
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Procurement vs Purchasing –  

What Is the Difference 

 

 

Procurement and Supply Chain Management Made Simple. 

 



2 

 

Foreword 

Procurement and purchasing sit so close together that the terms are often treated as 
interchangeable, yet the distinction matters. One concerns the wider commercial decisions 
that shape how organisations engage with supply markets; the other ensures approved 
requirements are converted into accurate, controlled transactions. Understanding where each 
begins, where they overlap and how they depend on one another provides a clearer view of 
how organisations manage external expenditure effectively. 

That distinction has become increasingly important as supply markets grow more complex. 
Organisations now contend with inflation, geopolitical disruption, cyber risk, sustainability 
expectations, supplier financial pressures, technological change and heightened scrutiny of 
value for money. Procurement must therefore consider far more than price alone, while 
purchasing must provide the operational discipline that turns sourcing strategies, contracts 
and supplier arrangements into dependable supply, accurate payments and uninterrupted 
day-to-day operations. 

The scale involved is considerable. United Kingdom businesses purchase goods and services 
worth trillions of pounds each year, while public-sector procurement expenditure exceeds 
£400 billion annually. Decisions about specifications, competition, supplier selection, contract 
terms and risk can therefore influence costs, resilience and performance on a substantial 
scale. Equally, poorly controlled orders, inaccurate receipts or delayed payments can erode 
value that may have taken months of commercial work to secure. 

Real-world examples across healthcare, infrastructure, technology, manufacturing and public 
services demonstrate that procurement creates value in different ways. Demand can be 
standardised, markets can be reshaped, suppliers can be challenged, risk can be 
redistributed, and innovation can be encouraged. Purchasing then converts those decisions 
into operational reality. Neither discipline works particularly well in isolation, and strong 
organisations connect strategic commercial thinking with efficient transaction execution. 

The practical distinction is therefore not one of importance, status or hierarchy, but of purpose. 
Procurement determines what to buy, how to approach markets, which suppliers to select, and 
how to manage commercial relationships. Purchasing ensures those decisions translate into 
orders, deliveries, receipts and payments. Together, they form complementary parts of the 
same commercial system, with each contributing differently to value, control, resilience and 
organisational performance. 
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Introduction: Procurement and Purchasing Are Not the Same Thing 

Procurement and purchasing are often used interchangeably, yet they describe different levels 
of commercial activity. Purchasing focuses on executing an approved transaction: raising an 
order, receiving goods or services, resolving discrepancies, and arranging payment. 
Procurement reaches further upstream and downstream, covering decisions that determine 
what is needed, how to approach the market, which supplier to select, what to contract, and 
how to manage performance and risk. 

The distinction matters because external expenditure is enormous. The Office for National 
Statistics estimated that United Kingdom (UK) non-financial businesses made purchases 
worth £3.347 trillion in 2024, against turnover of £5.089 trillion. Across the public sector, the 
Government Commercial Agency estimates that annual spending on goods and services 
exceeds £400 billion. Those figures span purchases from stationery and maintenance to 
construction, technology and clinical equipment, making disciplined procurement and efficient 
purchasing fundamental to organisational performance. 

The Chartered Institute of Procurement and Supply (CIPS) describes procurement as 
spanning market analysis, sourcing, negotiation, contracting, and supplier relationship 
management (SRM), from identifying need through to contract completion or an asset’s end 
of life. It characterises purchasing more narrowly as the direct, transactional acquisition of 
products and services. That distinction matters because strategic procurement decisions set 
the commercial environment in which thousands, or sometimes millions, of individual 
purchasing transactions occur. 

Real organisations illustrate the scale of that difference. Rolls-Royce says it spends more than 
£7 billion annually with suppliers, while its 2025 results reported £1.2 billion of gross third-
party procurement savings since 2022. Such savings are unlikely to arise merely from 
processing purchase orders (POs) faster; they depend on sourcing strategy, negotiation, 
supplier management and commercial redesign. Purchasing remains essential, but 
procurement determines many of the conditions under which purchasing can deliver value. 

What Is Purchasing? 

Purchasing is the operational process through which an approved requirement becomes an 
actual order and, ultimately, a supplier payment. It normally begins when a user raises a 
purchase requisition identifying what is required, in what quantity, for which cost centre and 
by when. Following approval, a PO is issued to the chosen supplier, creating a controlled 
record of the goods or services requested, agreed prices, delivery arrangements and 
applicable commercial terms. 

A purchase requisition is an internal request for spending authority; a PO is the external 
instruction sent to the supplier. CIPS makes this distinction explicitly and describes the PO as 
the commercial document confirming quantity and specification. Together, these documents 
anchor the operational discipline that converts authorised requirements into completed 
purchases accurately and efficiently. For a fuller examination of requisitions, orders, 
expediting, receipts and payment controls, see What Is Purchasing? 

Once an order is placed, purchasing activity often includes expediting and supplier follow-up. 
Buyers may confirm acknowledgement, monitor promised delivery dates, chase shortages, 
amend quantities or delivery instructions and resolve damaged or incorrect consignments. 
Goods receipt then records that physical products arrived, while services may require 
confirmation that defined work was completed. These controls matter because payment 
should ordinarily reflect what was ordered and what the organisation can evidence it actually 
received. 

Invoice verification is therefore a critical purchasing control. A common three-way match 
compares the supplier invoice with the PO and the goods or service receipt before authorising 
payment. CIPS identifies this matching process as a mechanism for detecting errors and 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/business/businessservices/bulletins/nonfinancialbusinesseconomyukannualbusinesssurvey/2024results
https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/business/businessservices/bulletins/nonfinancialbusinesseconomyukannualbusinesssurvey/2024results
https://www.gca.gov.uk/news/introducing-government-commercial-agency
https://www.rolls-royce.com/media/press-releases/2026/26-02-2026-rr-holdings-plc-2025-full-year-results.aspx
https://procurementandsupplychainmanagement.co.uk/purchasing/f/what-is-purchasing
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mitigating fraud risk. At scale, seemingly routine controls become financially significant: in 
2025/26, Crown Commercial Service, which became part of the Government Commercial 
Agency in April 2026, facilitated about 97,000 commercial transactions. 

Purchasing also affects supplier cash flow and relationships. Capita reported spending more 
than £1.68 billion with 10,488 direct suppliers in 2025, with 97% paid within 60 days; small 
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) represented about 91% of its supplier population. Late 
payment can expose buyers to statutory interest under the Late Payment of Commercial Debts 
(Interest) Act 1998. Transaction execution is therefore not clerical trivia: ordering accuracy, 
receipt discipline and timely payment affect continuity of supply. 

What Is Procurement? 

Procurement begins before a PO exists. It asks whether the requirement is necessary, whether 
demand can be reduced or consolidated, how outcomes should be specified, what the supply 
market can provide and which commercial route is appropriate. It then encompasses market 
analysis, sourcing strategy, preliminary supplier engagement, competition, evaluation, 
negotiation and contracting. After award, procurement continues through implementation, 
SRM, performance monitoring, risk management, change control, renewal decisions and 
eventual contract exit. 

The strategic scope is especially visible in public procurement. The Procurement Act 2023 
came into force on 24 February 2025. Under section 12, a contracting authority carrying out 
covered procurement must have regard to the importance of delivering value for money, 
maximising public benefit, sharing information so suppliers and others understand its 
procurement policies and decisions, and acting, and being seen to act, with integrity. Equal 
treatment of suppliers is a separate statutory duty. 

The Procurement Act does not govern private-sector procurement in the same way, but its 
commercial breadth can be equally substantial. Smiths Group reported that 28% of supplier 
spend had been evaluated through EcoVadis by the end of 2025, reflecting environmental, 
labour, ethics and sustainable-procurement considerations. Rolls-Royce strengthened 
integration between procurement and supplier management during 2025 amid material 
shortages, labour pressures and geopolitical disruption, demonstrating procurement’s role in 
resilience and supply-chain risk. 

Procurement vs Purchasing: The Difference in Simple Terms 

In simple terms, purchasing executes the buy; procurement designs and manages the 
commercial process that makes the buy possible. A purchasing team may issue a PO for 500 
laptops against an existing agreement. Procurement should have previously established the 
requirement, specification, sourcing route, supplier evaluation, pricing mechanism, warranties, 
cyber-security obligations, delivery model, and contractual protections. The purchase is one 
transaction; the procurement is the wider set of decisions governing that transaction. 

The difference also shows up in the questions each discipline answers. Purchasing asks: has 
the requirement been approved, which supplier should receive the order, when will it arrive, 
has it been received correctly, and can the invoice be paid? Procurement asks: what outcome 
is required, should the organisation buy at all, what does the market offer, how should 
competition be structured, what risks require allocation, and how will performance and value 
be managed? 

