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Data – obstacle or strength?
JGL: Data, and particularly the ability to collect, 
process and analyze data, is the baseline and 
foundation of the future of procurement. That 
is because it is from new data, we develop the 
insights that modern technologies can deliver. 
Data is also the baseline for the increasing auto-
mation of procurement processes, that we see 
in these years. Finally, data is crucial to the algo-
rithms that will be a pivotal part of the procure-
ment functions in the future. You could say that 
data already is the most valuable resource – and 
it aligns with the list of today’s most successful 
businesses.

To many procurement organizations, data is 
an obstacle instead of an accelerator to create 
value, for example because of poor data quality 
– that is, at least, something I have experience 
with. However, it is an area we need to prioritize 
to make data a positive contributor to the crea-
tion of value. This way, you get new and better 
insights from procurement – not only the tradi-
tional, i.e., how much we use per category and 
per supplier in relation to spend-numbers, but on 
a series of areas, as for example process mining 

with reference to streamlining, which is a “hot” 
topic at the moment.    

Another example is the use of machine learn-
ing for contract analysis, where we have the 
opportunity to make very specific searches of 
certain contractual terms across our portfolio 
of thousands of contracts, that by default, are 
unstructured data. However, with the help of 
algorithms, we can, at high speed, find out how 
many contracts include certain clauses. It oper-
ates new insights in a very agile way, where the 
alternatives would be manual searches across a 
substantial number of contracts. 

SV: You could say, the headline would be some-
thing like data: from obstacle to strength. 

JGL: Exactly.

Late adopters are the real losers
SV: The way I see it, there are two steps – one is, 
as you say, that if we have the right data, we can 
automate certain things using robots or some-
thing similar. The other is the more sophisticat-



ed area, where we add machine learning and AI 
(Artificial Intelligence), which makes it possible 
to make decisions based on new insights. Today, 
we already see the first solutions, for example at 
Cirtuo, presenting the opportunity to generate 
category strategies through the use of AI. The 
process often starts with the internal spend-da-
ta and then comes all the possible contract data 
with GDPR (General Data Protection Regulation), 
contract expiry dates and so on – but you stay 
within the company borders.  

“With data and AI, most of
the procurement tasks can be 

executed much more effectively
and at an extreme speed.

Something I think is extremely 
interesting here – and always 

interesting in procurement – is the 
gap between those who do it 

relatively reasonably and
those who do not.”

I also see an exceptionally large development 
within risk management, where you connect to 
external databases – Risk-Methods is a good ex-
ample of this. It means that you begin to merge 
internal and external data. When you begin to 
gain intelligence beyond that, it reaches a com-
pletely different level – be it generating catego-
ry strategies, risk simulations, covering potential 
and so on. 

With data and AI, most of the procurement tasks 
can be executed much more effectively and at 
an extreme speed. Something I think is extremely 
interesting here – and always interesting in pro-
curement – is the gap between those who do it 
relatively reasonably and those who do not. 

You say, Jacob, that you can make an enquiry 
and then, very quickly, answer even complex 
questions, for example regarding GDPR with 
suppliers. Every single time, I wonder why big 
companies, international and global players can-

not even seem to find their own contracts. They 
cannot even figure out how to put them into 
an Outlook calendar, so they can keep track of 
when the contracts expire – it is very base-line 
but non-existent in every other large company. 
I think, with the current digital transformation, 
they are in for a challenge.

Previously, you had to use all your power, and a 
little IT, to create that difference, so in a way you 
could say, unless you hired 500 more people than 
everybody else, you would reach a limit for how 
much you could deviate from the others. Howev-
er, with the digital transformation we see now, 
it is unlimited how much you can deviate, and I 
think that will become a threat to many procure-
ment organizations – exactly because new play-
ers will come in and introduce technology and 
provide everything in a whole other league and 
at an entirely different price. Many, even large 
companies, will then say, “what is the point of a 
procurement department, who takes their time 
with old data in an excel sheet and cannot deliver 
the crucial valuable insights?”

JGL: That is a really good point: with the solu-
tions ahead of us now, the gap will become even 
bigger between those who are dealing with the 
digital agenda and those who are not. The gap 
has always been there, but it will become en-
larged by many of these solutions.  

