Procurement’s strategic leap: AI and resilience define the future of CPO leadership
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Over the past two decades, procurement has evolved from a largely transactional function into a strategic cornerstone of modern business, playing a critical role in resilience, innovation, and competitive advantage. This profound transformation, documented extensively in Ardent Partners’ “State of Procurement (A Retrospective)” series and culminating in this year’s 20th annual State of Procurement report, illustrates how Chief Procurement Officers (CPOs) have steadily risen to become key strategic leaders navigating an increasingly complex global environment.
The journey began in 2006 when early research framed procurement as paradoxically essential yet peripheral within organisations. Initial efforts focused on building foundational capabilities: developing skilled teams, increasing spend under management, enhancing compliance, and fostering supplier relationships. Over time, the narrative shifted towards accountability and performance measurement, with procurement seeking stronger partnerships with finance to demonstrate clear financial value. By 2008, the CPO’s role was ascending in visibility, underscoring the strategic importance of procurement.
The global financial crisis of 2008-2009 marked a critical inflection point, thrusting procurement into the spotlight as a vital lever for cost control and bottom-line impact. This period reinforced the alignment between the CPO and the CEO agenda, positioning procurement as indispensable during times of economic distress. Subsequent years saw an expansion of the procurement remit, integrating greater agility and a growing reliance on technology. By 2017, the emergence of digital transformation and “The Age of Intelligence” signalled a turning point, as data-driven decision-making and AI began redefining procurement strategies. The years preceding the COVID-19 pandemic were marked by a focus on continuous value creation and adoption of innovative tools.
The pandemic underscored procurement’s critical role in managing unprecedented supply chain disruptions and building organisational resilience. According to the 2021 and 2022 reports, procurement leaders faced acute challenges in ensuring business continuity amid chaos, accelerating digital adoption, and enhancing risk management capabilities. These themes have persisted into 2025, with Ardent Partners describing the current landscape as one of “global uncertainty and an AI-driven future.” Businesses are contending with persistent inflation, fragile supply chains, escalating geopolitical tensions, and rapid technological change, while intelligent, AI-powered procurement offers a path to increased efficiency, agility, and insight.
Supporting this view, Deloitte’s 2025 Global Chief Procurement Officer Survey reveals significant increases in investment in digital transformation and AI, with ‘Digital Masters’ allocating up to 24% of their budgets to procurement technologies. These organisations enjoy returns on generative AI investments that are three times greater than their peers. Similarly, GEP highlights that 63% of CPOs now wield greater influence in high-level decision-making, driven by disruptions, AI advancements, and an increased emphasis on environmental, social, and governance (ESG) priorities. Yet, challenges remain, especially regarding data quality and AI implementation.
Further research by The Procurement Initiative categorises procurement maturity into four distinct levels from ‘Undeveloped’ to ‘Strategic,’ underscoring that while many organisations have made progress, barriers persist in fully realising procurement’s strategic potential. Aligning people, processes, and systems remains a dominant theme, with the CPO Rising 2025 analysis noting that budget constraints, fragmented systems, and incomplete technology integration continue to challenge procurement teams. Success, therefore, demands a cohesive strategy that balances immediate pressures with long-term growth objectives.
Supplier management has also transitioned from a transactional role to a strategic imperative. According to CPO Rising’s State of Supplier Management 2025 report, more than half of procurement leaders remain concerned about supply chain disruptions, inflation, and geopolitical risks. The report stresses that AI and digital solutions are no longer optional but essential components for managing supplier risk, improving data accuracy, and fostering proactive collaboration.
The 2025 Annual ProcureCon CPO Report corroborates these trends, highlighting that over half of surveyed leaders report a growing strategic role for the CPO, encompassing risk management, strategic partnerships, and technology leadership. This evolution signals a broader shift in procurement governance as organisations cope with volatile market conditions and seek agility and innovation.
Looking ahead, procurement must continue to adapt to an environment defined by uncertainty and rapid technological disruption. The integration of AI-driven tools presents tremendous opportunities for enhanced intelligence and agility, but also demands robust change leadership and investment in talent and capabilities. As Ardent Partners summarise, the resilience and strategic influence CPOs have built over two decades will be tested once again in the months and years ahead.
This comprehensive perspective affirms that procurement’s transformation into a strategic powerhouse is well underway. For CPOs, the challenge lies in leveraging this momentum to drive greater business value, mitigate rising risks, and harness the promise of AI within an unpredictable global landscape. The next chapter for procurement leaders will likely hinge on their ability to balance innovation with operational discipline, ensuring that procurement remains a vital enabler of organisational success.
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