Price provides a useful illustration. Purchasing may confirm that an item costs £100 and that 
the invoice matches the agreed price. Procurement should consider whether £100 represents 
value after accounting for quality, demand, logistics, maintenance, switching costs, contractual 
risk and whole-life expenditure. Public procurement law similarly rejects an exclusively 
transactional view: Cabinet Office guidance confirms that contracting authorities must weigh 
value for money and public benefit, not merely the lowest price. 

The National Health Service (NHS) shows the difference between isolated buying and 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/government-commercial-agency-annual-report-and-accounts-2025-to-2026/gca-annual-report-and-accounts-2025-to-2026-accessible-version
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/government-commercial-agency-annual-report-and-accounts-2025-to-2026/gca-annual-report-and-accounts-2025-to-2026-accessible-version
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2023/54/section/12
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/procurement-act-2023-guidance-documents-plan-phase/guidance-covered-procurement-objectives-html


5 

 

aggregated procurement. It spends about £8 billion annually on medical equipment and 
consumables, and NHS Supply Chain uses aggregated demand, frameworks, national pricing 
and product analysis to influence commercial outcomes before individual trusts order. Its 
modernisation programme targets at least £1 billion of recurring annual value by 2030, 
showing how strategic sourcing and aggregation can create benefits beyond individual 
hospital purchases. 

The distinction does not imply that procurement is important and purchasing merely 
administrative. A sophisticated sourcing exercise can still fail if users order outside contract, 
receipts go unrecorded, invoices remain blocked, or suppliers are paid late. Conversely, 
flawless transaction processing cannot compensate for an unsuitable specification or contract. 
Procurement establishes the commercial architecture; purchasing converts that architecture 
into economic activity. High-performing organisations therefore need both disciplines to 
operate coherently rather than compete for status. 

Where Does Purchasing Sit Within Procurement? 

Purchasing is normally best understood as a component within the broader procurement 
lifecycle. Procurement begins with the organisational need and may continue until a contract 
ends or an asset reaches the end of its useful life; purchasing occupies the operational phase 
in which authorised requirements become orders and payments. CIPS reflects this hierarchy 
by describing procurement as the full cycle and purchase-to-pay (P2P) as the connected 
sequence running from requisition through to final supplier payment. 

Consider a facilities-management contract. Procurement may analyse expenditure, consult 
building users, define service levels, test the market, tender the requirement, evaluate bidders, 
negotiate liabilities and agree performance measures. Once the contract is live, purchasing 
processes create individual orders, call-offs or scheduled commitments, record delivery and 
support invoice payment. Contract managers then use purchasing data alongside service 
information to assess performance, consumption and cost. The disciplines therefore overlap 
operationally even though their primary purposes differ. 

The same pattern appears at Royal Free Hospital. NHS Supply Chain reported that 
competition-based exercises and framework use helped the trust alter its food purchasing 
arrangements, with a vending contract projected to generate up to £40,000 a year in supplier 
rebates, catalogue changes producing £70,000 of savings, and a multi-temperature food 
framework offering around £100,000 in rebates. Strategic procurement created the route; 
purchasing behaviour determined whether the organisation actually captured the available 
savings. 

This relationship explains why procurement functions increasingly focus on purchasing 
compliance after contracts are awarded. An organisation can negotiate excellent pricing but 
lose value through off-contract expenditure, fragmented orders, duplicate suppliers or weak 
demand control. At Abertay University, about 46% of expenditure went through collaborative 
agreements in 2024/25, against total non-pay expenditure of £11.7 million. The figures 
illustrate a practical objective: channel routine purchasing through selected arrangements so 
negotiated benefits reach the ledger. 

The Procurement Lifecycle 

A procurement lifecycle usually begins with needs analysis rather than supplier selection. 
Stakeholders define the outcome, challenge assumptions, set budgets, and decide whether 
to buy the requirement externally. The specification then translates need into measurable 
technical, functional or performance requirements. At this stage, weak definition can lock 
unnecessary cost into every later transaction, whereas thoughtful demand management may 
remove expenditure entirely. Procurement therefore creates value before any quotation or 
tender reaches the market. 

Market analysis follows, examining supplier capacity, competition, cost drivers, innovation, 
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geographic concentration, switching barriers and supply-chain risk. Preliminary market 
engagement can test whether specifications are realistic and whether alternative delivery 
models could improve outcomes. For relevant public procurements, engagement must respect 
applicable legal duties. Central government’s Social Value Model also advises using 
preliminary market engagement to test selected social-value outcomes, reinforcing that the 
market should inform procurement design before evaluating bids. 

The sourcing strategy converts that intelligence into a route to market. Procurement 
professionals decide whether to compete a standalone contract, use an available framework 
or dynamic market, aggregate demand, divide requirements into lots, or adopt another lawful 
and commercially appropriate route. In private businesses, governance and policy shape that 
choice; in regulated public procurement, statutory requirements also apply. The objective is a 
process proportionate to value, complexity, risk and desired outcomes. 

Supplier selection and competition then move the requirement from strategy into award. 
Documentation is issued, suppliers respond, submissions are evaluated against disclosed 
criteria, clarifications are managed, and negotiations are undertaken where the chosen 
procedure permits. Under the Procurement Act, a public contract must be awarded through 
an authorised route, including competitive award, specified direct-award circumstances or 
award under a framework. Good governance preserves evidence showing how the decision 
was reached and why it represents value. 

Award is not the end of procurement. Mobilisation converts contractual promises into working 
arrangements: implementation plans, data, assets, systems, personnel, escalation routes and 
reporting mechanisms must be ready for service commencement. NHS England reported in 
2023/24 that its central commercial team managed 2,293 contracts worth £6.1 billion, 
illustrating the scale of post-award management in one public body. Without active 
mobilisation and contract management, value negotiated during sourcing can erode during 
delivery. 

The lifecycle then moves through supplier performance, relationship management, change 
control, risk review and benefits realisation. Procurement teams may analyse key performance 
indicators (KPIs), financial health, innovation, sustainability and resilience while stakeholders 
confirm whether contracted outcomes are being achieved. Crown Commercial Service, for 
example, requests annual modern slavery assessment reports from suppliers on higher-risk 
agreements and holds follow-up reviews where scores are high, showing how supplier 
management continues after contract signature. 

Finally, procurement addresses expiry, extension, renewal, recompetition or exit. Decisions 
should be made early enough to preserve competition and operational continuity, using 
performance data rather than simply repeating the previous contract. NHS England’s 
Federated Data Platform contract shows how options can be designed in: its maximum term 
is seven years, but only three are committed, extendable by two years and then two single 
years. Procurement is therefore cyclical, with each contract informing its successor. 

The Purchasing Cycle 

The purchasing cycle is narrower and more repetitive than the procurement lifecycle. It 
typically starts when an employee or system raises a requisition against an identified need, 
budget and approved supply arrangement. The requisition passes through delegated approval 
before being converted into a PO. This sequence creates an audit trail showing who requested 
the expenditure, who authorised it, what was ordered, and under which commercial terms, 
helping organisations prevent unauthorised purchasing and maintain budgetary control. 

The supplier then receives and acknowledges the PO, confirming availability, pricing and 
expected delivery. Purchasing staff may expedite the order where timing is critical, particularly 
for scarce components, maintenance parts or operational consumables. On delivery, the 
organisation records goods receipt or confirms satisfactory completion of services. That 
seemingly simple step is commercially important: without an accurate receipt, accounts-

https://www.england.nhs.uk/digitaltechnology/nhs-federated-data-platform/security-privacy/contract-explainer/
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payable systems cannot reliably distinguish an undelivered order from a valid liability awaiting 
payment. 

The next stage is invoice matching and exception management. A three-way match compares 
the PO, receipt and supplier invoice; discrepancies in quantity, price, tax or delivery may 
require investigation before payment. Automation can handle straightforward matches while 
directing exceptions to purchasing, finance or operational teams. At Barts Health NHS Trust, 
inventory-management deployment has aimed to automate transactional activity and reduce 
PO costs, showing how better workflow can free up staff time and control expenditure. 

Payment completes the core P2P sequence, although record retention, supplier queries and 
financial reconciliation continue afterwards. Prompt payment can be strategically important for 
smaller suppliers with limited working capital. In 2025/26, Crown Commercial Service paid 
97.9% of undisputed supplier invoices within five days and all undisputed payments due within 
30 days. Capita reported paying 97% of suppliers within 60 days in 2025, showing different 
but measurable payment discipline across public and private buyers. 

The cycle also generates data that feeds procurement strategy. PO histories reveal demand, 
unit prices, supplier concentration, order frequency and off-contract expenditure; invoice and 
receipt data expose delivery problems and process friction. At Countess of Chester Hospital 
NHS Foundation Trust, NHS Shared Business Services reports that targeted stock reviews 
identified £69,000 of one-off savings from excess and duplicated inventory. Purchasing 
therefore closes one transaction while informing the next procurement decision. 

