What Next:
The Great
Procurement
Reset
The state of
procurement
in 2021 and
beyond

Key findings
With over 340 survey respondents from around the
world completing the What Next? 2021 survey, it
seems pretty clear that the future of procurement
- or, working life A.C. (After COVID) - is a piping hot
topic on everyone’s minds.
We uncovered five key areas:

1. The great strategy reset

25%
looking to
expand
inventories

Procurement professionals took lessons from 2020 on board.
Companies have maintained their resolve and increased their
supplier bases and source more locally.

2. The great demand reset
That said, procurement was still caught off guard by knock-on
effects of COVID-19. In 2020, the biggest impact on supply chains
was a drop in consumer demand, but this changed as we all
adjusted to living with COVID. 25% of respondents are now looking
to expand inventories.

3. The great workplace reset
Procurement remains a stable, respected career. 80% of
respondents said supply chain is important or critical to their
organisation.

4. The great career reset
Yet, procurement professionals could be losing interest in the
profession. Only 52% of respondents reported increased interest
in a procurement career since the start of the pandemic - a drop
from 62% last year.

5. The great technology reset
The pandemic thrust technology into the spotlight. Supplier and
contract management, risk, and analytics are the top tools either
being implemented or being considered.

80%
supply chain is
critical to their
organisation.

52%
increased
interest in a
procurement
career since
the start of the
pandemic
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Executive summary
These results paint a fascinating global picture of
how we’re all coping 18 months down the track.
Procurement has never been more valued, yet
there’s slightly less enthusiasm about procurement
as a long-term career. People have steady job
security, but feel more disconnected. They’re more
interested than ever in new technology, yet some
are worried about being displaced.
There’s no doubt about it; our roles, our careers,
our very profession are all changing. And while that
brings plenty of unknowns, there is ample evidence
it’s procurement’s time to shine.
Senior leaders in your company are desperately
looking for answers, and there’s no one better
placed to help than you. You have the power to
change your organization for the better. You can
influence change at all levels, and play a huge
part in shaping a fairer, healthier, more inclusive
environment for everyone.
So take advantage of this reset to create the
world (and career) you really want. As the inspiring
CEO of MindTribes Div Pillay put it: “Don’t wait for
someone else to make a change; the power lies
within all of us.”

Tania Seary
Founder, Procurious

Participants

340+

Survey Respondents

Respondents’
roles
10%
Chief Officer

10%
Advisor/Analyst

4%
Regional Head
1%
Intern

20%
Manager/ Consultant

18%
Department Head

21%
Senior Manager

16%
Director

Respondents’
geographic location
Africa - 12%
Asia - 11%

43%

Australia and New Zealand - 19%
Europe - 29%
Middle East - 3%

Respondents’
managing
more than
$20million USD

North America - 19%
South America - 7%
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Main findings
1. The great strategy reset
Procurement professionals have taken the lessons from 2020 on board
46% of those surveyed said the big reality check from the pandemic was the lack of visibility
of supplier and geographic risk - a 17% increase from 2020. Another 35% said they didn’t
have the tools to respond fast enough, a 30% uplift from the previous year. And a third (33%)
reported their network of trusted suppliers was too small.

46%

lack of visibility
of supplier and
geographic risk

35%

didn’t have the
tools to respond
fast enough

33%

network of
trusted suppliers
was too small

Expand the Supply Base
So it’s no surprise teams plan to diversify suppliers. 43% of respondents plan to expand their
supply base to avoid too much concentration in one geographic area - mitigating risk of
disruption. While China will likely remain a major manufacturer, companies are finding low cost
producers closer to home.
In fact, imports of denim jeans from Mexico to the US were up 54% in the first half of
2021.“Denim import data reflects a clear shift by many companies to diversify their sourcing
base and moving away from China to other key suppliers,” Julia K. Hughes, president of the
United States Fashion Industry Association, told Sourcing Journal.
As a result, teams have become more agile and are recovering from supply chain disruption
far quicker than last year. Less than 10% were unable to find alternate suppliers within four
weeks - far better than 20% in 2020.

