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What will the world 
throw at us next?
While 2023 will be a time of growth and recovery for some, it will not 
be a year without its perils. Smart procurement professionals are 
blazing trails despite economic twists and turns, but the message for 
2023 is clear: Expect—and plan for—the unexpected.

Little could we have known in early 2020 that not only was the 
COVID-19 pandemic a disruptive event of global proportions—both 
in terms of the human and economic costs—but that its impact would 
be so pervasive and persistent. Supply chain problems caused by 
disruptions in production and distribution in those early months are 
still being felt today. And they have spread. Exacerbating the chal-
lenges for procurement departments have been continued trade 
wars between major powers, the outbreak of war in Ukraine, Brit-
ain’s exit from the European Union, and the ever increasing risk of 
geopolitical events. Market uncertainty, ever-rising inflation, rising 
commodity prices, and tightening labor markets has led to a fever 
pitch of concern over a looming economic downturn and yet more  
woes ahead.
 
Against this backdrop, procurement teams have often found them-
selves on the front lines of a battle for the survival of their organiza-
tions. Never before has the procurement function been so central to 
business strategy, and the answer to economic pressures, geopo-
litical unrest, supply chain disruption and other business issues that 
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have impacted companies in the past 18 months. Now more  
than ever, the procurement function is mission-critical  
for organizations.
 
Procurement is changing rapidly and procurement professionals 
are becoming key to the success of their organizations. Innova-
tive and insightful procurement professionals have found a host 
of tools to help their companies through these hard times. They 
have curbed their indirect spend to find efficiencies and cost sav-
ings. They have used big data to analyze spend and find efficien-
cies. They have examined their supplier roster and supply chain 
for smarter solutions and better partners to collaborate with. 
They have used automation to reduce time spent on monotonous 
tasks. They have communicated and collaborated with their 
C-Suite to add value and contribute to business strategy.
 
It is these innovations that procurement professionals must  
continue to use if they are to meet the challenges that lay ahead.
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Let’s look at the  
macro(economics)

There is not a procurement 
professional on the planet today 
that would tell you that rising 
prices and inflation is not a 
huge concern.
 
In April 2022, the U.S. Federal 
Reserve deemed 2021 a Year of 
High Inflation.[i] All categories of 
goods and services it tracks—
nondurable goods, durable 
goods, and services—showed 
an acceleration in 2021 that has 
persisted into 2022. All three 
inflation rates have remained 
above 2% annually since March 
2021. Last year, the cost of food 
rose 5.7%, housing swelled 3.7%, 
and health care jumped 2.7%. The 
cost of energy spiked 29%. The 
Fed has warned that disruptions 
caused by Russia’s unprovoked 
invasion of Ukraine will 
“contribute significantly” to 
aggregate inflation for the 
foreseeable future.
 
Inflation has impacted not just the 
costs of goods and materials, but 
also business services—such 

as telecom, legal, and financial 
services—are raising their prices 
for their business customers. 
Many procurement teams have 
realized that managing indirect 
spend is an effective tool for 
combating inflation, according to 
CFO Magazine.[ii] Bringing office 
supplies, furniture, IT equipment 
and other areas of spend often 
unmanaged by procurement 
under the team’s watchful eye 
helped offset the impact of rising 
costs, price volatility, and capacity 
shortages and disruptions.
 
While organizations can usually 
manage almost 100% of direct 
spend, it has historically been 
difficult to control buying behavior 
for indirect spending. Yet an 
inflationary market has made this 
almost an imperative, since even a 
“moderate percentage off indirect 
spending” improves earnings, 
according to CFO.

For indirect spend to be a tool to 
fight inflation it must be managed 
centrally, says CFO, changing 
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the behavior of any worker who 
transacts with external suppliers. 
Thresholds need to be set for 
compliance triggers, buying 
channels that direct purchases 
to the preferred suppliers need to 
be established, and rates need to 
be renegotiated. And widespread 
engagement across the company 
is crucial, warns CFO. Without 
it, “employees may still make 
purchases outside
 purchasing policies and 
supplier agreements.”
 
Ultimately, a good indirect 
spend solution becomes an 
inflation-buster because it is a 
defense against rising prices, 
and also ends up reducing 
consumption. When spend is 
decentralized, people across the 
one organization can duplicate 
purchases unintentionally. This 
leads to buying too much and 
wastage. For instance, different 
offices in the one organization 
may buy their own licenses for 
basic software, ending up with the 
company as a whole buying 
more seats than they are  
actually using.
 
Walgreens Boots Alliance CPO 
Jim Townsend said inflation has 
brought organizations a whole 
host of challenges.
 
“Even something as prosaic 
as paper can significantly 
impact spend,” said Townsend, 
explaining that over the past 
couple of years there has been a 
significant number of paper mill 

closures. And the mills that still 
exist are operating at maximum 
capacity. The knock-on effect 
has been a shortage of the raw 
materials that go into paper 
production, such as resin and 
pulp. “This is just one example. 
There have been many issues for 
organizations around the supply 
of staple products.”
 
In addition, many companies 
up and down the supply chain 
have found themselves facing 
labor challenges. “This has left 
many companies with some 
big decisions to make in terms 
of what they stock and what 
services they need. We’ve got 
the classic combination of supply 
availability and demand tensions 
that lead to classic inflation.”
 
The result for procurement 
teams, said Townsend, has been 
a push on cost.
 
“It has put some CPOs in a 
difficult position,” said Townsend. 
“They have savings targets that 
sometimes their jobs depend 
on, and they feel like they’re 
swimming upstream.”
 
In the past 18 months, 
procurement teams have 
had to not only ensure their 
organizations have the material 
they need in a supply-stressed 
economy, but also to still hit their 
savings target.
 
Only recently, said Townsend—
as businesses started to 




