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How we collected the data

In the first half of 2026, we documented

118 recurring problems from 284

distinct conversations with

procurement leaders who came to us

for advice, training, or coaching. Each

problem was read individually and

mapped to one primary root cause, not

the symptom it happened to produce.

The chart on the right shows how those

root causes stack up, and where teams

actually get stuck. One goal comes up in

almost every conversation, whatever

the industry or company size: becoming

a strategic function. 

It's a self-selected sample, not a

random survey of the profession, so

read the numbers as directional rather

than a formal industry study. If

anything, that self-selection cuts the

other way: these are the teams

motivated enough to reach

out and ask for help. The picture across

the wider profession, including teams

who never ask, is likely even more

skewed toward the patterns in this

data, not less.

What stands in the way differs from

team to team; that's what the chart

documents.

47% of the documented
problems are skills and
capability gaps
Our research across these 118 problems shows that skills

and strategic capability gaps are the single biggest root

cause, once the strain they cause elsewhere is traced back

to where it actually starts.

47%

28%

9%

8%

5%

3%

Technology & data

Workload & capacity

Positioning & influence

Skills & strategic capability

Process & ways of working

Market & supplier pressure

Each problem is counted once, under its primary root cause, not the
symptom it produces. A team overloaded by missing process is filed under
Process; overloaded by inflation or supplier shortages, under Market
pressure. 

Skills: an individual gap. One or a
few people were never taught a
specific technique, such as spend
analysis, or category
management execution.

Capability: an organizational gap.
The function itself isn’t structured,
staffed or led to operate
strategically, even where
individuals are personally skilled.

Insight
Most teams that ask for another hire actually have a
capability gap, not a staffing gap. Workload accounts for
just 5% of the root causes in this data. Skills and capability
gaps account for 47%, more than nine times as much.

284 conversations with procurement leaders. 118 recurring
problems that stop teams from working strategically, each
traced back to its root cause. Here is what the data says.
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“We went down from four buyers to two.

Everyone just started calling us the

‘Department of Two’.”

PROCUREMENT MANAGER, MANUFACTURING COMPANY

Introduction:
Busy is not the same as strategic.
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The team is capable. The workload is
relentless. And somehow the math
never adds up to strategic work getting
started. 

That is not a motivation problem. It is what

happens when headcount, advice and reality stop

matching each other. When a team gets cut, it

doesn’t just get busier. It rewrites its own identity

around it.

The way out starts with one distinction:

A PO processed, an order chased, a fire

put out. Necessary, but next week

starts from zero.

A category strategy, a supplier

scorecard, a stakeholder involved early.

Each one makes next month

structurally lighter.

The nickname is the tell. Once a team names its

own shortage, generic advice stops landing: one

procurement lead running sourcing across

thirteen plants was advised to spend 30% of his

time hunting new suppliers. The advice was not

wrong. It just assumed a team that no longer

existed. 

Hiring one person back rarely fixes it either. Teams

that lose their bench in a restructuring find a

single new hire gets absorbed by the next fire long

before real capacity comes back.

Being busy makes people think: "Then I certainly

have no time for training." It is the number one

reason procurement teams never change. But the

workload is not the obstacle to training;  it is the

product of what was never taught.

Busy work repeats

Strategic work compounds



Process PO

Chase OrderPut out fires
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Skipping the training preserves the cause. Busy

teams also gain the fastest, because they have the

most repeated work to standardise: a few hours of

learning, applied to the three tasks eating the

most hours, buys back hours every week after

that. "Too busy" is not a fixed state. Waiting for it

to ease keeps the system exactly as it is.

There is a second cost to staying on the “busy

work repeats” side that rarely gets said out loud.

One vendor-management leader, after sitting in

dozens of these conversations, put it bluntly: 

“It’s amazing how much they all say, oh,

we’re hated. Nobody likes us. We’re the

bad guys… this is to 100% of everybody

you talk to.” 

Busy work does not just fail to build capability. It

quietly reinforces the reputation that keeps

procurement out of the room, and automation

alone rarely fixes that reputation either.