Keep it local
40% of those we surveyed will shrink their global supply chain to rely on local suppliers.
There are numerous reasons for wanting to bring suppliers closer, including supporting local
communities, securing jobs, and improving service levels.
And companies are eager to fulfill those needs. But it’s proving more difficult in some sectors
than others. Like the UK, which is in a race against Brexit. For example, electric vehicles are the
clear way forward in Europe, with sales of diesel cars to be banned from the 2030s. The UK is
eager to capitalize on the demand for electric vehicle batteries, but it’s trailing China and even
the European Union’s efforts to create a unified industry to produce them.

5

25%

of respondents
will keep more
stock on hand
after struggling
to source
supplies during
the pandemic

Matt Windle, CEO of UK sports-car maker Lotus, told Automotive News Europe: “The UK
government needs to wake up and invest in the supply chain. We have got the knowledge, we
have got the people, we just need the supply chain.”

More inventory
The logical strategy in 2021 was to increase inventory levels. A quarter (25%) of respondents
will keep more stock on hand after struggling to source supplies during the pandemic. Teams
are swapping the “just in time” strategy for “just in case.” As IBM’s Takshay Aggarwal told
Procurious: “An easy analogy is that you can cut and cut the fat to the bone, but when you
need to run, where is the muscle?”

All about relationships
Respondents also highlighted the renewed importance of supplier relationships. The number
of respondents who have financed or funded key suppliers has almost doubled. In 2021, 1 in 6
organisations financed or funded key suppliers to ensure they did not go out of business. This
was up from 1 in 11 in 2020. There’s a renewed appreciation that procurement and suppliers
are mutually dependent. As one respondent put it, “Going forward, I predict there will be even
better supplier/ buyer relationships, with a focus on true partnership.”

A lasting change?
Several respondents mentioned concerns about potential pressure from senior leadership
to return to old ways post-pandemic. One explained, “Overseas manufacturing has existed
because of the cost advantages, and bringing everything home will not help commercially.”
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Another respondent agreed: “There’s conflict between companies’ expectations of cost
reductions and the aspirations of society and procurement teams in terms of local purchasing,
CSR, etc.”
That’s reflected in the stats. When asked, “If you have fewer resources in procurement and
finance in general now, what are the priority areas that need to be reviewed in order to help
gain cost savings?” Sustainability came dead last at 7%.
Which is odd when you look at our recent findings that procurement leaders with advanced
sustainability programs are more than twice as likely to report an increase in sales, and
improved product and service quality.
Perhaps given that international supply costs have increased dramatically, there is more focus on
cost to maintain profit margin. Consumer prices are increasing due to input costs, so the longer
some companies can hold their prices, the better market share they can potentially achieve.
So it’s up to procurement to demonstrate to leaders that environmentally-conscious sourcing
doesn’t have to fly in the face of profitability. In fact, consumer interest in sustainability has
only increased since the pandemic, according to McKinsey research.
And a survey from Deloitte showed 45% of Gen Z customers stopped purchasing certain brands
because of ethical or sustainability concerns. Not to mention the benefits of advanced sustainable
procurement programs, including increased sales, lower costs, and greater product innovation.

We predict…
China will still dominate, but more work will be put into developing alternate sources of
supply. There will be a loosening up of control from the centre/procurement HQ, which
(among other things) will lead to increased local sourcing.

2. The great demand reset
That said, procurement was still caught off guard by some of the knock-on effects of
COVID. Last year, respondents said the biggest impact of COVID on supply chains was a drop
in consumer demand. As the pandemic progressed, companies struggled to keep up with huge
swings in consumer demand - fueled by changing work patterns and built up savings from
being in lockdown.

Work out the logistics
Respondents struggled to get their hands on supplies when they needed them in 2021. In fact,
55% experienced logistics and transportation slowdowns and delays. And nearly half (48%) had
a lack of available supply due to production downtime and shutdowns. That’s a major jump
from just over a quarter (26%) in 2020.
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And many of those delays were shaped by the infamous Suez Canal blockage in March
2021 - where a cargo ship ran aground for a few days in one of the busiest shipping lanes in
the world. It’s hard to calculate the toll of such a disruptive incident. But Maritime arbitrator
Jeffrey Blum predicted we will feel the knock-on effects for years to come.

