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INTERVIEW

FULL PROCUREMENT
UPGRADE
Stéphane Morel discusses being part of the team driving
procurement digitisation and being in charge of the complete
revision of the strategic procurement processes at Novartis
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DANSK RESUMÉ
I dette interview med Stéphane Morel, der 
er Global Process Owner (GPO) hos Novartis, 
kan du læse mere om, hvad han tænker om at 
drive digitalisering i indkøb og være ansvarlig 
for revisionen af Novartis’ strategiske ind-
købsprocesser. 
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It took just one talk to his class in business school 
to convince Stéphane Morel that procurement 
was the career path for him. A master’s degree 
and 25 years of professional experience later, 
and there is little that the Frenchman hasn’t seen 
when it comes to the inner supply chain work-
ings within organisations in the automotive and, 
most recently, healthcare sectors.

Today, Stéphane is based in Barcelona. Here, he 
serves as the Global Process Owner (GPO) for 
Strategic Procurement as part of the Lean Digital 
Core programme at multinational pharmaceuti-
cal company Novartis. He is also driving forward 
two key digitisation projects in order to help in 
bringing the company’s procurement organisa-
tion to the next level. 

“I am also back in the classroom” he adds. “Sever-
al years ago, I was asked by a colleague to deliver 
a lecture and I found myself enjoying the expe-
rience, so I have done it ever since. It provides a 
fantastic opportunity to reflect and think about 
your own job. For me, it stirs the passion, energy 
and empathy I have for procurement which, at 
least I hope, comes across to the students.”
 
Stéphane was also involved in establishing No-
vartis’s internal Procurement Academy in 2019, 
and still coaches on three of his favourite top-
ics: ‘7 Steps Strategic Sourcing, Category Man-
agement and Supplier Relationship Management 
(SRM)’.

HALF HUMAN, HALF MACHINE 
Stéphane is a firm believer in the fact that there 
is an enormous upskilling task to be conducted 
when it comes to future proofing procurement 
skills for the digital age. He explains that his 
vision of future procurement is framed around 
the core principles of sustainability, innovation, 
productivity and technology through collabo-
ration, a context which demands a symbiotic 
blend between human and machine. 

“THE WORLD IS
CHANGING RAPIDLY AND 
THAT MEANS WE CANNOT 

AFFORD TO DRAG
OUR FEET”

“I really don’t like how often we see this con-
versation framed as human versus machine,” he 
explains. “We should not be asked to choose be-
tween one and the other. Rather, it should be 
about how we can combine the best facets of 
human strategic thinking and nuance with the 
operational performance and intelligence of 
technology.”

This, ultimately, will better enable the profes-
sion to continue to perform and deliver value in 
an ultra-‘VUCA’ world – one defined by extreme 
volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambi-
guity. “There is a lot of firefighting going on at 
the moment,” Stéphane adds. “The new inflation 
and supply crisis has immediately followed the 
pandemic, which itself is still causing disruption – 
there simply has been no let up for procurement 
professionals. What does this all mean? In simple 
terms, it means that we have less time and ener-
gy available to focus on strategy at a time when 
it is most needed.”

LONG LIVE THE CATMAN
However, in spite of the challenging backdrop, 
Stéphane believes that, as in any other crisis, 
there are great opportunities to make chang-
es. This is his overriding focus as a GPO for the 
Novartis procurement function – to unlock the 
power of digital, especially in the areas of cate-
gory management and supplier relationship man-
agement, a task which is drawing on all of the 
experience he has compiled to this point. 

“I am a big fan of digitisation,” Stéphane says, 
“although I must admit that the image of a few 
headless chickens running around everywhere 
often comes to mind – it isn’t always easy. But 

for quite some time now I have been fortunate 
enough to be able to jump right into the data, 
digital and technology of procurement. Digiti- 
sing category management and supplier collabo-
ration is proving to be a fascinating and compli-
cated journey.”

Indeed, the first of the two digitisation projects 
has succeeded so far thanks to a clear direction 
instilled from the Novartis leadership team from 
the very beginning, as well as the full commit-
ment of the whole project team. Stéphane is a 
longstanding advocate of category manage-
ment, commonly dubbed ‘Catman’, as a procure-
ment discipline. 