Needs Analysis: Where Procurement Begins Before Purchasing 

Procurement should begin by challenging the requirement, not by asking which supplier can 
fulfil it fastest. The first questions are whether the need is genuine, whether the proposed 
scope is proportionate, whether demand can be reduced, and whether buying externally is the 
best delivery model. Government’s Sourcing Playbook formalises this thinking through 
delivery model assessments, market analysis and should-cost approaches, encouraging 
commercial teams to understand outcomes before committing expenditure. 

Demand analysis can expose duplication that routine purchasing would reproduce. NHS 
Greater Manchester found eight trusts using 21 slide-sheet sizes across eight suppliers. 
Working with NHS Supply Chain, stakeholders reduced the requirement to two standard sizes 
from one supplier, with anticipated annual savings of £27,344.25. The value came before 
individual orders were placed: procurement questioned variation, aligned clinical requirements 
and converted fragmented demand into a simpler, more economical specification. 

Needs analysis can also reveal that the cheapest familiar product is not the lowest-cost 
solution. University Hospitals of Morecambe Bay worked with NHS Supply Chain to evaluate 
a different surgical mesh for complex hernia repair. For Grade 3 patients, reported recurrence 
fell from 80% over three years to 0.8%, while pathway costs fell by 50%, producing £1.57 
million of productivity and efficiency savings for the trust. 

Sourcing and Market Analysis 

Sourcing begins by understanding the market's ability to meet the requirement. Procurement 
examines how many credible suppliers exist, their geographic reach, production capacity, 
financial strength, technology, cost drivers, switching barriers and dependence on scarce 
inputs. It also considers whether competition is expanding or contracting and whether 
suppliers can invest quickly enough to meet future demand. Purchasing usually encounters 
these questions only indirectly because the supplier, contract and commercial mechanism 
may already have been selected. 

For central government, the Sourcing Playbook requires market health and capability 
assessment for potential outsourcing projects and emphasises early market engagement. The 
objective is not simply to create a supplier list, but to determine whether the market can sustain 
competition and delivery. A concentrated market may justify contract disaggregation, while 

https://www.supplychain.nhs.uk/news-article/value-based-procurement-surgical-mesh/
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fragmented demand may favour aggregation. Preliminary engagement can also test 
specifications, commercial assumptions and innovation, provided suppliers are not given 
unfair advantages. 

Capacity can be as important as price. National Grid illustrates why buyers sometimes need 
to secure capability years ahead: it is investing £40 billion over five years to upgrade the 
electricity network, and in July 2026 it appointed eight contractors to a cable-installation 
framework worth up to £640 million. Long-term sourcing therefore concerns whether 
engineering resources, factories, skills and materials will exist when required, not merely 
which quotation looks cheapest today. 

Market analysis also identifies where innovation is likely to emerge. BAE Systems reported 
spending £16 billion with more than 22,000 directly contracted suppliers worldwide in 2025, 
while analysis of its 2024 UK footprint put domestic supply-chain spending at £5.8 billion 
across 5,800 businesses. In markets of that scale, procurement must understand specialist 
capability beyond incumbent suppliers, including smaller businesses that may offer novel 
technologies, niche manufacturing capacity or alternative approaches to delivery. 

Financial resilience forms part of the same assessment. Updated government guidance says 
to examine economic and financial standing before award and monitor it afterwards, because 
supplier capacity can deteriorate suddenly or gradually. Procurement may therefore review 
accounts, leverage, profitability, cash generation and exposure to major customers alongside 
operational capability. The exercise is risk-based rather than a search for the largest supplier: 
requirements should remain proportionate so capable smaller businesses are not excluded 
unnecessarily. 

Once sourcing strategy has established the preferred market route, purchasing operates 
inside the resulting structure. A buyer may call off from a framework, release an order against 
a negotiated contract or select an approved catalogue item without repeating the strategic 
market exercise. That distinction explains why purchasing speed can coexist with rigorous 
procurement: upstream analysis establishes acceptable suppliers, pricing mechanisms and 
controls, allowing downstream transactions to proceed quickly without reopening fundamental 
commercial decisions each time. 

Supplier Selection and Competitive Tendering 

Supplier selection converts market knowledge into a defensible award decision. Procurement 
develops conditions and evaluation criteria that distinguish supplier capability from tender 
quality, invites competition, manages clarifications and assesses submissions consistently. In 
private organisations, governance, policy and commercial judgement shape these controls. In 
regulated public procurement, legislation, transparency requirements, and procedural rules 
also constrain them, making evaluation design a critical procurement responsibility rather than 
a purchasing task. 

Under the Procurement Act 2023, conditions of participation may address only a supplier’s 
legal and financial capacity or technical ability, and they must be proportionate. Award criteria 
must relate to the contract, be clear, measurable, specific and proportionate, with the 
assessment methodology and relative importance disclosed. Competitive procedures 
culminate in the most advantageous tender, so lawful evaluation can consider quality and 
other relevant factors alongside price rather than defaulting automatically to the lowest bid. 

Documentation is equally important after scoring. For competitive tendering under the Act, 
assessed suppliers must receive assessment summaries explaining the outcome before the 
contract award notice is published. National Grid, a privately owned utility whose procurement 
can itself fall within the Act’s utilities provisions, offers a scale comparison: in September 2026 
it announced £624 million of contracts across 78 companies, including 69 SMEs. Purchasing 
normally begins only after award decisions establish the authorised route. 

Negotiation and Commercial Decision-Making 

https://www.nationalgrid.com/national-grid-investment-programme-supports-uk-supply-chains-and-regional-growth
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Negotiation in procurement extends far beyond asking a supplier to reduce its headline price. 
Commercial teams may negotiate service levels, implementation milestones, payment terms, 
warranties, remedies, liability caps, intellectual property rights, data obligations, indexation, 
contract duration, termination rights and performance incentives. Each concession can 
change risk and whole-life value. Under the Procurement Act, a competitive flexible procedure 
may include negotiation where the tender notice describes that process, whereas the open 
procedure remains a single-stage competition. 

Inflation demonstrates why commercial structure matters. Government risk-allocation 
guidance describes indexation as a mechanism linking contract prices to suitable indices, 
transferring defined inflation exposure to the contracting authority rather than leaving suppliers 
to price uncertain future costs into bids. The decision is therefore not simply whether a price 
is £1 million today, but how that price can change over five or ten years, what cost movements 
qualify and which party can manage them efficiently. 

Payment terms can be equally consequential. Tesco reported £6.692 billion of trade payables 
in its 2025 accounts and normal supplier-payment terms ranging from five to 90 days, 
depending on country, category and purchasing volume. It also had £1.084 billion of trade 
payables subject to supplier-financing arrangements. Those figures illustrate how negotiated 
cash-flow provisions can influence working capital for both buyer and supplier, especially 
where annual purchasing volumes are substantial. 

Complex contracts require a negotiated balance of control and flexibility. The Cabinet Office 
Model Services Contract is intended for high-value, complex services. It is encouraged for 
central-government procurements worth around £20 million or more, or contracts designated 
Gold under the Contract Tiering Tool. Its architecture covers areas such as liabilities, service 
levels, intellectual property, change, benchmarking and termination. A PO can reference those 
obligations, but it cannot substitute for detailed allocation of commercial risk. 

Strong negotiation also depends on knowing where leverage actually exists. Rolls-Royce 
reported £1.2 billion of gross third-party procurement savings since 2022 against annual 
supplier expenditure exceeding £7 billion. The figure should not be interpreted as negotiation 
savings alone, but it demonstrates the scale available from strategic commercial management 
across sourcing, specification, supplier engagement and cost reduction. Purchasing captures 
the agreed outcome in transactions; procurement shapes the economic terms that make those 
transactions attractive. 

Contracting and Contract Management 

A PO can create contractual obligations, but it is not the same as a fully developed contract-
management regime. Major procurements usually require detailed terms, schedules, 
specifications, implementation plans, pricing mechanisms, service levels, governance 
arrangements, change procedures and remedies. Procurement must ensure these documents 
work together and accurately reflect the negotiated deal. Contract management then converts 
written obligations into operating discipline, establishing who monitors delivery, approves 
changes, resolves disputes and escalates persistent underperformance. 

KPIs bridge drafting and delivery. For many public contracts valued above £5 million, the 
Procurement Act requires contracting authorities to set at least three KPIs before contract 
signature and publish them, subject to statutory exceptions. Contracting authorities then 
assess performance against relevant KPIs during the contract. The rule reinforces an 
important procurement principle: measurable expectations should be designed before award, 
rather than invented after service problems have already emerged. 

Governance determines how those measures are used. Cross-government contract-
management principles call for clear ownership, documented plans, defined responsibilities 
and strong governance, together with effective handover from sourcing to operational 
management. A contract may therefore have monthly service reviews, quarterly commercial 
meetings and executive escalation arrangements. Purchasing data remains useful within that 



10 

 

structure, revealing order volumes, missed deliveries and invoice exceptions, but broader 
governance examines whether the supplier is achieving outcomes and managing contractual 
obligations. 