Out on a limb
These delays weren’t evenly spread throughout the
world. Organizations based in Europe and North
America felt the sting of shortages more acutely
than the rest of the world, according to survey
respondents. It’s not hard to see why. In the US,
lumber prices skyrocketed during the pandemic,
adding an estimated USD $30,000 to the average
cost of a newly constructed single-family home,
said the National Association of Home Builders.
As one respondent said: “I predict demand will
outstrip supply for many years to come. Shipping
rates will remain high but so will consumer demand
for products. That’s why pricing won’t recover to
pre-pandemic levels.”

62%
of consumers say
it’s “more important
now than before that
companies behave in a
more sustainable and
eco-friendly way.”
Source: Mastercard

A better way
The pandemic also changed consumer demands.
Research from Mastercard revealed 62% of
consumers say it’s “more important now than before
that companies behave in a more sustainable and
eco-friendly way.”
Consumers are demanding greater transparency from companies about their effect on people
and the planet. That gives procurement professionals a greater impetus to assess the way we
approach sourcing and suppliers.
After all, the pandemic has proven society and business worlds are inseparably linked, said
Div Pillay, CEO of MindTribes. That’s why procurement should seize the opportunity to improve
inclusivity and equitability.
“I urge leaders not to have a siloed view of diversity and inclusion efforts for their people, their
suppliers, partners and the communities in which we live and work,” Div said. “You can choose
to design inclusive practices and to direct your spend to build a more equitable today and
tomorrow. Don’t wait for someone else to make a change, the power lies within all of us.”

We predict…
More than ever, procurement and supply chain needs to be connected with what is
happening up and down the supply chain. COVID is still creating unpredictable demand
and supply issues like we’ve never seen before. We need to stay connected to the data
and remain vigilant to change and agile to respond.
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3. The great workplace reset
Procurement is a stable, well-respected career
Procurement is highly regarded, according to survey respondents. Over three-quarters (78%)
are confident they will have a job in the next 12 months. And 80% said they had no pay cuts
last year, which is consistent with 76% the year before.
Plus, 80% said supply chain is important or critical to their organisation. Several respondents
commented that procurement has gained prominence and respect during the pandemic,
along with greater influence in the c-suite.

Actively recruiting
There was a slight increase in job losses compared to last year, but more than quarter (28%)
of procurement professionals are looking to expand their teams.

Stepping up
When asked to rate their performance, 38% of respondents said they’ve really stepped up
and delivered since the pandemic started - a leap from last year (27%). It would seem as the
pandemic continues, we are increasingly appreciated for taking quick, effective action despite
difficult and constantly changing global circumstances.

Don’t lose your shine
Clearly COVID provided procurement professionals with opportunities to shine, and provide
desperately needed answers to the c-suite. One respondent commented: “Procurement has
probably only been valued as much as it is now back in war times. I don’t think, in my lifetime
at least, we’ve ever been more valuable to an organisation.”
But there’s an underlying worry that the spotlight won’t last. As a different respondent said,
“My worry is when this is behind us, any program implemented by procurement as a result of
COVID will probably lose its funding to new emerging threats/opportunities.”
So how do you keep your shine? Keep delivering for your organization, said Hal Good,
President & CEO Procurement Pros Group, LLC. “The pandemic has spawned welcome
recognition of the importance of procurement and supply chain in achieving, supporting, and
protecting the success of organizations large and small.
“In order to live up to higher expectations, the profession must utilize all available resources
to correctly analyze and predict market changes and develop viable options to agilely and
effectively adjust to change. The basic objectives will remain. How to best accomplish them
will require continuous review.”

We predict…
Procurement leaders who have weathered the COVID storm will be highly valued in years
to come. There will be more graduates than ever that apply for supply chain roles due to
the increased visibility and respect for the profession that has been gained during COVID.
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4. The great career reset
Procurement may be well-respected, but the shine may have started to come off
The last couple of years have been stressful as procurement professionals dealt with supply
chain disruptions, supplier defaults and inventory shortages. Could that be the reason only 52%
of respondents said their interest in a procurement career has increased since the pandemic a drop from 62% last year?