That fixed order is what this playbook maps: four

phases, from firefighting to strategic leadership.

The overview starts on the next page. 

As you read them, keep one honest question in

mind: which phase is my team really in today?

Procurement team is
constantly busy

Other teams seem to have a worse
perception of procurement

Why are those guys
always so busy?

What are they
doing anyway?



01

02

03

04

Each tier carries the weight of the one above it

Leadership

Strategic Work

Foundations &
Structure

Firefighting

Team sets category strategy on its own,
guided by your judgment.

Category strategies are built, stakeholders
are involved early, and value is tracked with
numbers.

The team adopts shared processes
and templates, and trains on the
same fundamentals.

Busy, but it repeats; value
stays invisible.
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The four phases from tactical to strategic procurement

Phase 1
Firefighting

Phase 3
Strategic Work

Phase 2
Foundations & Structure

Phase 4
Strategic Leadership

Reactive, request-driven procurement. The team is busy all day, but
the work repeats instead of compounds, and the value stays
invisible.

Category strategies, early stakeholder involvement, and value that is
measured and reported in numbers, instead of assumed.

One shared way of working: standard processes, shared templates,
and the procurement fundamentals trained across the whole team.

The team stops waiting for strategy and starts setting it. Categories
run without you in the room, and your voice shapes decisions
company-wide.

Each phase only holds if the tier below it is solid. Skip a tier and everything built on top of it cracks.

These phases are not a theoretical model. They are distilled from our work with hundreds of procurement

teams, and from the 118 documented problems behind this playbook. Every team we meet is somewhere

on this path; what differs is how deliberately they climb it.

Load travels dow
n

Why is the order
important?

It’s the only route to Phase 4. 
Structure (Phase 2) buys back the hours. Measured value (Phase 3) turns those hours into credibility.
Only a team with both can carry Phase 4’s leadership role without collapsing back into the fires. Skip
a phase, and the strategy has no fuel; follow the order, and each step funds the next, all the way to
the seat at the table.



Phase 1:
FIREFIGHTING
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The order desk stage. Everyone is busy, 
nothing compounds.

Do you recognize these? Then
your team is in this phase.

This is the reactive stage. Requests arrive after the

decision is already made, and procurement’s job

shrinks to processing the paperwork: purchase orders,

chasing, comparisons, endless email.

The team adds real value, but it is invisible.

Stakeholders see a paperwork department rather than

a partner, so they involve procurement even later,

which creates even more firefighting. The loop feeds

itself.

Almost every team we meet starts here, including very

experienced ones. The goal of this phase is honesty:

naming how much of the week goes to work that

builds nothing for next week.

The business picks the supplier first,

and procurement is asked to “do the

paperwork” after the decision has

already been made.

Your best people spend their days

chasing orders and comparing

spreadsheets instead of managing

categories and suppliers.

Contracts get signed before

procurement even hears about it, and

the first question you get is “why did you

sign?” when you never had the chance to

review it.

What this phase builds: 

One procurement leader named the role for what it

had become: an order chaser, an order taker, never

strategic by design. That is not a complaint about

workload. It is a job description that never included

strategy in the first place.

“Being in procurement, we do a lot of
firefighting.”

PROCUREMENT LEAD, CONSUMER GOODS COMPANY

FOR THE DIRECTOR

Avoid this:

Do this:

Treating firefighting as a people problem.
Working harder inside a reactive system
produces more reactive work, never strategy.

Pick the three tasks that eat the most hours
and give them one standard way of working.
Structure is what buys back the first hours.

Awareness
You cannot escape
a loop you have not
named.



“I will be very diplomatic: we all lack
organization. We lack structure.”

PROCUREMENT LEAD, INTERNATIONAL SERVICES COMPANY

Phase 2:
FOUNDATIONS &
STRUCTURE
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One way of working, and the
fundamentals to back it up.

Do you recognize these? Then
your team is in this phase.

Here the team stops improvising. Sourcing, tendering,

and negotiation get a standard process, shared

templates appear, and results stop depending on who

happens to do the work.

