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Over the last decade, the procurement landscape has changed substantially. 
The transformation has been the result of a culmination of advancements, 
including access to data, new software capabilities, and more.

As McKinsey & Company suggests, the change is owed to “the proliferation 
of data and the rise of the Internet of Things, coupled with advances in 
automation, analytics, and digital technologies. These developments create 
many new opportunities for procurement, such as allowing companies to 
learn more about supplier capabilities and customer requirements, and 
helping accelerate, streamline, and improve the effectiveness of internal 
processes...together, these factors create a business imperative for the 
C-suite to reexamine, rethink, and reimagine the procurement function.” [7]

Where hired teams were initially needed to push paper, automation has 
cleared their desks and made way for more analytically inclined work. Along 
with this, team composition is changing as well. Instead of hiring buyers, 
procurement leaders are hiring strategic sourcing experts—individuals who 
can navigate an increasingly complex supplier field, interpret data, and sell 
ideas inside their own organization.

With this transition, procurement has proven its ability to bring tremendous 
value to an organization. Emerging from the shadow of finance, the 
profession now wields substantial influence. It has earned a solid reputation 
and increasing responsibility within large organizations in particular, where 
employing a chief procurement officer is now common in 
Fortune 500 companies. 

In part owed to the confluence of automation advancement and its elevated 
role, procurement is poised to offer more actionable advice across all lines of 
the business. And yet, organizations are still learning how to put this insight 
into practice. So what’s the next major hurdle for a mature profession that’s 
finally getting its chance in the spotlight? One might say integration within 
its own organization. 
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Although its roots can be traced back to ancient 
civilizations, procurement has, historically, been 
relegated next to other roles seen as being more 
strategic. It was often thought of as clerical work, 
given a different name or embedded within 
another department. 

Who were the first professionals in procurement? 
They were likely ancient Egyptian scribes. These 
record keepers managed the supply of massive 
projects, documenting the material needs and 
workers required to carry out the job. They 
would monitor orders all the way through project 
fulfillment. [1]

It was not until the 1800s that procurement gained 
recognition as a unique function. Perhaps first in 
Charles Babage’s 1832 book, On the Economy of 
Machinery and Manufactures, in which he alludes 
to a ‘materials man’ in mining—the individual who 
selected, bought, and monitored the materials and 
services needed to fulfill a job. [1]

Throughout the Industrial Revolution, procurement 
further established its relevance when its strategic 
foundations came to the forefront. The first written 
record of an established procurement department, 
as we would call it today, was documented in 
The Handling of Railway Supplies: Their Purchase 
and Disposition. Building intercontinental rail 
systems presented new procurement challenges, 
requiring teams to strategically source materials 
from around the country. In 1886, the Pennsylvania 
Railroad created the first procurement department, 
then known as a “Supplying Department.”[3]

Following materials scarcity throughout the World 
Wars, during which time procurement became 
clerical once more, the profession did not regain 
prominence until the 1960s. By then it began to 
claim managerial oversight, with its primary focus 
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on material management. At this time, it was 
often known as the purchasing department. [2]

Over the course of the 1980s, the number 
of available suppliers rose.[1] Procurement’s 
role shifted from material management to 
supplier management. The demands of the 
role now necessitated a keen negotiating and 
relationship management ability. In the late 1990’s 
procurement’s focus once again shifted, this time 
from supplier management to strategic sourcing.
[2] This change catalyzed the formation of modern 
procurement practices. It emphasized cutting 
costs and managing long term 
supplier relationships. 