Under pressure
Procurement professionals report increased pressure at work - especially being expected to do
more with less. More than half (57%) said they are under more pressure to reduce costs than
last year. As one respondent put it: “Procurement teams are asked to do more without any
increase in resource or remuneration.” One in five respondents said they’ve struggled since the
crisis with the sheer amount of work to be done under difficult conditions.

The disconnect
The widespread adoption of working from home also added to the challenge for many
respondents. 46% said internal team communication was the top challenge of working
remotely - up 50% over last year. An equal number (46%) said feeling isolated was the greatest
struggle. So it would seem that as the pandemic drags on, team communication and isolation
is becoming much more of a challenge for our profession.
Interestingly, 71% of respondents said they felt well supported by their company while working
from home. The top three ways they were given support were:
54%

Communication tools (mobile device, computer programs)

49%

Regular check-ins (phone calls, emails)

45%

Office equipment

Yet, it would seem, these tools to connect couldn’t make up for the lack of human connection.

Home sweet home?
Plus, procurement professionals may be feeling unsettled about the uncertainty of their future
working arrangements. Nearly half (46%) of respondents don’t know when or if they will be
expected to return to the office.
In the corporate world generally, there’s widespread apprehension about going back to the
office. Research from the Harvard Business Review showed 32% of US employees want to
work from home permanently. And a survey of workers across five countries revealed 100%
of them had concerns about returning to the office. The three biggest concerns were catching
COVID-19, having less flexibility, and commuting again.
Equally concerning for some are mandatory vaccination policies, now in place by
governments, healthcare providers, and even tech giants like Microsoft and Google. And the
penalties are stiff; three employees have already been sacked from US TV network CNN for
entering the office unvaccinated.
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51%

of UK workers feel
pressure to “put
on a brave face at
work” because of
the pandemic.
Source: The Guardian

Reconnecting
So if you lead a procurement team, and you want to do everything possible to keep your team
engaged and connected, what should you do? The first step is to have “the conversation” make sure you understand and address any concerns your team may have. The Guardian
reports more than half (51%) of UK workers feel pressure to “put on a brave face at work”
because of the pandemic. So if you need your team back in the office, make sure you first
prioritize their needs for safety and flexibility. Next, set them up for connection, said Sarah
Scudder, President & Chief Revenue Officer at Real Sourcing Network LLC. “There’s been a lack
of collaboration with many business partners over the last year,” Sarah said. “Procurement
leaders don’t have the internal network in place to be the trusted partner when they haven’t
seen people in person for 12+ months. Successful CPOs will be realigning their teams and their
stakeholder collaborations for success in 2022.”

We predict…
Procurement teams won’t be “returning to the office” in the short term. CPOs will need
to be deliberate in developing and implementing strategies that will help their teams be
successful in building internal and external relationships despite their ability to do so in
a traditional way.
There will be a much higher fail rate for on-boarding new recruits and retention will be
an issue the longer the pandemic keeps us at home.
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5. The great technology reset
The pandemic thrust technology into the spotlight.
Companies had no choice but to adapt as the raging virus forced workers to stay home.
Suddenly, companies were clamoring to find the right tools to keep work happening - with
Zoom and Slack becoming as familiar to us as Word and Excel.
But more importantly, we scrambled to identify and communicate with suppliers and move
transactional roles to their home-based offices.
McKinsey research in 2020 found “companies have accelerated the digitization of their customer
and supply-chain interactions and of their internal operations by three to four years.” That’s right.
Supply chain digitization propelled us several years into the future - all in a matter of months. No
wonder 65% of our survey respondents said the pandemic is changing the role of procurement.

Avoiding risk
In procurement specifically, teams found a renewed priority of investing in technology to help
mitigate risk and anticipate disruption. In 2021, supplier and contract management, risk, and
analytics tools were at the top of the wish list, with 1 in 4 companies currently implementing or
considering implementing these technologies. Of those, nearly 40% are considering supplier
risk management technology.