Variations require discipline because changing a contract can alter both value and 
competition. Under the Procurement Act, a public contract may be modified only within 
specified statutory routes. A change can be substantial where, for example, it alters the 
maximum contract term by more than 10%, materially changes scope or materially shifts the 
economic balance towards the supplier. Contract managers therefore need legal and 
commercial controls rather than treating requests as informal purchasing adjustments. 

Disputes also demonstrate the difference between ordering and contract management. An 
invoice mismatch might be resolved by checking a PO and receipt, while persistent service 
failure may require a rectification plan, contractual remedies, damages, escalation or 
termination. Government principles explicitly call for defined processes for commercial and 
legal disputes. Effective management preserves evidence, follows notice provisions and 
separates operational frustration from contractual rights, reducing the risk that informal 
behaviour unintentionally weakens the organisation’s position. 

Extension and renewal decisions should be evidence-led, not automatic. Procurement should 
examine performance, current market conditions, future requirements, pricing, risk and the 
legal basis for extending before committing further expenditure. Where competition could 
produce better outcomes, allow sufficient lead time for reprocurement and mobilisation. 
Conversely, a justified extension may protect continuity where permitted. Purchasing teams 
then implement the properly authorised route rather than determining contract strategy 
through repeated orders. 

Exit planning belongs inside the contract lifecycle from the outset, particularly where services 
are critical. The Sourcing Playbook requires early planning for contract end and resolution 
planning for continuity. Carillion’s collapse showed why: the National Audit Office (NAO) found 
that the Cabinet Office began contingency planning after the company’s first profit warning in 
July 2017, completing it across central government by the day of liquidation. Exit provisions 
can matter as much as price. 

Supplier Relationship Management 

SRM begins where ordinary contract administration becomes deliberately strategic. Rather 
than concentrating solely on whether yesterday’s order arrived, SRM examines the combined 
value, risk and potential of the relationship. Reviews may cover performance trends, executive 
priorities, innovation pipelines, cost improvement, resilience and joint improvement plans. The 
Government’s commercial standard states that supplier relationships should be segmented by 
criticality, value and impact, with high-impact suppliers receiving structured senior ownership 
and relationship plans. 

The UK government applies this principle across departmental boundaries through Crown 
Representatives, who provide a focal point for major strategic suppliers such as Accenture, 
BAE Systems, BT, Microsoft, Serco and Vodafone. The programme is intended to help 
government act more like a single customer, identify savings and manage cross-cutting 
supplier issues. That approach recognises that a supplier’s significance may be invisible when 
each contract or individual purchase is viewed separately. 

Health procurement provides a sector-specific example. In May 2025, the Department of 
Health and Social Care, NHS England and the Cabinet Office launched a national strategic 
SRM programme covering 15 suppliers, including AstraZeneca, Circle Health Group, GSK, 
Pfizer and Sodexo. Four part-time Health Crown Representatives were appointed to 
strengthen partnerships, identify opportunities and manage risks across the health system 
rather than treating each supplier interaction as an isolated purchase. 

Private-sector examples follow the same logic. National Grid’s £8 billion Electricity 

https://www.nao.org.uk/reports/investigation-into-the-governments-handling-of-the-collapse-of-carillion/
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/dhsc-appoints-business-leaders-to-manage-strategic-suppliers
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/dhsc-appoints-business-leaders-to-manage-strategic-suppliers
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Transmission Partnership uses longer-term collaboration with seven delivery partners to build 
capacity and reward sustained performance. Five regional partners hold exclusivity for new 
and upgraded substation work in their areas until March 2031, while two national partners 
cover work beyond those portfolios. Purchasing keeps such relationships moving day to day; 
SRM seeks additional value beyond individual transactions. 

Risk Management in Procurement and Purchasing 

Purchasing risk is often immediate and transactional: the wrong quantity may be ordered, a 
supplier may miss the promised date, goods may arrive damaged, or an invoice may not match 
the PO. Controls such as approvals, acknowledgements, expediting, goods receipt and three-
way matching address these problems. Procurement risk is broader because it asks what 
could prevent the organisation from achieving its intended outcome across the sourcing and 
contract lifecycle, including failures outside purchasing’s direct control. 

Supplier failure is one of the clearest examples. Carillion entered compulsory liquidation on 
15 January 2018 with around 420 contracts across the UK public sector, including hospitals, 
schools, prisons and transport. The NAO estimated the cost to taxpayers at £148 million, 
before pension liabilities. The case underlines why procurement examines financial standing, 
concentration, dependency, and contingency arrangements before award, and continues 
monitoring them after contract signature, rather than relying on ordering performance alone. 

Cyber risk has become another procurement consideration because a supplier can give 
attackers indirect access to systems, data, or operations. The National Cyber Security Centre 
publishes supply-chain guidance for procurement specialists, risk managers and cyber 
professionals in public and private organisations. Due diligence may examine security 
governance, access controls, incident response, subcontractors and assurance evidence. 
Purchasing can enforce approved-supplier controls, but underlying security requirements 
must normally be established during procurement and contracting. 

Ethical and regulatory exposure also reaches beyond the immediate transaction. Procurement 
Policy Note 009 requires in-scope central government organisations and NHS bodies to 
identify and manage modern-slavery risks in relevant government supply chains, using a 
proportionate approach throughout planning, specification, selection, award and contract 
management. For higher-risk procurements, supply-chain information may be required. The 
policy illustrates why procurement must understand how goods and services are produced, 
not merely whether they arrive on time. 

Geopolitical disruption and market concentration can turn an efficient supply chain into a 
fragile one. Procurement may map country exposure, single-source components, logistics 
routes, substitute materials and recovery options, balancing efficiency against resilience. 
Global supplier bases diversify some risks but also increase the need for structured visibility 
beyond first-tier suppliers, because a failure several tiers down can halt production or service 
delivery as effectively as the collapse of a prime contractor. 

The practical distinction is therefore one of horizon and consequence. Purchasing manages 
whether today’s transaction is accurate, authorised and completed; procurement manages 
whether the organisation has selected a supply arrangement capable of remaining lawful, 
competitive, resilient and valuable tomorrow. The disciplines reinforce each other: purchasing 
data flags delays, quality failures and price discrepancies, while procurement translates those 
signals into supplier interventions, sourcing changes, contractual protections or contingency 
plans when wider risk demands action. 

Price, Cost and Value for Money 

A low purchase price and good value are not the same thing. Price records what an 
organisation pays at the point of purchase; value for money considers what it receives over 
the period of use. Government guidance defines value for money as the best mix of quality 
and effectiveness for the least outlay, and expressly warns against minimising initial cost when 
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higher expenditure can produce better whole-life outcomes. 

Whole-life cost can include acquisition, installation, energy, maintenance, consumables, 
management, downtime, financing, disposal and exit costs, together with risks that may 
eventually become cash expenditure. Total cost of ownership applies the same commercial 
logic by looking beyond the invoice price. A £50,000 asset requiring £20,000 of annual support 
may therefore be materially more expensive than a £70,000 alternative that is reliable, efficient 
and inexpensive to maintain. 

The City of London Corporation provides a practical example. Through a competitively 
procured managed-print solution, it rationalised equipment, improved monitoring and adopted 
consumption-based pricing. Government Commercial Agency records that the arrangement 
reduced print costs by half and was expected to save almost £2.5 million over five years. 
Earlier implementation also reduced the device estate by 39% and print volumes by 25% in 
the first year. 

Sustainability can add value when it aligns with organisational objectives and procurement 
requirements. Surrey and Sussex Healthcare NHS Trust switched from single-use to reusable 
sharps containers after considering safety, waste and carbon impacts. NHS Supply Chain 
reports that the change eliminated 15 tonnes of plastic in one year and reduced greenhouse-
gas emissions by 87%, while also reducing injuries associated with handling sharps 
containers. 

Purchasing remains responsible for ensuring the agreed price is applied correctly, quantities 
are accurate, and invoices correspond with orders and receipts. Procurement considers the 
larger economic equation: whether specifications are appropriate, service levels justify their 
cost, reliability reduces disruption, risks are sensibly allocated, and sustainability requirements 
create proportionate benefits. The cheapest compliant purchase can sometimes represent 
excellent value, but procurement should reach that conclusion through evidence rather than 
treating lowest price as the objective. 

Practical Example: Buying Office Supplies 

Office supplies demonstrate the distinction without the complexity of a major outsourcing 
contract. Procurement may analyse annual expenditure across departments, standardise 
commonly used products, remove unnecessary variants, forecast aggregate volumes and 
decide whether one supplier or several offer the best commercial model. It may then run a 
sourcing exercise, negotiate discounts and delivery terms, establish catalogues and appoint 
approved suppliers before individual employees need pens, paper, toner, folders or workplace 
equipment. 

