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White Paper

Procurement Approaches 

This White Paper covers Category based, Project based and Bespoke 
procurement approaches. Explaining the methodology, challenges and 

differences associated with each. 

If you want to receive information on new procurement articles then please sign up to receive these on the 
Claritum site: https://www.claritum.com/r/articles/ 
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Introduction 

Category procurement is perhaps the most common break down for Procurement 
teams and certainly is the most focused on in terms of written articles. 

However, procurement by Project is appropriate in many circumstances and is often 
combined with the use of Category experts. 

Bespoke procurement, though, is often overlooked and can cause many issues 
within an organisation that has not planned and automated for these purchases. 

This White Paper explores all three. Providing some insight into the procurement 
challenges associated with each of these methodologies. 
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CATEGORY BASED PROCUREMENT 

Category procurement is perhaps the most common break down for Procurement 
teams and certainly is the most focused on in terms of written articles. Often these 
articles are focused on specific categories and their respective challenges. 

It would be a very long article if I were to try to cover category by category and 
explore all aspects. I, therefore, chose to keep this article at the highest level and 
explore the nature of category-based procurement. 

There are three primary areas to category procurement: 

1. The sourcing of products and/or services within 
the Category; 

2. the management of suppliers associated with the 
category; 

3. and strategic planning for the category. 

CIPS define category management as:“the entire science of the procurement 
subject applied to a single genre of expenditure".“As such, a category manager is 
the ‘CPO of their category’ and carries a weight of responsibility for their 
organisation's application of the category – especially for direct categories that 
support strategic supply lines.” 
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The Strategic Nature of Focusing on a Category 

Focusing by category allows optimization of the supply chain for that specific 
category. Leveraging the knowledge and expertise of category specialists to develop 
a specific strategic approach to each category. 

Typically, the focus is on value and cost, 
not just on cost. 

Assessing the risks and impact on 
profitability for purchases within any 
Category. 

Depending on the nature of the purchase, within a category, there will be different 
levels of a supplier relationship. From a very close relationship focusing on supply 
chain optimisation, innovation and risk mitigation, through to a simple contract 
management process or establishing multiple competitive supply arrangements. 

The level of engagement across an organisation will also vary. With key strategic 
purchases involving cross-functional senior team members. With the emphasis 
placed on key business initiatives. 
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Typical Steps Associated with Category Purchasing 

The following steps/tasks are typically undertaken within a category of spend: 

• Risk and impact assessments associated with the supply of the goods and 
services within a given category. 

• Supplier and Market research. Including identifying any areas to be focused on at 
the Category or a Strategic level within the business. 

• Engagement in supply chain optimisation and innovation with key suppliers 

• Monitoring of the supply chain and the environment. The environment is used in 
its widest context and could include economic, competitive, geopolitical and 
weather-related risks, to name some of the key ones. 

• Throughout all of the above, focus on sustainability within the total supply chain 
and any impacts associated with this. 

Examples of categories and purchases within these categories: 
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The Inherent Challenges of Category-based Procurement: 

 Risk mitigation. 
 Dark purchasing (items purchased outside of 

standard processes.) 

 Long process cycles. 
 Inaccurate or incomplete data on which to base 

decisions. 
 Managing Supplier-related issues. 

 Supplier identification, on-boarding and 
development 

 Miscommunication (both internal and external) 

 Lack of transparency from suppliers 

 Cross-functional buy-in and focus on any 
transformation or change 

One of the biggest challenges facing Procurement overall is the fragmentation 
of the supply chain creating a very diverse supply market from which to source: 
there exists a large number of suppliers, now on a global basis, with which any firm 
may do business in the delivery of their requirements (from small specialist 
companies to large multifunctional firms delivering complete solutions). 

The challenge is then to know which supplier could offer an advantage in the 
supply of a specific requirement. 
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Characteristics of good Category Procurement Activity 

Companies that consistently capture the most value from category 
procurement typically have these critical procurement capabilities: 

 Superior supply-market expertise for procurement of category-based 
goods and services. 

 Automation for Sourcing through to Payment transactional activity. 
 Data Analytics linked to business planning and action. 
 A category-specific strategy for each category. 
 Strong Supplier Relationship Management. 

 Awareness of innovative solutions and engagement of suppliers on 
innovative approaches. 

 Early assessment of procurement risks. 
 Strong scenario planning and analysis of future trends 

 A cross-functional sourcing focus to optimise on efficiency, cost and 
sustainability. This includes engaging key external stakeholders (for 
example suppliers) 

 A focus on TCO associated with all purchases and the impact of change 
on profitability. 

 Use of RFQs and Contractual terms that are designed to optimise the 
efficiency and cost of the overall supply chain. 
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PROJECT BASED PROCUREMENT 

Project-based procurement occurs when there is a specific project activity and goal. 
This may be a project that repeats at regular intervals or it may be a one-off project. 

The project could include volume purchases, small purchase volumes, standard 
items, specification of unique one-off items and tailoring of items based on 
individual projects. All included within any one project activity. 