“Never had it been clearer that mass digitization
was necessary, and those who did not, or could not,
embrace complex digital systems were left behind.
As such, having undergone a digital transformation —
or at the very least being comfortable with multiple
procurement-based systems — is going to be a must
for all talent going forward.”
Max Kent, Vice President of Global Procurement at Compleat
Artificial intelligence is the future
But which tech is king? Of all the industry 4.0 technologies, our survey respondents said
predictive analytics has the most promise for mitigating future supply chain disruption (57%)
- a similar finding to last year. Interestingly, however, there’s been a significant increase
in interest for artificial intelligence (AI) and machine learning (ML). In this survey, 50% of
respondents said it showed promise, compared to 37% last year.
That’s not surprising to Dr. Marcell Vollmer, Partner and Director, BCG, who said the procurement
profession benefits greatly from this tech: “Procurement has huge potential to automate
operational processes, like PO-Invoice processing or onboarding of suppliers, but also has
enormous potential in leveraging AI and ML for strategic sourcing to deliver high value.”
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“Consider the ability to connect different sources of information to order automatically what is
needed, when it is needed. That’s just one example of AI at work.”

Back to the future
How do you get to grips with all this future technology? Digital and Technology Keynote
Speaker Charlotte de Brabandt said learn what’s here now. “Get familiar with the current
technological-based procurement systems as the future of autonomous procurement will be
an upgrade to whatever technology that is currently used in procurement.”

Can we beat the bots?
Some survey respondents were concerned
about robots taking over. One wrote earnestly:
“I fear we will lose our jobs to automated
machines.”
It’s an understandable fear. The pandemic
accelerated automation, displacing workers
across industries. After all, robots can’t join a
union, they don’t call in sick, and they certainly
don’t require social distancing.
An article from Time Magazine said 40 million
jobs were lost in the US alone during the
peak of the pandemic. And of those jobs,
42% won’t be coming back. Why? Because
the pandemic accelerated changes that were
going to happen anyway, according to one
MIT economist.
But before we panic, it’s important to
remember advanced technology - like
automation, or areas of artificial intelligence
like machine learning - aren’t necessarily
replacing people wholesale; they are taking
over specific aspects of jobs, said global
accounting firm EY.

40m
jobs were lost in
the US alone during
the peak of the
pandemic. And
of those jobs,

42%
won’t be
coming back.
Source: Time Magazine

These computer programs are very good at
doing the heavy lifting when it comes to repetitive tasks - like manual data entry. So what will
our new roles look like without such tasks? More strategic and creative, according to George
Brooks from EY. We can harness new technology to “get back to human and engage in
relationships, activities and projects that are more inspiring,” George said.

We predict…
Digitalization will make or break post COVID-19 procurement organizations.
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Conclusion
Our take: There’s no doubt these are uncertain
times. But we love how one respondent put it:
problems are the opportunities. We can’t control
all of the external factors that are changing the
procurement function, but we can control how
we respond. The vast majority of us stepped up
when it counted the most. We got our seat at the
executive table. We were brought to the front
lines to manage high-stakes business decisions.
Procurement – we became mission-critical.
Now, we’re at a moment of reckoning. A
crucial junction, where we have to gather up
everything we’ve learned, and figure out how
to press forward with whatever new challenge
lies around the corner. We can all thrive in this
profession. We simply need to keep anticipating
disruptions, thinking on our feet, and taking a
strategic approach to procurement that’s linked
to company objectives.
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“Procurement is almost
unrecognizable from what
it was 18 months ago. The
pandemic forced businesses to
undergo a digital revolution,
and we’re years ahead of
where we would have been in
normal times. I’m so impressed
with the way our industry has
changed and adapted at every
turn. Now it’s our opportunity
to keep the momentum
and continue proving how
procurement can be an
essential part of achieving
company objectives.”
Max Kent
Vice President of Global Procurement, Compleat

So what’s your take? Were you surprised
by any of the survey results? Join the
conversation over on Procurious, or speak
your mind on social media using the hashtag

#WhatNext and #TheFutureIsNow