The Government Commercial Agency Office Solutions framework illustrates this upstream 
activity. The agreement is available across the UK public sector for stationery, paper, electronic 
office supplies, janitorial products and office furniture. It currently contains eight suppliers and 
runs until 22 April 2028 after its extension was approved. Lot 1 alone lists seven suppliers, 
giving eligible public bodies a pre-established commercial route for frequently purchased office 
products. 

Purchasing then turns that arrangement into routine transactions. A department selects 
approved catalogue items, raises a requisition, obtains the necessary approval, issues an 
order, confirms receipt, and pays the invoice. Northern Ireland’s Department of Finance 
provides a concrete example: its collaborative office-supplies arrangement, running from April 
2025 to March 2028, uses the national framework with Banner Group Limited. Procurement 
established the route; individual organisations use it for day-to-day purchases. 

Practical Example: Procuring a Major IT System 

A major information technology (IT) system makes the procurement–purchasing distinction 
much sharper because failure can affect operations, data, users and long-term costs 
simultaneously. Procurement should begin by defining business outcomes, user requirements, 
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integration needs, scalability, data architecture, implementation constraints and budget 
assumptions. Stakeholders from technology, finance, operations, legal, information 
governance and security may all be required, because an apparently technical specification 
can create contractual, regulatory and commercial consequences lasting many years. 

Market engagement may test whether requirements are realistic, whether established 
suppliers or newer entrants can deliver them, and which commercial model best protects 
competition. Demonstrations, prototypes or structured dialogue can help evaluators 
understand usability and technical capability before award. Procurement must also consider 
migration, training, support, service continuity, change control and exit. Purchasing, by 
contrast, becomes relevant only once authorised charges, licences, milestones or hardware 
need to be ordered and paid. 

NHS England’s Federated Data Platform shows the scale involved. Following an open 
competitive process, a consortium led by Palantir Technologies UK was awarded the platform 
contract in November 2023. NHS England states that the contract is worth up to £330 million 
over seven years and can support up to 240 NHS organisations. The selection involved 
multiple assessors and tested financial, commercial, technical, information-governance, data-
security, sustainability and social-value requirements. 

Data protection and cyber security are not peripheral purchasing checks in a system like this; 
they belong in requirements, evaluation, and contract design. NHS England states that data 
remains under NHS control, that the supplier cannot commercialise NHS data, and that 
business-continuity and disaster-recovery arrangements are tested annually. Palantir acquires 
no intellectual property rights in NHS data, and exit planning is intended to reduce the risk of 
supplier lock-in if serious problems arise. 

Implementation arrangements can be commercially significant in their own right. A system may 
require data cleansing, migration, interface development, user training, phased deployment 
and parallel running before operational benefits appear. Contract milestones should therefore 
align payment with demonstrable progress rather than simply with calendar dates. Service 
levels, incident priorities and remedies also need to reflect business impact: an outage 
affecting clinical or financial operations may carry far greater consequences than a minor user-
support failure. 

Once the system is operational, purchasing may process licence renewals, approved change 
orders, hardware purchases and supplier invoices, but those transactions represent only a 
fraction of the commercial task. Procurement and contract management continue to monitor 
performance, security, value, supplier dependency, contractual change and eventual exit. A 
well-processed invoice cannot compensate for weak system requirements or poor risk 
allocation, which is why major technology procurement demands substantially more than 
efficient buying. 

Practical Example: Emergency Purchasing 

Emergency purchasing does not necessarily mean abandoning procurement discipline. 
Where an organisation has anticipated foreseeable needs, an existing contract or framework 
may allow authorised buyers to obtain urgent goods or services without repeating a full 
sourcing exercise. Public-sector frameworks are expressly designed to support future call-off 
contracts, and an established route can combine speed with pre-agreed terms, supplier due 
diligence and pricing mechanisms. Good procurement governance therefore creates rapid 
purchasing routes before emergencies occur. 

For covered public procurement, the Procurement Act 2023 permits direct award for extreme 
and unavoidable urgency only where the requirement is strictly necessary and a competitive 
procedure cannot be completed in time. The urgency must neither result from the authority’s 
own act or omission nor have been reasonably foreseeable. Cabinet Office guidance also 
stresses that the urgent contract should address the immediate necessity, rather than 
becoming a convenient substitute for a longer-term competitive procurement. 
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The coronavirus pandemic demonstrates both the necessity and the risks of emergency 
buying. The NAO reported that, by 31 July 2020, government had awarded more than 6,900 
personal protective equipment contracts worth £12.3 billion. Across wider pandemic 
procurement, £10.5 billion of new contracts were awarded directly without competition and 
£6.7 billion through existing frameworks. The speed was exceptional, but later reviews 
identified weaknesses in documentation, due diligence and value protection. 

The lesson is not that emergencies require slow procurement, but that preparedness makes 
speed safer. Organisations can pre-establish frameworks, approved suppliers, emergency 
stock policies, delegated spending limits, technical specifications and escalation routes so 
buyers know exactly how to act. Purchasing can then respond rapidly while retaining records 
of approvals, quantities, prices and receipts. Where exceptional legal routes are genuinely 
required, procurement should document the justification and return to normal competition once 
the immediate necessity passes. 

Where Procurement and Purchasing Overlap 

Procurement and purchasing overlap because they are connected stages of the same 
commercial system, not sealed organisational compartments. A supplier may speak with a 
procurement manager during tendering and with a buyer after award, yet both conversations 
influence how the relationship operates. Quotations, catalogues, pricing queries, delivery 
problems and contract changes can cross functional boundaries, particularly where 
organisations use small teams or where category specialists remain involved after contracts 
become operational. 

Supplier communication is one obvious shared activity. Procurement may seek market 
intelligence, clarify tender submissions or discuss strategic performance, while purchasing 
may chase acknowledgements, deliveries and credit notes. The subject matter can overlap: 
repeated late deliveries may begin as an operational purchasing issue but become a 
procurement concern when performance indicates capacity problems or contractual failure. 
Information needs to flow in both directions so commercial decisions reflect what is actually 
happening at transaction level. 

Pricing discussions also sit across the boundary. Purchasing teams may identify an incorrect 
unit price, unexpected surcharge or missed volume discount while checking an order or 
invoice. Procurement may then determine whether the issue reflects the contract, an 
indexation mechanism, a supplier interpretation or a wider renegotiation opportunity. 
Conversely, negotiated procurement savings have little value if purchasing systems, 
catalogues or user behaviour continue applying obsolete prices or directing expenditure to 
non-contracted suppliers. 

Delivery management creates similar interaction. Buyers commonly expedite urgent orders, 
confirm revised delivery dates and resolve shortages, whereas procurement or contract-
management teams address persistent performance problems and invoke contractual 
remedies where necessary. A single late delivery might require only a quick phone call; 
repeated failures against agreed service levels could justify a formal improvement plan. The 
underlying facts often come from PO and goods-receipt data generated by the purchasing 
process itself. 

Invoice resolution and supplier records can also involve both disciplines. Purchasing or 
accounts-payable teams may investigate quantity, receipt or tax discrepancies, while 
procurement maintains contractual pricing, supplier status and commercial documentation. 
Accurate master data is essential because duplicate supplier records, incorrect payment 
details or outdated catalogues can undermine carefully negotiated arrangements. In well-
integrated systems, sourcing decisions, contracts, orders, receipts and invoices share 
common data rather than existing as disconnected administrative records. 

Organisational design determines who performs these tasks. Some businesses combine 
sourcing, purchasing and contract administration within one procurement team; others 

https://www.nao.org.uk/press-releases/investigation-into-government-procurement-during-the-covid-19-pandemic/
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separate category management, strategic sourcing, operational buying and accounts payable. 
Public bodies may distribute ordering authority across hundreds of budget holders while 
retaining central commercial governance. CIPS acknowledges that procurement definitions 
vary between sectors and organisations, so job titles alone are unreliable indicators of whether 
a role is strategic, transactional or a mixture of both. 

The overlap is therefore productive when responsibilities are clear. Purchasing supplies 
procurement with detailed evidence about demand, supplier responsiveness, price 
compliance and delivery performance; procurement converts that evidence into sourcing 
decisions, negotiations, supplier interventions and future contract design. Problems arise 
when overlap becomes ambiguity—for example, when nobody owns supplier performance or 
users negotiate independently after contract award. Effective governance should connect the 
disciplines while making decision rights, approvals and commercial accountability explicit. 

Why Organisations Sometimes Use the Terms Interchangeably 

Organisations sometimes use procurement, purchasing and buying interchangeably because 
commercial language developed unevenly across industries. CIPS notes that procurement 
has many interpretations and that definitions vary by sector and organisational activity. 
Historically, departments often concentrated on placing orders and negotiating prices, so 
“purchasing department” became an established label. As responsibilities expanded into 
sourcing, risk, contracts and supplier relationships, many organisations adopted 
“procurement” without necessarily changing every job title, system name or internal 
expression. 