Just as important, the whole team gets the same

fundamentals. Many buyers grew into the role from

engineering, admin, or operations without ever being

taught sourcing, negotiation, or spend analysis. A

shared baseline changes what you can delegate.

This is also where credibility starts: consistent quality,

fewer errors, and the first real hours won back from

manual work.

Results swing from excellent to poor

depending on who runs the process,

because there is no shared playbook.

You hesitate to hand over real

procurement work, because the

fundamentals are not solid across the

team.

Nobody actually taught anyone

procurement. People “fell into” the role

from adjacent departments, and the

team is building fundamentals on the

job, mid-flight.

What this phase builds: 

The gap is not always dramatic. One seven-person

public-sector team runs thirty to forty competitive bids

a year, and still builds every bid by hand in Word, then

scores and prices proposals across two separate

spreadsheets. Nothing is broken, exactly. It is just

entirely manual, and entirely dependent on whoever is

doing it that week.

FOR THE DIRECTOR

Avoid this:

Do this:

One-off trainings and hoping behaviour
changes. Skills that are not applied to real
categories within weeks simply fade away.

Train the whole team on the same
fundamentals so they share one language,
then point the freed-up hours at your biggest
categories.

Repeatability
and the freed-up hours that
fund everything that follows.



Trust & Influence

Phase 3:
STRATEGIC WORK
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Procurement gets involved early and
starts to lead.

Do you recognize these? Then
your team is in this phase.

The team now works ahead of demand instead of

behind it. Categories get strategies, suppliers get

managed for performance and value instead of

transactions, and stakeholders get engaged before

decisions are made, not after.

Crucially, value is measured. Savings, risk and supplier

performance are reported in numbers the business

trusts. This is what changes procurement’s reputation

from “the paperwork department” to a partner worth

involving early.

The danger in this phase is fragility: one operational

spike, and the team slides straight back into the fires.

You have pockets of strategic work,

but they collapse every time the

operational load spikes.

You struggle to prove your value add,

so budget and headcount are a fight

every single year.

You call it a category strategy, but for

most categories it is closer to a repeat

purchase order with a new vendor name

on it.

What this phase builds: 

Across procurement teams we notice the word

“strategy” gets used loosely in this phase. One

procurement leader described a colleague’s plan for an

entire category as: “add a new vendor for approval next

year and conduct an RFP and negotiate a different price.

Like, that was it.” Another category on the same team

had real pricing shifts and market analysis behind it.

Same label, two very different levels of depth.

“We have struggled to measure our value
add, to build trust and showcase wins from a
strategic standpoint.”

PROCUREMENT DIRECTOR, FOOD MANUFACTURER

FOR THE DIRECTOR

Avoid this:

Do this:

Keeping the strategic thinking in your own
head. A strategy only you can run is a
bottleneck, not a function.

Give every buyer one category strategy to
own, review progress monthly, and report
the wins upward in numbers.

Measured value is what
actually earns the seat at
the table.



Phase 4:
STRATEGIC
LEADERSHIP
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From running procurement to leading
change.

Phase 4 is the holy grail.
Here’s what it looks like:

In the final phase, strategic work is protected by design

instead of squeezed into the gaps. Operational and

strategic work are structurally separated, and the team

leads its own categories within clear boundaries.

The leader’s role changes too: from chief firefighter to

change initiator. Your time goes to the business, the

board and the operating model, not to this week’s

orders. Quality no longer depends on you being in the

room.

This is also the phase where careers change. Leaders

who complete this journey stop being treated as cost

controllers and start being treated as business

partners.

Strategic topics get handled without

landing back on your desk, because

your team can lead them, not just

execute them.

Top management pulls you into the

room before decisions are made,

because they want your read on the

business, not just a price.

Delegated strategic work stays

delegated, because operational and

strategic scope are structurally separate,

and the split holds even under pressure.

What this phase builds: 

One leader scaling procurement across a fast-growing

group of sites made the split structural, not aspirational:

category strategy sits with a central centre of excellence,

while day-to-day execution is pushed down to the sites

and made deliberately “procedural, contractual, risk

mitigated”, boring enough that it no longer needs him in

the room.