“I was first trained on it in 1997 and have been 
one of its strongest supporters ever since,” 
Stéphane notes. “However, many attempts have 
been made to give it a death sentence over the 
years without providing a better alternative. The 
term, I believe, has been misused and while of 
course there are issues and challenges, especial-
ly in the VUCA world we are living in, it can still 
serve a huge array of purposes. My view? Long 
live the Catman.”

Digitisation, Stéphane believes, is the key to 
unlocking Catman’s full value. Last year, Novar-
tis began its Catman digitisation journey with 
key partner Cirtuo, successfully completing an 
initial pilot last year and now at the end of the 
deployment after several phases. This involves 
integrating and deploying a revised category 
management framework using Cirtuo’s software 
platform – by mid 2022, Stéphane expects to 
have migrated the vast majority of the procure-

ment categories, which between them account 
for more than 80% of Novartis’ third-party 
spend. Meanwhile, by this time more than 150 
category managers will have been trained to use 
the new framework through the digital platform. 

The upshot is that Novartis is moving from a not 
yet fully standardised Catman approach support-
ed by PowerPoint and Excel to a unified, even 
more collaborative and AI-guided platform pro-
vided by Cirtuo. “There has been a high level of 
engagement across our teams so far,” Stéphane 
says. “We now have a standard methodology 
and collective way of working, and category 
managers are being constructively and positive-
ly challenged in their way of thinking and current 
level of understanding of their category.

Cirtuo artificial intelligence outputs and the di-
rect connection to supply market intelligence 
are two good advantages. We will continue to 
improve the Cirtuo platform with regular tech 
enhancements, as well as automated spend in-
tegration.We have also just kicked off the work 
to integrate Cirtuo with other existing procure-
ment platforms”

CONTINUING THE TRANSFORMATION 
JOURNEY
There is a lot of exciting work ahead. By the end 
of 2024, Stéphane wants to integrate the plat-
form with demand forecasting, including sales 
and volumes, product launches, clinical trials and 
more, along with more predictive market intelli-
gence that would automatically provide intel on 
key trends. 

“This is potentially game-changing for us,” he 
says. “But there is a whole lot of work to do to 
untangle the complexity and challenges that 
lie ahead. And we must move fast. The world is 
changing rapidly and that means we cannot af-
ford to drag our feet with this – what works on 
one day may not be relevant the next.”

“IT STIRS THE
PASSION, ENERGY AND 
EMPATHY I HAVE FOR 

PROCUREMENT”
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On category management… 

In Stéphane’s eyes, category management 
fulfils a wide-ranging remit across organisations.
If interpreted and deployed properly, it allows 
procurement functions to:

> Align, orchestrate, collaborate with the 
business and other functions. 

> Analyse internal and external data 
to provide valuable insights. 

> Connect the dots between business
strategic goals and needs, and the  market’s
most capable suppliers. 

> Define and approve a strategy to
optimise spend, generate value for the
business and patients (at Novartis), and
create a competitive advantage. 

> Drive the implementation and tracking  
of initiatives agreed with the business. 

> Ensure efficient operationalisation
including buying channel strategy and 
contract management. 

> Ensure risk mitigation and compliance.

> Collaborate and further integrate 
strategic suppliers (SRM modules)
for high value delivery.

“DIGITISING CATEGORY MANAGEMENT
AND SUPPLIER COLLABORATION IS

PROVING TO BE A FASCINATING AND
COMPLICATED JOURNEY”

Furthermore, the project with Cirtuo is developing along-
side the digitisation of supplier collaboration and innova-
tion, with the Catman developments primed to support the 
setting of key SRM goals. “We are building on the momen-
tum of 2021’s pilot success by expanding to more key suppli-
ers,” Stéphane adds. “Our plan is to continue to strengthen 
supplier collaboration and innovation.”

Concluding the conversation with a broader lens, Stéphane 
outlines that the whole purpose of these projects and the 
revision of processes is to deliver value to the Novartis 
business and its internal and external stakeholders – from 
employees and shareholders to customers and suppliers. “It 
is about creating business impact,” he says. “Our plan is to 
continue delivering productivity and innovation at scale, 
as well as driving sustainability so that we effectively and 
successfully support the Novartis mission of reimagining 
medicine.”/
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