Size is another important factor. In a small business, one employee may identify suppliers, 
request quotations, negotiate terms, place orders, chase deliveries and approve invoices. 
Separating those actions into procurement and purchasing categories may offer little practical 
benefit because the same person performs both. As expenditure, regulation and supplier 
complexity increase, specialisation becomes more useful, allowing strategic sourcing and 
contract work to receive sustained attention while operational buyers concentrate on 
transaction quality and continuity. 

Large organisations can divide responsibilities much more sharply. Category managers may 
analyse markets and develop sourcing strategies; procurement managers run competitions 
and negotiations; contract managers oversee supplier performance; purchasing teams 
process requisitions and orders; finance teams handle payment. NHS Supply Chain illustrates 
the scale at which specialisation becomes valuable: it processes more than 8 million orders a 
year across over 129,000 order points, a volume that only dedicated systems, catalogues and 
operational teams can sustain. 

Technology has blurred terminology further. Enterprise systems may describe an end-to-end 
process as procurement even though users interact mainly with requisitions, catalogues and 
orders. Software suppliers commonly use expressions such as source-to-pay (S2P) or 
procure-to-pay. Automation also shifts routine work away from dedicated buyers, allowing 
procurement professionals to spend more time on analysis and suppliers. The organisational 
label may therefore remain unchanged even when the balance between strategic and 
transactional work has altered substantially. 

Terminology matters less than understanding where accountability sits. A person called a 
buyer may conduct complex negotiations, while a procurement officer may spend substantial 
time resolving operational orders; neither title guarantees a particular scope. The useful 
distinction is functional rather than hierarchical: procurement shapes the wider commercial 
approach, whereas purchasing executes transactions within it. Organisations can choose 
different structures and vocabulary, as long as responsibilities for sourcing, approval, ordering, 
contracting, and supplier management remain clear. 

Strategic Procurement vs Operational Purchasing 
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Strategic procurement looks forward. It asks what the organisation should buy, why the 
requirement exists, when to approach the market, how to package demand, and from whom 
to obtain supply. It considers category strategy, competition, risk, supplier capability, whole-
life cost and future demand. Operational purchasing begins after many of those questions 
have been answered, concentrating on converting approved requirements into accurate 
orders, receipts and payments without disrupting day-to-day operations. 

The difference is visible in public-sector aggregation. In 2025/26, Crown Commercial Service 
channelled £42 billion of spend through its agreements and reported £5 billion of commercial 
benefits, a gross benefit rate of 11.06%. Those outcomes arose from commercial agreements, 
aggregation and specialist procurement activity. Yet they materialised only because 18,800 
customers translated the agreements into compliant purchases through their own operational 
buying processes, across roughly 97,000 commercial transactions. 

Neither discipline succeeds independently. Strategic procurement that ignores operational 
usability can produce contracts employees struggle to use, encouraging workarounds and off-
contract expenditure. Operational purchasing without strategic direction can process 
unsuitable demand with impressive efficiency while missing opportunities to aggregate, 
renegotiate or redesign it. The strongest commercial model therefore treats procurement and 
purchasing as different time horizons within one system: procurement determines the 
destination and commercial route, whereas purchasing keeps everyday transactions moving. 

Procurement, Purchasing and Supply Chain Management 

Supply chain management is broader than either procurement or purchasing. CIPS describes 
a supply chain as the activities required to deliver goods or services to the consumer, 
extending upstream through suppliers and downstream through operations and delivery. 
Procurement manages an important part of that system by connecting the organisation with 
external supply markets. Purchasing executes individual transactions within that connection, 
ensuring the organisation receives required goods and services physically or digitally when 
needed. 

In manufacturing, procurement may source raw materials, components, tooling, logistics and 
outsourced services that feed production, while purchasing releases orders against agreed 
arrangements as demand changes. Supply chain management then coordinates inventory, 
warehousing, production, transport and customer fulfilment. The functions therefore view the 
same flow from different angles: procurement establishes external commercial capability, 
purchasing activates supply, and wider supply chain management synchronises those inputs 
with operations and downstream demand. 

NHS Supply Chain demonstrates how these disciplines combine at national scale. It sources, 
delivers and supplies healthcare products, services and food for NHS organisations across 
England and Wales, consolidating orders from more than 1,100 suppliers. Procurement 
determines frameworks, product strategies and supplier arrangements; purchasing by 
individual healthcare organisations creates demand against those routes; logistics and 
inventory activities then move products through the network to clinical users. 

Inventory data also feeds procurement decisions back upstream. NHS Supply Chain’s in-trust 
inventory-management programme had reached 19 trusts across 83 locations by late 2025, 
recording £6.8 million of savings to November 2025 and around 700 clinical hours saved per 
trust annually. Better visibility of consumption, waste and stock levels enables procurement to 
challenge demand and sourcing choices, while purchasing systems use the resulting 
information to place more accurate replenishment orders. 

The relationship becomes particularly important when disruption occurs. Supply chain teams 
may detect constrained inventory, transport delays or changes in demand; purchasing can 
expedite existing orders or adjust quantities; procurement can seek alternative suppliers, 
renegotiate commitments or redesign the sourcing strategy. Strategic decisions about dual 
sourcing, stock buffers and supplier resilience therefore influence operational availability long 

https://scan4safety.nhs.uk/nhs-supply-chain-ims-programme-delivers-major-savings-and-patient-safety-improvements/
https://scan4safety.nhs.uk/nhs-supply-chain-ims-programme-delivers-major-savings-and-patient-safety-improvements/
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after contract award. No single function can protect continuity effectively if information remains 
trapped within departmental boundaries. 

Procurement, purchasing and supply chain management are consequently complementary 
rather than competing definitions. Procurement governs how the organisation accesses 
external capability and commercial value; purchasing administers the transactions through 
which that capability is consumed; supply chain management coordinates the broader 
movement of materials, information and services from upstream supply to downstream 
customer. For a fuller examination of that relationship, see Procurement’s Role in Supply 
Chain Management, which explores procurement’s contribution across the wider supply chain. 

Procurement vs Purchasing Roles and Responsibilities 

Role boundaries vary considerably between organisations, so treat job titles cautiously. A 
procurement manager may oversee sourcing, tendering, negotiation, and contract award, 
while a category manager focuses on a defined spend area, market strategy, demand, and 
supplier relationships. Government’s Commercial Career Framework deliberately separates 
activities into strategy, sourcing, procurement process, contract and supplier management, 
cross-pillar roles and enabling disciplines rather than relying on one universal title. 

Buyers can occupy either transactional or strategic positions, or a blend of both. Some focus 
on quotations, POs, expediting and supplier queries; others lead negotiations, analyse 
markets and run sourcing exercises. CIPS identifies operational buyers, buyers, and senior 
buyers as roles suitable for sourcing, negotiation, and contract-management development. A 
person called a buyer may therefore undertake work that another organisation would assign 
to a procurement or category manager. 

Purchasing officers and P2P teams usually sit closer to transaction execution. Their 
responsibilities can include requisition support, order creation, catalogue maintenance, goods-
receipt issues, invoice exceptions and supplier-master data. These activities may appear 
administrative, but weaknesses can interrupt supply or payment. Government contract-
management guidance specifically highlights payment authorisation, verification of chargeable 
events and responses to supplier queries as controls requiring disciplined ownership during 
the operational phase of contracts. 

Scale often determines specialisation. Around 4,500 civil servants work in commercial roles 
across government departments, covering procurement, contract management, market 
analytics, supplier engagement and commercial strategy. Larger private organisations 
similarly divide work between category teams, sourcing specialists, buyers, contract managers 
and accounts-payable operations. Smaller organisations may combine all of these 
responsibilities in one or two people, making the underlying activity more informative than the 
job title printed on an organisational chart. 

Procurement and Purchasing Skills 

Purchasing requires more skill than simply placing an order. Buyers need accuracy, numerical 
confidence, supplier communication, knowledge of internal controls and the ability to work with 
enterprise systems. They must understand lead times, quantities, delivery promises, pricing 
and invoice discrepancies, often while handling multiple urgent requirements. Attention to 
detail matters because a small error in a product code, delivery address, tax treatment or unit 
of measure can create operational disruption disproportionate to the transaction’s value. 

