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The digital trends affecting procurement 

Artificial Intelligence (AI), Machine Learning (ML) and Robotic Process 
Automation (RPA) are some of the digital trends that are set to 
fundamentally influence and change the way we work going 
forward. Thousands of articles, companies and even industries 
have been built off the back of these trends, yet there is 
still confusion and uncertainty over how they can support 
businesses, and for this ebook specifically, procurement.
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The difference between AI, ML and RPA

AI: AI provides 
a level of 
intelligence 
to technology 

– it is a set of rules that can
be applied by a machine to
simulate human intelligence.
In the case of procurement
this could be as simple
as routing a contract or
requisition to the right
person based on value and
type of spend.

We’ve taken the key components of procurement – spend analytics, 
source to contract, and purchase to pay – and looked at where RPA, 
AI and ML can support these processes.

RPA: RPA is software that 
automates manual and 
repetitive tasks. It works by 
mimicking human activity 

and replicating it as the user takes actions – 
usually through their desktop. To simplify, it 
is a user-friendly version of a macro created 
without the need for any programming skills. 

It is frequently used to input and transfer data 
between applications. Early adoptions have 
tended to be in high volume, repetitive tasks 
such as transferring information between 
forms or systems e.g. when completing an 
insurance claim or managing a customer 
question or complaint. Key to the definition of 
pure RPA is that it is not intelligent – it requires 
no decision making or inherent knowledge. 

ML: ML uses neural networks 
to analyse the characteristics of 
a situation and based on what 
it ‘sees’ makes a probability-

based decision or action. But it needs to be 
taught, usually by processing volumes of data in 
combination with human intervention when it is 
unsure of a correct answer. One of the differences 
between ML and AI for procurement is that ML 
can learn and scale quicker than rules-based AI.

The reason for separating AI and ML is that within 
the context of procurement, these technologies 
are at different stages of development and can 
be used in very different ways. Understanding 
the difference can also be key in any decision 
you might make over the adoption of an AI 
procurement solution into your business.



Basic spend analysis has already previously 
been possible to help prioritise sourcing activity 
e.g. categories with high supplier numbers,
countries with different item specifications etc.
With cloud providing a common platform, data
can be compared across anonymised companies
within your industry to identify areas of under
or over spend. Within your business, spend
patterns can be identified and matched with
demand profiles to provide better information
for sourcing lotting strategies and supplier
rationalisation. AI provides genuinely useful
strategies for procurement, and combined with
ML can do this in close to real-time.

Applying Artificial Intelligence 
to Spend Analytics 



ML has recently provided some significant gains 
in efficiency and accuracy for spend analysis. 
Software is now available that can analyse data 
and categorise it intelligently – 6 suppliers 
that are actually the same but have slight 
variations in your ERP? No problem when 
ML knows that Dell Inc, Dell, Dell PLC, 
Dell., Del and Dell Computers are all the 
same vendor. 

What makes ML even more powerful 
is the more it analyses your company’s 
data, the better and quicker it will become 
at categorisation. Many solutions in spend 
analysis will still offer a rules-based AI 
algorithm in their solution and this can still be 
more effective than manual processing, but for 
little or no extra cost, ML offers procurement 
significant advantages.

Applying Machine Learning 
to Spend Analytics



Applying RPA  
to Spend Analytics 
If your business has heavy, manual processes that require 
the keying of PO data e.g. from paper forms, into a system 
that will ultimately segment it, then there may be some 
benefit in automating this process. But the business case 
is light and the circumstances are unlikely.



Source to Contract 

Many of the benefits of sourcing 
i.e. gaining better value from
suppliers, actually comes from solid
spend analysis – identifying areas
for spend consolidation, identifying
spend and contract leakage
and non-compliance, supplier
rationalisation and specification
simplification. But can the actual
process of sourcing benefit from AI,
ML and RPA?



AI provides considerable benefits once 
sourcing events are extended beyond 
simple commodities – the ability 
to set rules of qualification and 
assessment, weighting responses 
and analysing combinations of 
items and lots. As technology 
progresses, the AI that sits behind 
sourcing becomes more powerful 
– sourcing solutions can not
only assess the best combination
of suppliers and items for award
but can make suggestions to offer
even better value combinations
that procurement may not have yet
considered.

Applying AI  
to Source to Contract 



Sourcing is an area where ML has so far had limited impact, although contract 
creation and management are beginning to see a level of development focus. 
The first area is in intelligent searching where users are searching for specific 
content amongst thousands of documents, contracts, clauses, agreements 
and so on. Sometimes referred to as the “Paris Hilton problem”, ML can help 
systems apply the context of a situation to improve search results. A TV 
booking agent may well be looking for previous contracts with the famous 
Hilton heiress, while a lawyer specialising in travel may be looking for 
something very different. Understanding the context of searches and the 
people who are searching, and weighing up this information with probabilities 
to arrive at the most likely answer is one way that searching is quietly 
improving the results we see. In contract management this can create subtle 
improvements in a person’s ability and satisfaction in dealing with contracts. 