The defining nature is that there is a duration of time over which the project 
procurement occurs and a need to capture the procurement activity in the context of 
this project. 

There are also time dependencies within a project procurement activity, where 
purchases need to occur in chronological order for the project to run smoothly. 
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Typical Steps Associated with Project Purchasing 

Planning and researching are key initial steps associated with any project 
activity. Key to project procurement are: 

• Planning the procurement project, including project risk assessments and 
assessment of the relative importance of the project to the business 

• Supplier and Market research. Including identifying potential suppliers and any 
areas to be focused on at the Category or a Strategic level within the business 

• Start a tendering process: RFI, RFP, RFQ 

• Short-listing of suppliers and assessment of the opportunities for cost 
reduction, quality improvement and revenue enhancement that exist 

• Negotiation and awarding of contracts and supply agreements for any new 
suppliers: agreeing on the terms for supply, including the nature of the 
relationship and its subsequent management within the project framework 

• Transactional procurement and expediting 

• Monitoring the procurement activity within the project: ensuring obligations and 
any compliance aspects are met 

• Closing the project and associated contracts and supply agreements 

• Supplier evaluation and performance feedback 

The following diagram outlines the project purchasing steps: 
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The Inherent Challenges of Project-based Procurement: 

 Project Management - Risk of Delay 

 Cost management, with short lead time 
purchase decisions and critical purchases for 
the project 

 Lack of replication of purchase activity and 
economy of scale 

 Supplier identification on short timelines 

 Managing the Impact of supply issues across 
the project: the knock-on effect of a single 
supply issue 

 Governance associated with supplier 
interactions 

 Dominant supplier issues 

 Capturing and recording communications 
and contractual changes 

 Change management 
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Characteristics of Good Project Procurement Activity 

 Excellent project management skills 

 Good tactical decision making 

 Good people skills and delegation towards the project 
team 

 Supplier management and supply chain organisation 
skills 

 Engagement in short term relationships with mutual 
benefits 

 Focus on objectives for a successful project 
 Management under pressure and with conflicting 

priorities 

 Strong scenario planning and risk assessment 
 A focus on cost concerning project success 

 Change management 

Note: a comparison of Category and Project Procurement can be found at the end of this White Paper. 
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BESPOKE PROCUREMENT 

Sourcing of bespoke requirements needs to be managed effectively within an 
Organisation: problems can arise when bespoke requirements are purchased 
directly by employees throughout the organisation or just “passed through” by 
overworked buyers who have no time to deal with the suppliers. 

This can result in products and services being purchased across the organisation 
with no consistency of supply, sustainability or quality. Plus, the risk to a brand 
image from sorcing from unethical sources is an increasing problem for 
organisations. 

Inefficiently sourcing bespoke goods and services can waste a lot of time and 
energy: Bespoke purchases can be sourced from a variety of suppliers at vastly 
differing prices, quality and approaches to corporate social responsibility. 
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Typical Steps Associated with Bespoke Purchasing 

Bespoke purchasing is characterised by a very specific requirement driving 
what is typically either a one off purchase or a purchase made very 
infrequently. 

There are however some characteristic steps: 

• Requirement analysis 

• Specification generation 

• Drawing up an RFx (or Email!) 

• Supplier identification 

• Short-listing of suppliers 

• Negotiation and awarding of contract to supply, with specific terms associated 
with the nature of this one off purchase 

• Acceptance of the goods/services and payment 
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The Inherent Challenges of Bespoke Procurement: 

 Manual processes (efficiency issues and
errors)

 Cost management, with only one item
purchased each time

 Measurement of Bespoke purchasing data
(typically records and automation are poor)

 Sourcing outside of Procurement systems

 Managing single sourcing and supply risks
 Damage to reputation, as a result of lack of

focus on the supply chain for a Bespoke item
 Project based, multiple Bespoke purchases,

can result on poor purchasing decisions
 Capturing and recording communications

with the supplier
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Characteristics of Good Bespoke Procurement Activity 

 Flexible automation, to allow for procurement of one
off items that may not fit a standard template
approach

 Detailed specification of requirements
 Speed of automation process, to allow for lower

cost bespoke purchases (with minimum
Procurement involvement)

 Supplier identification and management skills
 Negotiation skills (for use with both internal acquirer

and external supplier)

 Engagement in short term relationships
 Management under pressure (often with these items

lead times are short.)
 Recording of all transactional activity for reporting

and ongoing improvements
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Summary 

This White Paper covered three typical Procurement processes. Category, Project 
and Bespoke procurement. 

Identifying that there are substantive differences for these procurement activities. 
Making it difficult to apply a "one size fits all" procurement process. 

To address this requires flexibility in the process, which is often missing in 
automation systems and the underlying processes within organisations. 

If you could effectively apply all three process methodologies, within one automation 
system, would this not better reflect the organisations needs? 

If you would like to discuss any aspect of this White Paper then please feel free to 
contact us 
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Comparison of Category and Project Procurement 
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