
THE NEW WORLD ORDER
COVID-19 has thrown up huge challenges for those working in 

procurement, requiring new contracting models and greater 
flexibility around services in particular



INTRODUCTION

The global COVID-19 pandemic challenged organisations’ supply 
chain functions in a way that has not been seen in living memory. 
Over a period of weeks, a relatively minor concern over supply from 

one part of China, and potentially other Asian countries, turned into a total 
shutdown for many sectors, not just of supply routes and distribution 
channels but also of entire companies and customers, as countries around 
the world locked down. 

Yet while some organisations found themselves effectively shutting up 
shop, many others found innovative ways to respond. Remote working was 
a saviour for many, with firms rapidly seeking ways to allow staff to work 

from home, while sectors such 
as technology, food, health and 
fitness, and home refurbishment  
all saw an increase in demand. 

For those working in procurement, 
it made for a difficult landscape, 
particularly for those tasked 
with buying indirect services 
rather than products. “From the 
perspective of inventory, if there’s 

sufficient inventory there as a buffer you’re reasonably safe,” points out 
Joe Miemczyk, professor of supply chain management at ESCP Business 
School. “When you’re buying services where you have the personnel of 
your service provider under lockdown restrictions then immediately you 
have a problem.” 

“From the perspective 
of inventory, if there’s 

sufficient inventory 
there as a buffer, you’re 

reasonably safe.”
Joe Miemczyk, professor of supply chain 

management, ESCP Business School
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FLEXIBLE FOCUS 

The pandemic served to underline the importance of flexibility to any 
contracting model. While some firms rushed to source contractors 
to help them transition to remote working or meet rising customer 

demand, others found themselves struggling to meet pre-existing 
minimum spend commitments and unable to provide any certainty  
around future requirements. 

“Contracts that stood up in the past with what would have been an 
Armageddon scenario with minimum commitments and revenue floors  
are no longer fit for purpose,” says Annelise Smith, director of recruitment 
process outsourcing (RPO) and managed service provision (MSP) at Lorien, 
a leading recruitment solutions provider. “There’s now a mandate for 
flexibility in commercial models as clients cannot accurately predict  
what their recruitment volumes are going to be in 2021.” 

In practice, this means a desire for fixed fees and avoiding any firm 
commitment around volume, reports David Gettins, managing director 
of Lorien. “We’re seeing positive discussions where we’re able to flex 
our commercials on a yearly basis based on the volumes of, for example, 
the prior year, so we can offer the client some scalability,” he says. “It’s 
difficult to forecast right now, and a client may estimate 500 hires 
per annum, but if it turns out to be closer to 1,000 then we’re quite 
happy to reduce our fees for the subsequent year. It’s all about true 
partnership, open conversations, and ensuring a sustainable model  

for both client and RPO.”

In turn, this is leading to greater collaboration 
between procurement teams and suppliers, 

with both sides having to consider new 
arrangements to allow for such flexibility. 

“We always provide a core, dedicated 
account team with governance, account 
management and sourcing included,”  
says Gettins. “In the past, we would  
have a degree of flexibility to change  
our structure but the client would very  
much want to be consulted and would 
expect to sign off on those decisions. >>
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FLEXIBLE FOCUS cont’d

“In tandem with this move to offer commercial flexibility in contracts and 
now pricing, we need to be able to ask for absolute agility in decision-
making on type, size, structure, location and scale of account team, to 
enable us to pass that flexibility back to 
the client.” Clients are also more willing 
to contemplate sharing resources with 
other customers if it means they can 
access the talent and flexibility they need 
at a more competitive price, he adds. 

There are also other implications for 
contracting models. Emily Sadler, 
associate solicitor at law firm Paris 
Smith, believes having rights to terminate 
or vary the terms of a contract will be 
even more important going forward, so suppliers  
can ramp production up or down to meet customer needs. 

“This needs to be balanced against contract certainty – a fixed term or 
minimum spend commitment for example,” she points out. “There is likely 
to be a conflict here between a supplier’s wants and needs and those  
of the customer. Careful consideration will need to be had as to how  
the balancing act is achieved without either party being exposed  
to unacceptable levels of risk.” 

Organisations will also need to consider amending  
force majeure clauses to deal specifically with 
COVID-19 and other pandemics. Sadler suggests 
such clauses should deal specifically with the 
corresponding payment obligations, how long 
any period of relief should continue for and 
how, after the force majeure event has 
passed, the contract is able to return  
to its previous state. 