“We formally separated operational from
strategic procurement. Otherwise the
strategic work was cannibalised every single
week.”

HEAD OF PROCUREMENT, MANUFACTURING GROUP

FOR THE DIRECTOR

Avoid this:

Do this:

Assuming your executives want
transformation. Most say “strategic” but first
reward operations that run flawlessly. Prove
the basics, then lead the change.

Scale from here. Design the operating model
that frees you to focus on where the
business is headed, and develop the leaders
who extend your influence.

Scale
A function that stays

strategic even when you

are not in the room.
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CHECKPOINT:
Where does your team stand?
You cannot skip to the driver’s seat.

Find your phase in 60 seconds.

Most leaders want the results of phase four: influence, a

strategic team, a seat at the table. But the teams that get

there build phases one to three first, for a mechanical

reason: each phase produces the spare hours and the

credibility that the next phase runs on. Skip a phase and

the strategy has no fuel, so the first operational spike

pulls the team straight back down.

Master the foundations, and strategic leadership

becomes the natural next step instead of a risky leap. So

before you push for the seat at the table, be honest about

where your team really is today.

Find your team in the four phases, then close the gap to

the next one.

That single step, done well, is what separates the teams

that transform from the ones that just stay busy.

Our analysis of 118 recurring problems raised by

procurement leaders shows that skills and capability gaps

are the biggest barrier by far. Firefighting is where teams

stand still; capability is how they move.

Where do the teams behind this playbook land across the

four phases? When we group the 118 documented

problems back to the teams behind them, the split is: 20%

Phase 1, 67% Phase 2, 11% Phase 3, 2% Phase 4. Teams

reach out precisely because they are still building the

foundations; a team that has genuinely reached Phase 4

rarely brings us this kind of problem.

Firefighting 

You are here if... Your next step... Where we’d help...

Foundations

Strategic Work

Leadership

~20% of teams

The business involves you after the
supplier is chosen, and the week
disappears into POs, chasing and
spreadsheets.

Standardise the three tasks
that eat the most hours.

Train the whole team on the
same fundamentals, in one
language.

Measure your value, and
report it upward in numbers.

Build the structure that runs
without you in the room, and
start building the leaders
who inherit it.

We train the whole team on the
seven-step process, so results
stop depending on who runs it.

We turn your spend data into
trusted KPIs, then category
strategies built to survive an
operational spike.

We build the operating model and
AI-agent split that run without you
in the room, and develop the
leaders who inherit it.

We teach the AI prompts that
automate supplier email, POs, and
contract summaries, freeing hours
without adding headcount.

Processes and templates exist,
but results still swing depending
on who runs the work.

Category strategies exist, but they
collapse whenever the operational
load spikes.

The team can execute strategy,
but still looks to you to lead every
strategic topic.

~67% of teams

~11% of teams

~2% of teams

PH
AS

E 
1

PH
AS

E 
2

PH
AS

E 
3

PH
AS

E 
4

INSIGHT Whichever row you picked: the gap to the next phase is a capability gap, not a willpower gap.



Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 4Phase 3

Phase 3

Category Management

Turns that spend picture
into category strategies that
go deeper than a repeat
order, with stakeholders and
risk mapped up front.

Makes the strategies
survive an operational
spike.

Phase 4

Procurement Automation
with AI Agents

Map the process, separate
rule-based work from
judgement work, set control
points, then manage on
outcomes instead of activity.

Builds the structural split,
rather than assuming it.
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Get your team through every phase
Buried in firefighting with no time to spare? Start with the Phase 1 course below. It teaches you the prompts that take

one repeated task off your plate at a time.

FIREFIGHTING

Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3 Phase 4

FOUNDATIONS LEADERSHIPSTRATEGIC
WORK

Artificial Intelligence in
Procurement

Procurement
Foundations

Strategic Procurement
Leadership

Spend Analysis
Course

Prompting that produces the
same quality every time,
then automating supplier
email, purchase orders, and
contract summaries.

Wins back the first hours,
without headcount.