SV: Yes, exponentially – because you can treat 
data exponentially. The ability to treat data is 
exploding, but if you do not get to it, you will 
probably still be working on your excel sheets. I 
think many have not realized that yet. Many also 
believe that this is only something relevant for 
the bigger companies such as IBM, Maersk and 
others alike, and the smaller companies might be 
thinking: “We are only an ordinary medium-sized 
Danish company, so it must be something to 
think about further down the road.”

JGL: I had not thought about that point before, 
but I totally agree; the gap will become even big-

ger or break completely. Risk is another theme, 
and especially sustainability is a theme, that will 
be strongly affected by this digitalization. Now 
you have real solutions, where it is not just as-
sumptions and power points about good inten-
tions, but you can actually begin tracking and 
working with your supplier bases – also with sus-
tainability and risk in a broader sense in a system-
atic and digitalized way. 

SV: Yes, and you can also quantify many of those 
risks. But again – it calls for data.

“The biggest barrier is not
the lack of technology investment,

but a change of mentality.”

Think big – start small – but get to it!
JGL: All the time, I hear people say that it costs 
and that it is a huge investment, but in my world, 
this is not a technology project. The biggest bar-
rier is not the lack of technology investment, but 
a change of mentality. It is crucial for the pro-
curement manager and the entire team to under-
stand the possibilities and purchase due to them. 
If they do that, the investments will succeed. 
You can start out small, and you can actually do 
a lot of things yourself, but it is the change of 
mentality that is the hard part and not the tech-
nology – it is not a technology transformation 
but a business transformation, when we speak 
about the digitalization of procurement. It is the 
mindset that is important! 

SV: Yes, and I believe many are ducking a little 
because they do not quite understand what all 
of this is, what it can provide and if it is a threat. 
We often see it within Kairos – category buyers 
view this tool as a threat rather than consider 
how much time you can save the company, when 
they do not have to sit and collect all that data 
manually. By using the tool, they get everything 
handed to them, but they still look for missing 
pieces, and then they find something insignifi-
cant which is useless to them either way. It gives 

me a feeling of déjà vu to all the times people 
say that it sounds good but that they cannot use 
it themselves. I have heard this about e-actions, 
category strategies, totals cost-models – you 
name it. 

JGL: It is called NIMBY – I write about it in my 
book, but it is an abbreviation for “Not In My 
Back Yard”. It refers to all those who praise the 
solutions but cannot use it in their own specific 
area. I have seen it in e-auctions, robots, cata-
logues... – I have seen it everywhere!

SV: Yes, at that leads back to what you said 
about the mindset – it is the mindset that needs 
to be changed. There is an American expression 
that I just love: “You change the people – or you 
change the people!”. 

JGL: Exactly, it is only a threat to those who bury 
their heads in the sand. If they keep doing that, 
then someone will call them out and someone 
else will do it for you. You have to embrace it so 
that it can become an accelerator for you. 

SV: This wave of digitalization is not new to us 
– we had the whole e-bubble back in the 00’s 
with e-procurement and all those things, but at 
that time, it was characterized by exceptional-
ly large and hefty IT-investments in order to get 
started. People practically went from pen and 
paper to running SAP Ariba or something similar, 
and that was probably too big of a task and too 
complex. Many of those systems may not have 
been a gift for humankind, as they were market-
ed, but today, the significant difference is that 
much of it is technology that you can work with 
yourself and hereby create solutions within your 
company.

JGL: Exactly! That is my experience as well – and 
besides, if you look at the startup-scene for pro-
curement, then you can see the number of in-
vestments that enter startups have been expo-
nentially increasing in the past few years. You can 
work with many of these startups through minor 



these years and what creates drive. However, I 
also think we will see procurement departments 
getting smaller – especially in the larger com-
panies – because automation means a reduced 
need for people. As CPO, it is always difficult to 
get used to going from 500 to 200 or 500 to 
300 people. “Turkeys don’t vote for Christmas”, 
as the legend Jon Hughes always said when he 
spoke of downsizing or outsourcing.  

JGL: I agree! Roland Berger has for example made 
some papers on the phenomenon they call “The 
Procurement Endgame”. (Source 2) These papers 
are very good because they underline that pro-
curement not only decreases but that you will 
also see a reduction in transactional jobs and at 
the same time, see a growth in those jobs that 
deal with vendor collaboration and vendor in-
novation. Of course, this requires that you can 
manage these assignments and quantify the add-
ed value that is created. 

