re going look at how Procurement may develop over the next few years. In particular, 
we’ll consider the skills and characteristics that the (not-too-distant) future procurement professional 
is likely to need in our rapidly changing world.

We’ll take 2020 as our notional year for our predictions. It sounds a long way off, but look at it this way: 
it’s the year of the next but one summer Olympic Games. So thinking of it like that, it seems not that far 
away really. 

However, that doesn’t mean it is easy to forecast anything looking ahead, including our topic here. And 
we’re well aware that whatever we say now runs the risk of looking inaccurate – or even plain stupid – 
by the time we get to 2020. But we’re going to give it a try. 

We will focus on what seem to be likely and generic success factors for procurement people in this 
briefing. We’re not going to get into exactly how we define “success” for the professional, or try and be 
too sophisticated about how those factors almost certainly will vary in different organisations, sectors 
or countries – although we will touch on those differences when we think they are particularly impor-
tant. 

It’s also worth noting that different levels of seniority will need different skills, just as they do now. 
Again, we will try and generalise as much as possible, but point out those differences when they are 
particularly important. 

We’ll take a quick look at the wider macro-level issues that will impact on procurement’s role and 
activities. Then we’ll talk about what that means for the skill-set that the typical procurement profes-
sional might need, and finally we’ll briefly cover some of the likely consequences of this new model of 
a successful procurement person. 

2.  The Development of the Procurement role 

But let’s start the discussion with a brief look back, to help understand how our profession and the 
procurement professional have developed over time. That helps to give some context as we look into 
the future.

1960s – Procurement grows in importance, particularly in manufacturing

People need skills in planning and stock management – getting the right materials to the right place at 
the right time is key.

1970s – Commodity price volatility and inflation emphasise commodity buying and trading  

Trading and negotiating skills come into their own as those procurement skills are needed in a 
challenging economic environment.

1980s – Procurement expands its reach - services firms and the public sector take an interest, ERP 
is invented  

A wider range of general management skills is needed, with the ability for procurement to work inter-
nally as well as externally becoming more important.

1990s – Globalisation, outsourcing, and technology advances add to the procurement scope and the 
growth of tools such as category management 

Procurement people need to be more professional and analytical, with an understanding of techniques, 
processes, technology and systems.

2000s – The Internet revolution impacts procurement: more data becomes available whilst strate-
gic sourcing, partnership working and corporate social responsibility come to the fore

The ability to work collaboratively with colleagues and suppliers and think beyond cost into wider business 
and social value is vital. We see a more nuanced professional approach to procurement emerging.

What does this tell us? Well, it is clear that technology has impacted procurement considerably, and 
that we’ve moved away from a focus on physical supply to much wider questions around value. We can 
also see how the linkages between what procurement does within the organisation and outside it have 
developed, as we understand that both are important for procurement to succeed.  The world we 
operate in is more complex and challenging; but we also have more information at our fingertips than 
ever before to help us make sense of it.

3.  The Wider environment 

So, if we’re looking into the future, it seems reasonable to consider the wider landscape in which 
organisations and senior individuals will be working over the next few years.  It is difficult to consider 
what will be needed from the procurement department (if it still exists) or the individual professional, 
without trying to understand the likely environment in which they’ll be operating.

Now, if we could predict economic factors with any success we would already be very rich, having 
made our fortune on the stock or money markets. But here are some macro-level factors that seem 
likely to be important in 2020. 

  The world economy may be more stable, but we may still be in a phase of post-Euro uncer-
tainty (if it does collapse) or coming to terms with something that resembles more a 
“United States of Europe” (if it hasn’t). 

  More established economies will be facing competition, not just in manufacturing but in 
also higher value goods and services, from BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India, China), and indeed 
from the next generation of developing countries (Indonesia, Vietnam, South Africa etc.) 

  Some resources will become even more scarce, valued or controversial; with access to 
rare minerals and metals for instance a source of both opportunity and potential conflict 
at a political and business level. 

  The opportunity for Governments to tax more seems unlikely with the mobility of money, 
so along with the pressures of ageing populations, there may be tensions between what 
the citizen expects their government to do for them, and what the State can afford to do. 

  But Governments will look to use their power and raise revenues by controlling more 
closely how private sector firms operate – through regulation, access rights and force of 
public opinion. 

So it is likely that many organisations will face more economic and political uncertainty, maybe even 
turmoil. The balance between buyer and supplier – in some industries and markets at least – is likely 
to move towards favouring the supplier as we see global shortages in some commodity areas. The role 
of government will be questioned, which will lead to opportunities for the private sector (more 
outsourcing of services), but also perhaps more pressure to regulate private firms or pressure for them 
to operate in what is seen as a responsible manner. 

In addition, one prediction we can make with some confidence is that the pace of technology develop-
ment isn’t suddenly going to slow. The increased opportunities to use technology for the benefit of the 
organisation will become even more vital than today for most functions and professionals.  