Procurement adds a broader and deeper set of analytical and commercial capabilities. CIPS 
assesses ten core competencies covering category management, sourcing and tendering, 
negotiation, contracting, contract management, SRM, procurement data and systems, risk 
management, ethics and sustainability. These competencies reflect the profession’s wider 
responsibility for shaping demand, understanding supply markets and creating contractual 
arrangements rather than merely administering the orders that follow from those decisions 
across organisations. 

https://procurementandsupplychainmanagement.co.uk/procurement/f/procurements-role-in-supply-chain-management?blogcategory=Procurement
https://procurementandsupplychainmanagement.co.uk/procurement/f/procurements-role-in-supply-chain-management?blogcategory=Procurement
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Stakeholder management matters because procurement rarely owns the underlying business 
need. Technical specialists, finance teams, operational users, legal advisers and senior 
decision-makers may value different outcomes and perceive different risks. Procurement 
professionals must translate those perspectives into a coherent sourcing strategy and 
specification. Government commercial standards therefore include shaping business need, 
supply-market analysis, commercial options, bid evaluation, risk allocation, mobilisation, 
performance management and supplier relationships within a single commercial-maturity 
framework. 

Negotiation combines technical preparation with behavioural judgement. CIPS training 
identifies objectives, variables, stakeholder analysis, the best alternative to a negotiated 
agreement and the zone of possible agreement as important elements of preparation. Strong 
procurement professionals also need to understand when not to negotiate: competition, 
benchmarking, contract design or demand reduction may deliver greater value. Purchasing 
staff use related skills to resolve shortages and pricing errors, usually within commercial 
boundaries established upstream. 

Digital competence increasingly connects both skill sets. Procurement professionals need 
confidence in interpreting spend data, supplier information, and market intelligence, while 
purchasing teams depend on accurate use of catalogues, workflows, and financial systems. 
Government’s 2026 commercial-improvement framework treats commercial systems, 
reporting, intelligence and performance management as a distinct maturity theme. Technology 
can automate repetitive controls, but poor data or weak commercial judgement can allow an 
organisation to make unsuitable purchasing decisions faster. 

Technology and the Procurement-to-Pay Process 

Technology increasingly joins activities that were once handled by separate teams and 
documents. Enterprise resource planning (ERP) platforms can connect budgets, suppliers, 
inventory, POs, receipts and accounts payable. E-procurement tools add catalogues, 
electronic approvals, tendering and supplier interaction. The result is greater visibility across 
the commercial lifecycle. However, technology does not erase functional distinctions: strategic 
procurement still decides what commercial arrangement should exist, while purchasing 
technology executes and records transactions within that arrangement. 

P2P links requisition, approval, ordering, receipt, invoicing and payment, while source-to-
contract (S2C) covers activities undertaken before ordering, including sourcing and 
contracting. S2P connects those upstream and downstream stages into a broader digital 
process. CIPS describes P2P as integrating purchasing and accounts systems, while its 
glossary characterises S2P as extending spend management by incorporating sourcing. The 
labels differ between software providers, but the underlying lifecycle distinction remains useful. 

Digitalisation is producing measurable operational benefits. Barcode scanning deployed 
through NHS Supply Chain’s inventory programme allows trusts to action product recalls in 
minutes rather than days, because every item can be traced to a location. Government has 
also digitised public-procurement transparency through the enhanced Find a Tender service, 
launched on 24 February 2025, which stores supplier information and publishes regulated 
procurement notices across the contracting lifecycle. 

Can You Have Purchasing Without Procurement? 

An organisation can certainly purchase without undertaking effective procurement, but 
repeated transactions without commercial direction create avoidable exposure. Departments 
may select suppliers independently, accept inconsistent prices, duplicate contracts or buy 
similar products to different specifications. The problem is not that every low-value order 
requires a tender; it is that recurring expenditure should eventually be understood as 
aggregate demand. Without that visibility, transactional efficiency can conceal strategic waste 
rather than remove it. 
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Historical public-sector evidence illustrates the danger. An NAO review found collaborative 
procurement fragmented across nearly 50 professional buying organisations, with multiple 
bodies operating frameworks for similar goods and services. It identified duplicated 
administration and wide price variation for identical commodities. Although the review predates 
the Procurement Act 2023, the underlying commercial lesson remains current: decentralised 
ordering without effective category strategy can weaken leverage and reproduce unnecessary 
procurement effort. 

Modern NHS examples show the opposite approach. Alongside the Greater Manchester slide-
sheet exercise described earlier, a 2026 NHS Supply Chain exercise rationalised chlorine 
products and identified a national savings opportunity of 44%, equivalent to £684,412.52 
including Value Added Tax, while retaining two successful suppliers. In each case, 
procurement analysed fragmented demand that routine purchasing would otherwise have 
reproduced indefinitely, then converted it into fewer, better-specified commercial 
arrangements. 

Uncontrolled purchasing also makes supplier risk harder to understand. If expenditure is 
spread among hundreds of suppliers without segmentation, an organisation may not 
recognise cumulative dependence on one corporate group, geographic region or critical 
component. Procurement consolidates data into categories and supply-market views, allowing 
it to examine risks across transactions. Purchasing systems provide the raw information, but 
commercial analysis is needed to convert thousands of orders into an understanding of 
exposure and leverage. 

Price inconsistency is another symptom. Individual buyers may negotiate sensible deals for 
isolated orders while the organisation collectively pays different rates for essentially identical 
requirements. Category management seeks to combine spend, standardise specifications and 
establish pricing structures that reflect total demand. The Government’s commercial-
improvement framework specifically assesses category and market strategies, collaborative 
working, price benchmarking, and demand management, recognising that value depends on 
coordinating purchases rather than optimising each order independently. 

Purchasing without procurement can also weaken contractual protection. Repeated low-value 
commitments may accumulate into material expenditure without clear service levels, liability 
provisions, data requirements, exit rights or performance mechanisms. Where contracts do 
exist, users may purchase outside them because catalogues or ordering routes are 
inconvenient. Strong governance therefore makes compliant routes easier to use and helps 
monitor leakage, rather than assuming a negotiated agreement automatically controls 
subsequent buying behaviour. 

The economic scale makes these weaknesses consequential. Even 1% of the purchases 
recorded by UK non-financial businesses in 2024 would exceed £33 billion, so a small 
percentage of unmanaged or fragmented expenditure can represent substantial value. 
Purchasing is indispensable for converting demand into supply, but organisations that never 
step back from individual transactions risk becoming highly efficient at processing expenditure 
that should have been consolidated, challenged, renegotiated or avoided altogether. 

Can Procurement Exist Without Purchasing? 

Procurement can design an excellent sourcing strategy, negotiate favourable terms and award 
a robust contract, but benefits remain theoretical until users can buy through it. If catalogues 
are missing, requisitions are cumbersome, or POs are delayed, employees may develop 
workarounds or continue using incumbent suppliers. Implementation therefore requires 
operational purchasing processes that translate the contract into accessible products, prices, 
approval routes and ordering instructions from the first day of service. 

Payment performance is equally important. Public-sector contracts subject to the Procurement 
Act 2023 generally carry an implied 30-day payment term, extending through relevant 
subcontracts. Central government’s prompt payment policy also aims to pay 90% of 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/prompt-payment-policy
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undisputed valid invoices from SMEs within five days and all undisputed valid invoices within 
30 days. Procurement may secure competitive suppliers, but poor receipting or invoice 
processing can still damage cash flow, supplier relationships and the organisation’s reputation. 

Inventory provides another example of strategy depending on execution. The NHS inventory 
programme described earlier improves visibility, but its value depends on staff scanning 
products, maintaining locations, replenishing accurately and acting on consumption data. 
Where those disciplines hold, the gains are tangible: one participating trust returned a full-time 
nurse from stock administration to clinical duties. Procurement can select the system and 
contract; purchasing and operational processes determine whether the expected savings 
appear in practice. 

The strongest model therefore connects sourcing and purchasing rather than allowing a 
handover to become a break. Contract data should flow into catalogues, agreed prices into 
ordering systems, supplier details into master records and performance requirements into 
operational reporting. Government contract-management principles call for an effective 
transition from sourcing into management, with clear accountability and documented plans. 
The same logic applies to purchasing: negotiated commercial value must survive 
implementation, ordering, receipt and payment. 

Why the Difference Matters to Businesses 

The distinction matters because procurement and purchasing influence different dimensions 
of performance. Procurement can change what an organisation buys, the number and type of 
suppliers it uses, contractual risk, resilience, innovation and whole-life cost. Purchasing 
protects the accuracy and continuity of the resulting transactions. Confusing the two can 
encourage executives to over-strategise simple buying activity or, more seriously, to treat 
major commercial commitments as merely administrative orders. 

The amounts involved justify management attention. Office for National Statistics data show 
that purchases by UK non-financial businesses equated to almost two-thirds of their 2024 
turnover, so even modest improvements in buying performance can materially move margins. 
Public-sector activity is similarly substantial: Crown Commercial Service estimated that it 
facilitated only around 10% of all public-sector commercial activity, leaving the vast majority to 
individual bodies’ own procurement and purchasing capability. 