SV: No doubt about that. You could say that 
many sourcing jobs will disappear because you 
want software that makes the strategies for you. 
Software that runs tenders or auctions for you, 
and software that carries out many of the classi-
cal procurement assignments, that have seized 
more than 50% of the resources in most of the 
procurement organizations.

If you retrace to the time before we introduced 
category management and strategic procure-
ment – back when you differentiated procure-
to-pay and the practice of entering a market 
– you would put all your energy into executing 
orders and then firefighting, so a lot of the re-
sources were used in post-contract. Since we 
have got procure-to-pay up and running, we 
have gotten Kraljic, 5- and 7-steps-models and 
all sorts of nice things. However, just as we have 
seen the procure-to-pay-process become auto-
mated, we now see the other processes getting 
automated. This way, you have the resources to 
take real action with the suppliers – but that also 
makes it a whole different mindset.

Right now, much of it revolves around: “can we 
find a solution that’s 5 Euro cheaper?”, but when 
we find those, we think are cheapest each time, 
I think it will spark something, and people will 
start to question if they can get more out of it 
than just a flat fee. You’ll need completely differ-
ent capabilities and a much more business devel-
opment-mindset, than just classic competitive 
procurement. 

“But the data-heavy
profiles will be very important,
and they are the future stars

in procurement”

JGL: That is right! I very much agree with you 
regarding sourcing. We already see it to a cer-
tain degree – you can call it classical e-sourcing. 
It already releases resources from 5 or 10 years 
ago, where you would need a team to be running 
those sorts of projects. We had a team meeting 
this morning and a colleague said that we cur-
rently have six running tenders in Northern Eu-
rope, and he supports four of them personally – 
one man and one local. Previously it would have 
been three people per project, but we can do it 
this way because we already have automated a 
significant part of the work – it all runs digitally. 

Many of those jobs will also disappear, but you 
will, on the other hand, see more data scientist 
roles emerge. We will also see more collabora-
tion profiles with suppliers, stakeholders and 
business development, as you mentioned, Søren. 
However, the data-heavy profiles will be very im-
portant, and they are the future stars in procure-
ment. 

SV: Yes, and here you must be conscious of data 
and analytic profiles, which will also be the future 
profiles in many other functions – so, the com-
petition for these tightens. In a typical purchas-
ing budget, you do not have the money to buy 
these already finished, or you could only attract 
those that are not as good. You must get start-

ed on a dedicated talent development. Procure-
ment already calls out for competent people and 
with the digitalization it will only get immensely 
worse.  There is only one solution and that is tal-
ent development – unfortunately, an area that is 
regarded as the lowest priority in procurement. 
If you were to go out and hire people with many 
years of experience within data analytics, you 
would go beyond the normal budget for person-
nel in a procurement department. 

Jacob, now that you mention automation of your 
tenders and e-sourcing and many other areas, 
it is only a minority of companies that just uses 
Ariba or other systems for that kind. Here, we 
are not talking about automation or automated 
e-auctions. Again, the majority are working with 
excel sheets and forwards manually. So, the dif-
ference between the competent and the medio-
cre or average 3-4 years ago are now even bigger 
– in a very few years, the distance to the best is 
many kilometers, whereas for just 1-2 years ago 
it was only a few hundred meters. 

JGL:  You are completely right! It is actually one 
of the things I think about a lot in relation to my 
book. Many believe that it is for those who work 
with this on a regular basis – those like myself 
– but that is actually not true. It is for category 
managers, heads of procurement, procurement 
managers, etc. – the most important thing is 
that they understand the potential and possi-
bilities within this technology, and then there 
will be someone to help with the practical as to 
which buttons to push. 

It is not what you will get out of my book, but 
you understand the concept, and that is the basis 
for you to even succeed with this. You are right. 
Again, buying the system is not challenging – you 
need to get everyone on board the mentality. 

SV: It is difficult to find a Danish company with 
a business at 500 million and up, who has not 
bought Scanmarket or other excellent auction 
systems at some point in time and has not got-

engagements, and it is very flexible and fast to 
launch into. So, you are completely right. It does 
not take a global deal with SAP or a million-dollar 
investment to get started. There are many small-
er players for you to work with. (Source 1)

“The focus on the data-driven
and automation is, without a doubt, 
what sets the agenda these years 

and what creates drive”

Our agenda is that we want to change it all, but 
we are not doing it through an “all-inclusive pro-
gram”, that only shows result three years later 
– no, you should see an effect and sell tickets 
every single month to get people on board, be-
cause then it becomes a self-increasing effect. 