A procurement director at a mid-size manufacturer,
leading a team stuck in Phase 1: two buyers doing the
work of four, no shared process, every week gone to POs,
chasing and firefighting.

Three tasks standardised first, freeing close to 6 hours a
week per buyer. Those hours funded two category
strategies and a savings report the business trusted, and
procurement got pulled into decisions before they were
made, not after.

The seven-step process:
sourcing, RFI and RFP,
negotiation, contracts and
supplier management,
taught to the whole team.

Gives everyone one
language, so work can be
delegated.

Five modules on setting
direction, cultural change,
power dynamics and the
agile operating model, for a
team that runs without you
in the room.

Quality holds when you
are not in the room.

Collecting and categorising
spend data, then building
the KPIs that turn a spend
report into something the
executive team reads.

Turns your value from
assumed into measured.

What this looks like in
practice

BEFORE

AFTER 8 MONTHS



View Strategic Procurement Fundamentals ⟶ 
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Strategic Procurement Fundamentals
Training

NEXT STEP

The most common first step after reading this playbook is Strategic Procurement Fundamentals, our training

program built specifically for the tactical-to-strategic shift mapped in these pages.

Built around the same four phases as this playbook, so you start exactly where your team is today

Designed for procurement leaders and for those who aspire to become one

https://procurementtactics.com/strategic-procurement-fundamentals-solution/?utm_source=activecampaign&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=strategic-procurement-fundamentals&utm_content=strategic-fundamentals-solution
https://procurementtactics.com/strategic-procurement-fundamentals-solution/?utm_source=activecampaign&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=strategic-procurement-fundamentals&utm_content=strategic-fundamentals-solution


Pretend you are a procurement improvement coach, built on Procurement Tactics’ Tactical to Strategic
Framework. Here is what I need from you: help me find the real root cause of one recurring problem on my team
and design one small fix worth testing in the next two weeks.

Important details you should know: Ask me one step at a time, waiting for my answer before moving to the next.
1. Ask me to describe, in my own words, one problem that keeps coming back on my team. 2. Ask me why it
happens, then ask why again on my answer, up to three times, until we reach a real root cause and not just a
symptom. 3. Once we agree on the root cause, tell me which of these four phases it most reflects, and explain
your reasoning in one sentence: Phase 1 (Firefighting), Phase 2 (Foundations & Structure), Phase 3 (Strategic
Work), or Phase 4 (Strategic Leadership). 4. Suggest exactly one countermeasure that fits that phase, small
enough to try in two weeks, not a department-wide policy change. 5. Ask me what evidence, in two weeks, would
tell us whether the countermeasure actually worked.

Format of the reply: Coach me toward the answer with questions where you can, rather than telling me straight
away. Finish by writing the root cause, the phase, the countermeasure, and the two-week check as four short
lines I could copy directly into an email to my manager.

About me: A procurement leader who read the Tactical to Strategic Procurement Playbook and wants to fix one
recurring problem on my team.

Audience for the output: Me, and possibly my manager if I decide to share the result with them.

Do’s & Don’ts: Do coach me with questions instead of lecturing. Do keep the countermeasure small and specific.
Don’t suggest a department-wide policy change. Don’t move to the next step until I’ve answered the current one.

Before you give me an answer, please ask me 4 follow-up questions that will help you to create a better reply.
Tone preference: Direct and encouraging, not clinical.
Length preference: Keep each response short, a few sentences at a time, since this is a back-and-forth
conversation.
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BONUS:
Turn one recurring problem into a real fix.
This playbook is built on root-cause thinking, the same method behind the data on page 3. Upload this playbook and

paste the prompt below into ChatGPT, Claude, or any AI chat tool, and it will walk you through the real cause behind one

recurring problem on your team, place it on the same four-phase framework mapped on page 6 of this playbook, and

help you design one small fix worth testing in the next two weeks.

Structured with Procurement Tactics’ free AI Prompt Engineering Generator. Try it yourself, no signup required.

Copy the full prompt above and paste it
into your AI tool of choice.

Answer honestly. This works best on a
problem you are already living with, not
a hypothetical one.