 

5.  The Four Faces  

Here’s our representation of what we mean by the two dimensions and the four faces. Professionals 
will need to blend an effective internal and external focus; and a combination of relationship and 
technical or analytical skills.

Let’s look at each in more detail. 

THE DIPLOMAT - worldly, sophisticated, connected but tough 

Success for many organisations will depend on access to scarce resources, and for larger firms in 
particular, an ability to work successfully with governments. Note the current situation in the financial 
services world, with regulatory issues, or take the example of large mining companies. Their ability to 

persuade national or local governments to grant them exploration or mining rights relies strongly on 
what they can offer in terms of developing the local economy. And a major factor within that is support-
ing and developing a local supply base. So procurement activities and executives play a key role in 
what is one of the most important and strategic drivers for the organisation – winning the trust of 
government. 

We see this understanding of what we might call “responsible procurement” as being key for the 
procurement person in 2020.  And yet, responsible procurement must be allied with a hard headed, 
practical and pragmatic understanding of how to operate in a global environment. That also needs 
strong negotiation skills – but not a simple power based, “beat the supplier across the head” approach! 
We will need subtlety and sophistication.

This looks to us like the classic set of “diplomatic” skills, which go right back to the Venetians, through 
the renaissance courts, to the current day ambassadors and global UN negotiators. And as recent world 
events have shown, our procurement Diplomat will require toughness as well as charm. It can be a 
dangerous world.

THE ANALYST – understanding global trends, data, markets and suppliers

While the Diplomat focuses on relationships and direct personal contact, the Analyst is immersed in 
external data, information, and news. Their job is to turn that into actionable insight which enables 
their organisations to gain competitive advantage. 

That could be analysing commodity markets. It might be gaining an early understanding of supply 
chain risks or actual risk events. Or identifying new suppliers who have cost or innovation advantages 
that the procurement team can exploit.

In a connected and on-line world, there is already more data available than we can visualise or, in most 
cases, use effectively. Technology developments – such as “big data” products and initiatives – will 
make it easier to handle this overload, but only for those individuals and organisations that embrace 
the opportunities and put the effort into becoming appropriately skilled. And our Analyst will be at the 
forefront of making sense of all this data for the benefit of the organisation.  

THE INVESTIGATOR – using internally generated data to drive value opportunities

Whilst the analyst focuses externally, this face is internally orientated. 

Procurement professionals will not, we believe, need to be deep technology experts in 2020. Indeed, 
the strong trend we’ve seen in the last couple of years around usability as a key factor for systems will 

continue as software becomes more intuitive and even business solutions have a consumer-type look 
and feel.  However, our executive must be comfortable with the use of technology, and most impor-
tantly, have the capability to exploit that within the organisation. This means being able to understand, 
work with, manipulate and interrogate the increasing amounts of internal data that will be available 
via the technology. 

“My people have to be data driven”, a Danish Chief Procurement Officer said to us recently. Whether it 
is in the context of the information available from ERP systems, spend analytics, supplier information 
and risk management systems or wider market and supplier data, the skill for the procurement profes-
sional will lie in; 

  knowing what the mass of data means; 

      understanding how to use it, drawing conclusions and developing actions based on it; and 

  developing the next level of questions to interrogate the data or the systems further (for 
instance, going back with the right “what if…” questions in advanced sourcing scenarios).

The focus will be on identifying further value opportunities from the data. Where could the organisa-
tion usefully aggregate spend further? Are there compliance issues in certain departments? What 
usage trends need watching to manage costs or stockholding? 

Numerical analysis, reasoning, and problem solving skills will be enhanced, in the very best Investiga-
tors, by a streak of creativity – the ability to take the data and make a leap to an extraordinary idea or 
conclusion.

THE LEADER – working with internal colleagues to deliver organisational value

It is ironic that whilst technology becomes more and more powerful, and data more prevalent, we 
realise that the most successful procurement people are those who can influence, persuade, and 
motivate colleagues and key stakeholders within their organisations. 

That requires a range of skills that can be called on at the right time. Factors such as the ability to listen 
well, persuasion, empathy, independence, judgement, presentational skills, even charisma (which is 
impossible to teach) come into play here. 

This role for Procurement is sometimes described as acting as a “business partner” within the organi-

sation. Indeed, we used that terminology in our book*. “Consultant”, or “Adviser”, are other terms that 
capture some of what we are talking about. But all of these in some way suggest procurement is 
supporting something separate that is “the business”. Our vision is that procurement must be seen as 
an intrinsic part of the organisation, with a vital role to play, not standing outside the core business 
merely as a support function. 

And when we look at that list of skills we defined, what they resemble is quite simply, effective leader-
ship. Whatever level the procurement professional is at, the ability to work with key colleagues and 
deliver results is the essence of a Leader. Those skills will stand procurement people in good stead in 
their careers now and in the future, 2020 and beyond. 
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