ML is also assisting in the authoring of contracts – the ability to 
understand the type of goods or services being contracted and intelligently 
recommending clauses and contracts based on characteristics either of these 
items or if the supplier has previous history with the buying organisation.

Applying ML  
to Source to Contract 



Applying RPA  
to Source to Contract 
The process of taking a set of suppliers from initial RFI stages 
through to contract completion can be fairly inefficient and 
there is potential for elements of RPA to automate data 
entry and processing. But pure RPA relies on very repetitive 
(identical) tasks in high volume and it is rare to see the 
required volumes and standardisation in sourcing processes, 
even within large procurement functions. Aside from the 

simplest of RFx processes, variety and exceptions are likely 
to be prevalent in the way suppliers complete their 

information and respond to RFI. While there is 
scope to improve sourcing efficiency through 
the use of technology, it is unlikely that a 
pure RPA solution will be the best option, 
and for over twenty years applied uses of 
RPA and AI have been incorporated into 
Sourcing solutions from vendors such as SAP 

Ariba, Coupa, Determine, Jaggaer amongst 
many others.



Purchase to Pay 

Transactional procurement 
offers great scope for efficiency 
improvement. By streamlining 
purchasing and invoicing processes, 
other opportunities are opened 
such as dynamic discounting 
to deliver savings and support 
supplier sustainability.



Applying AI  
to Purchase to Pay 
When searching for items, AI can provide 
useful comparisons to similar items and make 
recommendations on what others have bought.  
Combining ML and AI, an extra level of intelligence 
can be added with technology understanding if there 
are certain items or services that you purchase at a 

particular point in the day, month or year and 
start asking you if you’d like to purchase 

them at the appropriate time.

Examples of AI include rules based 
approvals, invoicing matching and 
exception handling, prioritising of 
invoices for payment and intelligent 
dynamic discounting offers for 

suppliers. 



The use of ML can make human and 
technology interactions simpler. 
Expenses technology exists that 
recognises you are in a restaurant, 
stationary and therefore most likely 
eating or drinking. It has also noticed 
that you regularly submit an expense 
from this restaurant and so is able to 
pre-populate an expenses claim so that 
when you leave the restaurant it can ask 
you if you’d like to submit the expense 
(you add the price and snap a photo of 
the receipt). This is one of a thousand 
small developments that together are 
starting to provide noticeably more 
intelligent solutions. They are also the 
sort of headline innovation that can 
promote procurement’s role as a helper 
within a business.

Applying ML  
to Purchase to Pay 



Given the potentially high volumes of 
requisitions, purchase orders and invoices, 
RPA seems like a helpful technology. 
Transferring the same data from one 
system or form to another can be 
a very manual repetitive task but 
procurement software solutions have 
been available for 20+ years that 
provide the solution to automate 
these activities. RPA may provide a 
short term solution to efficiency whilst 
a solution based strategy is developed.

Applying RPA  
to Purchase to Pay 



In Summary 
All three technology trends are developing at 
a fast pace, increasing efficiency and removing 
many of the mundane tasks from the procurement 
function. But analysis of procurement processes 
show there are limited new applications for RPA 
– where there are, they have often been built into
Source to Pay technology, with the added benefit
of AI and in some cases ML. Xoomworks’ view is
that there is little point for the implementation
of pure RPA in procurement – if used at all it will
most likely be a stop gap whilst you strategise a
more long term solution. Applied AI, ML and RPA
in the form of the better Source to Pay solutions is
a much better option.

A similar argument exists for AI and ML: should 
you be thinking “How do I implement AI and ML 
in my Procurement function?” At Xoomworks, 
we think the answer to this is “No”. We support 
the technologies and their goals, but focus on the 
pure, underlying tech can be a distraction – we 
believe the question should be “How do I get more 
value from my Procurement function” and the 
answer is likely to be, in part, based on technology 
to increase efficiencies and effectiveness, but it 
should be there to solve a business problem and 
become part of you digital procurement strategy, 
not part of an AI strategy.

It is more useful to understand how AI, ML 
and RPA is becoming ingrained in existing 
procurement applications, and how these 
applications support the solving of issues that are 
specific to your business and your goals. 



Talk to Xoomworks 

Xoomworks partners with a number of solution vendors that offer 
applied RPA, AI and ML within Procurement applications that can help 
your procurement effectiveness. Together with our workshops aimed at 
helping businesses develop a digital strategy, Xoomworks is able to provide 
independent advice based on your specific circumstances and goals. 

Talk to us now and find out how 
we can help you deliver change.

+44 (20) 7400 6120    procurement@xoomworks.com