Strategic procurement can produce measurable financial benefits when demand is 
aggregated, and markets are managed effectively. Crown Commercial Service reported that 
the first of its 2025/26 priority aggregation events, which attracted strong participation from 
police forces, delivered 18% savings and recorded £748 million in cost-avoidance benefits 
during the year. Those figures do not imply every procurement produces double-digit savings, 
but they demonstrate the potential value of coordinated commercial intervention at scale. 

Operational purchasing protects those benefits from leakage. Incorrect quantities create 
excess stock, delayed orders interrupt services, inaccurate receipts block invoices, and 
outdated catalogue prices erode negotiated savings. NHS Supply Chain’s inventory 
programme demonstrates the link between transaction discipline and operational outcomes: 
one participating trust reduced cancellations caused by unavailable stock from several each 
month to one in seven months. Good purchasing therefore protects service continuity as well 
as financial control. 

Procurement also influences objectives that are difficult to capture through purchase price 
alone. Government commercial standards incorporate risk allocation, supplier relationships, 
sustainability, social value, SMEs and contract performance alongside sourcing and cost. 
Private organisations face equivalent questions around resilience, ethical sourcing, cyber 
security and innovation. Purchasing supplies the transaction controls and data that support 
these objectives, but procurement decides how strongly they should shape supplier selection 
and contract design. 
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Businesses therefore benefit from recognising two connected disciplines rather than forcing 
one label onto every activity. Strategic procurement should concentrate specialist effort where 
market complexity, value or risk justify it; purchasing should make approved buying 
straightforward, controlled and visible. That division supports better use of professional time. 
Smaller organisations can achieve the same balance with one commercial lead supported by 
clear catalogues and approval rules, showing that the principle scales down as well as up. 

Summary: Purchasing Executes; Procurement Manages the Commercial Process 

Purchasing and procurement are inseparable in practice but distinct in purpose. Purchasing 
converts an approved requirement into an operational transaction through requisition, 
ordering, delivery, receipt, invoice matching and payment. Procurement sets the conditions for 
those transactions by analysing need, understanding markets, selecting suppliers, negotiating 
terms, contracting, allocating risk, and managing performance. One executes individual 
commitments; the other shapes the wider commercial system in which those commitments 
are made. 

The distinction is most visible before and after the PO. Before ordering, procurement can 
challenge demand, standardise specifications, aggregate requirements, test the market and 
determine whether competition or another sourcing route offers the best outcome. After award, 
it can manage supplier performance, contractual change, risk, innovation and exit. Purchasing 
occupies the vital operational centre, ensuring the organisation receives what was authorised 
and that suppliers are paid accurately and on time. 

Technology increasingly makes the boundary less visible without removing it. ERP, P2P and 
S2P platforms can connect sourcing, contracts, catalogues, orders, receipts and invoices 
within one digital environment. Government’s Find a Tender platform similarly connects public-
procurement information across the regulated lifecycle. Integration is valuable because 
procurement decisions become easier to enforce and purchasing data becomes easier to 
analyse, but software cannot decide whether the underlying specification, supplier strategy or 
commercial risk allocation is sound. 

The scale of external expenditure explains why both disciplines deserve attention. UK non-
financial businesses purchased £3.347 trillion of goods and services in 2024, while the public 
sector spends more than £400 billion a year. Strategic decisions about even a small proportion 
of this expenditure can influence competitiveness and public value. At the same time, 
transaction failures can undermine benefits already negotiated, so neither discipline can safely 
be treated as secondary. 

The practical conclusion is straightforward: purchasing should excel at executing the buy, 
while procurement should excel at shaping and managing the commercial environment around 
it. Organisations do not need identical structures or job titles, but they do need clear 
accountability from need identification through sourcing, contracting, ordering, receipt, 
payment and supplier management. When those responsibilities connect properly, 
procurement creates value and purchasing converts that value into reliable day-to-day 
performance. 

Additional articles can be found at Procurement and Supply Chain Management Made Simple. 
This site looks at procurement and supply chain management issues to assist organisations 
and people in increasing the quality, efficiency, and effectiveness of their product and service 
supply to the customers' delight. ©️ Procurement and Supply Chain Management Made 
Simple. All rights reserved. 

Further Reading 

Legislation, Policy and Guidance 

Procurement Act 2023 – legislation.gov.uk. The full text of the Act governing covered public 
procurement in England, Wales and Northern Ireland since 24 February 2025. 

https://procurementandsupplychainmanagement.co.uk/
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2023/54
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Guidance: Covered Procurement Objectives – Cabinet Office. Explains the section 12 “have 
regard to” objectives and the separate duty of equal treatment. 

The Sourcing and Consultancy Playbooks – Cabinet Office. Central government policy on 
delivery model assessments, market health, should-cost modelling and supplier financial 
standing. 

Prompt Payment Policy – GOV.UK. Government payment targets for its own invoices and the 
payment standards expected of its suppliers. 

Supply Chain Security Guidance – National Cyber Security Centre. Twelve principles for 
establishing control and oversight of supply chain security. 

How to Assess and Gain Confidence in Your Supply Chain Cyber Security – National Cyber 
Security Centre. Practical steps for procurement specialists embedding security across the 
contract lifecycle. 

Official Statistics and Audit Reports 

Non-financial Business Economy, UK (Annual Business Survey): 2024 Results – Office for 
National Statistics, May 2026. Source of the turnover and purchases figures for UK 
businesses. 

Government Commercial Agency Annual Report and Accounts 2025 to 2026 – Government 
Commercial Agency, July 2026. Spend, commercial benefits, market share and payment 
performance for Crown Commercial Service in its final year. 

Introducing Government Commercial Agency – Government Commercial Agency, February 
2026. Explains the merger of Crown Commercial Service with Cabinet Office commercial 
teams. 

Investigation into Government Procurement during the COVID-19 Pandemic – National Audit 
Office, November 2020. The leading account of emergency procurement risks and 
documentation failures. 

Investigation into the Government’s Handling of the Collapse of Carillion – National Audit 
Office, June 2018. Strategic supplier risk, contingency planning and the cost of failure. 

Case Studies 

NHS Federated Data Platform: Contract Explainer – NHS England. How a major technology 
contract handles term, data ownership and supplier lock-in. 

Value Based Procurement: Surgical Mesh – NHS Supply Chain. The University Hospitals of 
Morecambe Bay case showing whole-pathway value over unit price. 

NHS Supply Chain IMS Programme Delivers Major Savings and Patient Safety Improvements 
– Scan4Safety. Results from the in-trust inventory management programme. 

DHSC Appoints Business Leaders to Manage Strategic Suppliers – Department of Health and 
Social Care, May 2025. Launch of the national strategic supplier relationship management 
programme for health. 

National Grid Investment Programme Supports UK Supply Chains and Regional Growth – 
National Grid, September 2026. £624 million of contracts across 78 suppliers within a £40 
billion investment programme. 

Rolls-Royce Holdings plc 2025 Full Year Results – Rolls-Royce, February 2026. Context for 
third-party procurement savings within a wider transformation programme. 

Related Articles 

What Is Purchasing? – A fuller examination of requisitions, orders, expediting, receipts and 
payment controls. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/procurement-act-2023-guidance-documents-plan-phase/guidance-covered-procurement-objectives-html
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-sourcing-and-consultancy-playbooks
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/prompt-payment-policy
https://www.ncsc.gov.uk/collection/supply-chain-security
https://www.ncsc.gov.uk/collection/assess-supply-chain-cyber-security
https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/business/businessservices/bulletins/nonfinancialbusinesseconomyukannualbusinesssurvey/2024results
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/government-commercial-agency-annual-report-and-accounts-2025-to-2026/gca-annual-report-and-accounts-2025-to-2026-accessible-version
https://www.gca.gov.uk/news/introducing-government-commercial-agency
https://www.nao.org.uk/press-releases/investigation-into-government-procurement-during-the-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.nao.org.uk/reports/investigation-into-the-governments-handling-of-the-collapse-of-carillion/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/digitaltechnology/nhs-federated-data-platform/security-privacy/contract-explainer/
https://www.supplychain.nhs.uk/news-article/value-based-procurement-surgical-mesh/
https://scan4safety.nhs.uk/nhs-supply-chain-ims-programme-delivers-major-savings-and-patient-safety-improvements/
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/dhsc-appoints-business-leaders-to-manage-strategic-suppliers
https://www.nationalgrid.com/national-grid-investment-programme-supports-uk-supply-chains-and-regional-growth
https://www.rolls-royce.com/media/press-releases/2026/26-02-2026-rr-holdings-plc-2025-full-year-results.aspx
https://procurementandsupplychainmanagement.co.uk/purchasing/f/what-is-purchasing


23 

 

Procurement’s Role in Supply Chain Management – How procurement contributes across the 
wider supply chain. 

 

https://procurementandsupplychainmanagement.co.uk/procurement/f/procurements-role-in-supply-chain-management?blogcategory=Procurement