Compare the phase it names to the
overview on page 6, then start with the
course that matches on page 12.

STEP 1 STEP 2 STEP 3

PASTE THIS PROMPT

https://procurementtactics.com/prompt-engineering-generator/
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Procurement Tactics is
a procurement
education institute that
trains procurement
teams. 
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	Introduction:

	Busy is not the same as strategic.
	The team is capable. The workload is relentless. And somehow the math never adds up to strategic work getting started.
	That is not a motivation problem. It is what happens when headcount, advice and reality stop matching each other. When a team gets cut, it doesn’t just get busier. It rewrites its own identity around it.
	“We went down from four buyers to two. Everyone just started calling us the ‘Department of Two’.”

	The nickname is the tell. Once a team names its own shortage, generic advice stops landing: one procurement lead running sourcing across thirteen plants was advised to spend 30% of his time hunting new suppliers. The advice was not wrong. It just assumed a team that no longer existed.
	Hiring one person back rarely ﬁxes it either. Teams that lose their bench in a restructuring ﬁnd a single new hire gets absorbed by the next ﬁre long before real capacity comes back.

	The way out starts with one distinction:
	Busy work repeats

	A PO processed, an order chased, a ﬁre put out. Necessary, but next week starts from zero.
	Strategic work compounds

	A category strategy, a supplier scorecard, a stakeholder involved early. Each one makes next month structurally lighter.
	Being busy makes people think: "Then I certainly have no time for training." It is the number one reason procurement teams never change. But the workload is not the obstacle to training;  it is the product of what was never taught.
	INTRODUCTION

	Skipping the training preserves the cause. Busy teams also gain the fastest, because they have the most repeated work to standardise: a few hours of learning, applied to the three tasks eating the most hours, buys back hours every week after that. "Too busy" is not a fixed state. Waiting for it to ease keeps the system exactly as it is.
	There is a second cost to staying on the “busy work repeats” side that rarely gets said out loud. One vendor-management leader, after sitting in dozens of these conversations, put it bluntly:
	Busy work does not just fail to build capability. It quietly reinforces the reputation that keeps procurement out of the room, and automation alone rarely ﬁxes that reputation either.

	That ﬁxed order is what this playbook maps: four phases, from ﬁreﬁghting to strategic leadership. The overview starts on the next page.
	As you read them, keep one honest question in mind: which phase is my team really in today?
	“It’s amazing how much they all say, oh, we’re hated. Nobody likes us. We’re the bad guys… this is to 100% of everybody you talk to.”


	Procurement team is constantly busy
	Process PO
	Put out fires
	Chase Order
	Why are those guys always so busy?

	Other teams seem to have a worse perception of procurement
	PHASE OVERVIEW

	The four phases from tactical to strategic procurement
	These phases are not a theoretical model. They are distilled from our work with hundreds of procurement teams, and from the 118 documented problems behind this playbook. Every team we meet is somewhere on this path; what diﬀers is how deliberately they climb it.
	Phase 1
	Firefighting
	Reactive, request-driven procurement. The team is busy all day, but the work repeats instead of compounds, and the value stays invisible.

	Phase 2
	Foundations & Structure
	One shared way of working: standard processes, shared templates, and the procurement fundamentals trained across the whole team.

	Phase 3
	Strategic Work
	Category strategies, early stakeholder involvement, and value that is measured and reported in numbers, instead of assumed.

	Phase 4
	Strategic Leadership
	The team stops waiting for strategy and starts setting it. Categories run without you in the room, and your voice shapes decisions company-wide.

	Each tier carries the weight of the one above it
	Team sets category strategy on its own, guided by your judgment.

	Leadership
	Category strategies are built, stakeholders are involved early, and value is tracked with numbers.

	Strategic Work
	The team adopts shared processes and templates, and trains on the same fundamentals.

	Foundations & Structure
	Firefighting
	Busy, but it repeats; value stays invisible.