Procurement shrinks in size and new 
roles emerge
SV: The focus on the data-driven and automa-
tion is, without a doubt, what sets the agenda 



SV: I have seen multiple business presentations 
from companies that make machines for the in-
dustry, and when they present themselves, they 
often say that they in the 70’s built the machines, 
got service on them in the 80’s, in the 90’s they … 
and so on. Today, they want to go into and lead 
an ecosystem that is data driven, meaning that 
they can manage the customer’s maintenance in 
their machines based on the data they have col-
lected.   

You can also see in a company like Vestas and 
others, that they, for many years, earned a living 
on “just” building wind turbines. Today, it is an 
extremely data driven industry, where they can 
deliver the best insights and that is why they are 
one of the winners of the industry. In the car in-
dustry and in many other industries, everything 
also becomes far more digitalized. You gather 
data from customers and many other areas, and 
you process these intelligently, so you can use 
them to beat you competitors – the customers 
often pay to get access to these data. So, I also 
think we will see this in many other industries. 

ten started with it. This is not to talk badly about 
Scanmarket or others, but “tried it once, didn’t 
like it”. I know some exceptional stories on how 
not to do auctions.

JGL: Again, it is not about technique, it is all 
about mindset. 

SV: Agree. As mentioned previously, we will see 
many new job profiles in procurement, but you 
will not succeed if you go through the IT depart-
ment – the capability must be built internally in 
the procurement department. We will see many 
new profiles in the entire data area, and also in 
the business development and relationship man-
agement area. That also has an impact on the 
procurement value proposition. We must deliver 
a much broader palette of value than something 
only relating to prices and costs. In the leading 
companies, I can already see a clear and powerful 
pressure on procurement departments to deliv-
er more value. As seen with budget cuts, where 
leaders practically became addicted, we will see 
them increase the demand for maximum value in 
procurement. 

“This automation will happen, 
whether the procurement function 
wants it or not, because if you do

not take charge of it yourself, 
someone else will eventually.”

But now I also experience some, Detlef Schultz 
among others, who say we must be the ana-
lytical motor. It makes sense, because in most 
production companies it covers 50-70% of the 
turnover, and in many areas, procurement should 
have a very large external contact surface – not 
just for suppliers, but also centers of excellence, 
NGO’s etc. That is, the role becomes a knowledge 
management center, where we can answer many 
questions, and we can also tell the business many 

things, that they have not asked for – again, it is 
required that you take on that role. 

Create a Plan or Become a Part of
Other’s
JGL: You can put it another way: this automation 
will happen, whether the procurement function 
wants it or not, because if you do not take charge 
of it yourself, someone else will eventually. 

SV: Or you will see an external player swooping 
in and taking charge. 

JGL: Yes, so it will happen, no matter what. A 
gifted procurement manager or CPO is capable 
of further developing the function and getting 
into exactly those topics in question: data in-
sights and the expansion of value proposition in 
procurement. 

However, not all will be capable of this, and for 
some, procurement will be eaten alive by oth-
er departments or just completely outsourced. 
With others, it may be a little smaller, but ef-
fectively and strategically, it will be much more 
important. It does, however, take a CPO who is 
capable of elevating and delivering a value prop-
osition that is not just about hands managing or-
ders and a few sourcing people who can generate 
savings, but about how you can make it broader.  

SV: You could say that procurement ends up in 
some sort of a broker-role – part information 
broker and part relationship broker. Partly out 
towards suppliers, in towards stakeholders and 
generating through data, information and knowl-
edge – “how can we create value between our 
business, our clients and our supplier base?”

JGL: Data and relationship broker with the pur-
pose of creating value in a broadened sense – I 
completely agree. 

JGL: To a much greater degree, for sure.

SV: That was a lot about data – and it made it 
sound like there is not much else in sight. 

JGL: That is OK, because that is how it is. Data is 
not the goal, but it is the basis for being able to 
deliver on a much broader and more productive 
value proposition. 

SV: “Without data, you are just another person 
with an opinion,” as W. Edwards Deming phrased 
it so beautifully. With that said, you could also 
bring it around the other way: “Without an opin-
ion – you are just another person with data”. 
Data itself cannot do it alone – the problem is 
that there can be too much data and it ends up 
being a barrier. If you go about it intelligently, 
and turn around the situation, data will then be-
come a strength./