	Load travels down
	Each phase only holds if the tier below it is solid. Skip a tier and everything built on top of it cracks.
	It’s the only route to Phase 4.
	Why is the order important?
	Do you recognize these? Then your team is in this phase.
	What this phase builds:
	Awareness

	FOR THE DIRECTOR
	Avoid this:
	Do this:


	Phase 1:

	FIREFIGHTING
	The order desk stage. Everyone is busy,
	nothing compounds.
	This is the reactive stage. Requests arrive after the decision is already made, and procurement’s job shrinks to processing the paperwork: purchase orders, chasing, comparisons, endless email.

	Phase 2:

	FOUNDATIONS & STRUCTURE
	One way of working, and the fundamentals to back it up.
	Here the team stops improvising. Sourcing, tendering, and negotiation get a standard process, shared templates appear, and results stop depending on who happens to do the work.
	Just as important, the whole team gets the same fundamentals. Many buyers grew into the role from engineering, admin, or operations without ever being taught sourcing, negotiation, or spend analysis. A shared baseline changes what you can delegate.
	This is also where credibility starts: consistent quality, fewer errors, and the ﬁrst real hours won back from manual work.
	“I will be very diplomatic: we all lack organization. We lack structure.”
	The gap is not always dramatic. One seven-person public-sector team runs thirty to forty competitive bids a year, and still builds every bid by hand in Word, then scores and prices proposals across two separate spreadsheets. Nothing is broken, exactly. It is just entirely manual, and entirely dependent on whoever is doing it that week.

	Do you recognize these? Then your team is in this phase.
	What this phase builds:
	Repeatability

	FOR THE DIRECTOR
	Avoid this:
	One-oﬀ trainings and hoping behaviour changes. Skills that are not applied to real categories within weeks simply fade away.

	Do this:
	Train the whole team on the same fundamentals so they share one language, then point the freed-up hours at your biggest categories.


	Phase 3:

	STRATEGIC WORK
	Do you recognize these? Then your team is in this phase.
	What this phase builds:
	Trust & Influence

	Procurement gets involved early and starts to lead.
	The team now works ahead of demand instead of behind it. Categories get strategies, suppliers get managed for performance and value instead of transactions, and stakeholders get engaged before decisions are made, not after.
	Crucially, value is measured. Savings, risk and supplier performance are reported in numbers the business trusts. This is what changes procurement’s reputation from “the paperwork department” to a partner worth involving early.
	The danger in this phase is fragility: one operational spike, and the team slides straight back into the ﬁres.

	FOR THE DIRECTOR
	Avoid this:
	Keeping the strategic thinking in your own head. A strategy only you can run is a bottleneck, not a function.

	Do this:
	Give every buyer one category strategy to own, review progress monthly, and report the wins upward in numbers.
	“We have struggled to measure our value add, to build trust and showcase wins from a strategic standpoint.”
	Across procurement teams we notice the word “strategy” gets used loosely in this phase. One procurement leader described a colleague’s plan for an entire category as: “add a new vendor for approval next year and conduct an RFP and negotiate a diﬀerent price. Like, that was it.” Another category on the same team had real pricing shifts and market analysis behind it. Same label, two very diﬀerent levels of depth.


	Phase 4:

	STRATEGIC LEADERSHIP
	From running procurement to leading change.
	In the ﬁnal phase, strategic work is protected by design instead of squeezed into the gaps. Operational and strategic work are structurally separated, and the team leads its own categories within clear boundaries.
	The leader’s role changes too: from chief ﬁreﬁghter to change initiator. Your time goes to the business, the board and the operating model, not to this week’s orders. Quality no longer depends on you being in the room.
	This is also the phase where careers change. Leaders who complete this journey stop being treated as cost controllers and start being treated as business partners.
	“We formally separated operational from strategic procurement. Otherwise the strategic work was cannibalised every single week.”
	One leader scaling procurement across a fast-growing group of sites made the split structural, not aspirational: category strategy sits with a central centre of excellence, while day-to-day execution is pushed down to the sites and made deliberately “procedural, contractual, risk mitigated”, boring enough that it no longer needs him in the room.

	Phase 4 is the holy grail. Here’s what it looks like:
	What this phase builds:
	Scale
	A function that stays
	strategic even when you are not in the room.


	FOR THE DIRECTOR
	Avoid this:
	Assuming your executives want transformation. Most say “strategic” but ﬁrst reward operations that run ﬂawlessly. Prove the basics, then lead the change.

	Do this:
	Scale from here. Design the operating model that frees you to focus on where the business is headed, and develop the leaders who extend your influence.



	CHECKPOINT:
	Where does your team stand?
	You cannot skip to the driver’s seat.
	Find your phase in 60 seconds.
	Firefighting
	Foundations
	Strategic Work
	Leadership
	INSIGHT



	Get your team through every phase
	Buried in firefighting with no time to spare? Start with the Phase 1 course below. It teaches you the prompts that take one repeated task off your plate at a time.
	Phase 1
	Phase 2
	Phase 3
	Phase 4
	FIREFIGHTING
	FOUNDATIONS
	STRATEGIC WORK
	LEADERSHIP
	Artificial Intelligence in Procurement
	Procurement Foundations
	Spend Analysis
	Course
	Strategic Procurement Leadership
	Category Management
	Procurement Automation with AI Agents
	What this looks like in practice
	BEFORE
	AFTER 8 MONTHS
	NEXT STEP



	NEXT STEP

	Strategic Procurement Fundamentals Training
	The most common ﬁrst step after reading this playbook is Strategic Procurement Fundamentals, our training program built speciﬁcally for the tactical-to-strategic shift mapped in these pages.
	Built around the same four phases as this playbook, so you start exactly where your team is today
	Designed for procurement leaders and for those who aspire to become one
	View Strategic Procurement Fundamentals ⟶
	BONUS : AI ROOT-CAUSE FIX


	BONUS:
	Turn one recurring problem into a real fix.
	This playbook is built on root-cause thinking, the same method behind the data on page 3. Upload this playbook and paste the prompt below into ChatGPT, Claude, or any AI chat tool, and it will walk you through the real cause behind one recurring problem on your team, place it on the same four-phase framework mapped on page 6 of this playbook, and help you design one small ﬁx worth testing in the next two weeks.
	PASTE THIS PROMPT
	Pretend you are a procurement improvement coach, built on Procurement Tactics’ Tactical to Strategic Framework. Here is what I need from you: help me find the real root cause of one recurring problem on my team and design one small fix worth testing in the next two weeks.
	Important details you should know: Ask me one step at a time, waiting for my answer before moving to the next. 1. Ask me to describe, in my own words, one problem that keeps coming back on my team. 2. Ask me why it happens, then ask why again on my answer, up to three times, until we reach a real root cause and not just a symptom. 3. Once we agree on the root cause, tell me which of these four phases it most reflects, and explain your reasoning in one sentence: Phase 1 (Firefighting), Phase 2 (Foundations & Structure), Phase 3 (Strategic Work), or Phase 4 (Strategic Leadership). 4. Suggest exactly one countermeasure that fits that phase, small enough to try in two weeks, not a department-wide policy change. 5. Ask me what evidence, in two weeks, would tell us whether the countermeasure actually worked.
	Format of the reply: Coach me toward the answer with questions where you can, rather than telling me straight away. Finish by writing the root cause, the phase, the countermeasure, and the two-week check as four short lines I could copy directly into an email to my manager.
	About me: A procurement leader who read the Tactical to Strategic Procurement Playbook and wants to fix one recurring problem on my team.
	Audience for the output: Me, and possibly my manager if I decide to share the result with them.
	Do’s & Don’ts: Do coach me with questions instead of lecturing. Do keep the countermeasure small and specific. Don’t suggest a department-wide policy change. Don’t move to the next step until I’ve answered the current one.
	Before you give me an answer, please ask me 4 follow-up questions that will help you to create a better reply.
	Tone preference: Direct and encouraging, not clinical.
	Length preference: Keep each response short, a few sentences at a time, since this is a back-and-forth conversation.
	Structured with Procurement Tactics’ free AI Prompt Engineering Generator. Try it yourself, no signup required.




	Don’t Waste Time on Theoretical Procurement Training.