“Clients are more willing 
to contemplate sharing 
resources with other 
customers if it means they 
can access the talent and 
flexibility they need at a 
more competitive price.”
David Gettins, managing director, Lorien
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THE NEED FOR DIGITAL 
TRANSFORMATION

Despite the challenges of the pandemic, technology and 
transformation recruitment has continued and in many cases 
accelerated, reports Lorien. “Our public sector team in particular 

has grown significantly beyond their plan because organisations 
have had to invest in their technology infrastructure in order to meet 
the unexpected demands placed on public services as a result of the 
pandemic,” says Gettins. 

Other sectors also have a high demand for both permanent and temporary 
technical staff, he adds, including ecommerce-based firms, while more 
traditional financial services and professional services sectors have 
been ramping up their digital transformation strategies throughout the 
pandemic. “If you’re a CIO or CEO wondering how to make your business 
resilient moving forward, it’s all about the technology,” he says. 

One example here is Nationwide Building Society, who has long recognised 
the importance of technology, as many of its 16 million members choose 
the convenience of managing their money via digital services. Like many 
others, the organisation has been flexing their workforce where possible 
to support the needs of customers during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

It has continued to recruit technical staff in permanent roles throughout 
the pandemic, including developers, testers, data scientists and cloud 
migration experts. “Technology is the enabler for people to work from 
home, while they continue to serve the evolving needs our members,” 
says Maria Rancel-Lopez, head of procurement for people and property at 
Nationwide. “This has been more important than ever before during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. We developed, tested and deployed innovative digital 
support for our members such as our mortgage payment holiday process 
within a matter of weeks to help members navigate the financial impact of 
the pandemic. We couldn’t have achieved this without the right people and 
the right technology.” >>

THE NEW WORLD ORDER   |   5



THE NEED FOR DIGITAL 
TRANSFORMATION cont’d

The Society recognises the need to continue to recruit, retain and develop 
the right skills and experts to meet the changing needs of members. The 
business uses Lorien as its recruitment process outsourcer (RPO) for 
technology and other roles to ensure it has the talent it needs when it 
needs it, Rancel-Lopez adds. “They [Lorien] have helped us to find forums 
and have a voice in places where we might not have had one before,” she 
says. “They have also helped us to push our talent and our own priorities, 
such as increasing the number of women in technology careers.”

Nationwide has also worked on its own employer value proposition 
to ensure it is recognised as an attractive business to work for. As a 
mutual building society, it was established for a social, not commercial, 
purpose and is still owned by and run for the benefit of its members. The 
organisation takes a long-term view on issues, which includes enhancing 
its sustainability credentials and demonstrating its status as a 
responsible business. Another focus during the pandemic 
has been to focus on the financial health of its small 
and medium sized suppliers, including offering 
early payment to help with cashflow.

“They [Lorien] have also 
helped us to push our talent 
and our own priorities, such 
as women in technology.”
Maria Rancel-Lopez, head of procurement for people 
and property, Nationwide
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HEALTH CHECK 

There has also been a much stronger emphasis on the health of 
potential providers. “Procurement directors want to look at the 
resilience and risk profile and the financial stability of the supply 

chain,” adds Gettins. “If you have contingent workers running critical 
services they need to be paid every week, and the recruitment partner 
that they engage with will be responsible for that.” 

For many, the pandemic served to 
highlight the inadequacy of resilience 
planning and business continuity 
preparations; many of which may have 
spent the last few years on the shelf. 
“It’s often not the number one priority 
for firms to spend a lot of time mapping 
out risk, because it’s potentially wasted 
effort if nothing actually happens,” points out Miemczyk. The pandemic 
has changed that, he argues, with organisations now putting together 
risk registers to better understand the dangers they face.

Such a strategy would have obvious benefits during a pandemic or 
otherwise unexpected event. But there is evidence that investing in 
supply chain resilience can make supply chains more efficient. A study by 
Bain suggests firms which invest in this can see a reduction in costs and 
improvements in cash flow, and also see a rise in customer satisfaction of 
as much as 30 per cent. 

“Procurement directors want 
to look at the resilience and risk 
profile and the financial stability 
of the supply chain.”
David Gettins, managing director, Lorien
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LASTING LEGACY 

There are signs, too, that the pandemic will have a lasting effect 
on how firms approach procurement. Andrew Mumby, category 
director for NHS London, believes one consequence could be for 

functions to accept the need to pay more for particular core items in 
exchange for greater security of supply. “Procurement over the years has 

tended to focus on pushing costs 
down, and as a result suppliers 
would look for lower-cost options,” 
he says. “Procurement is now 
starting to redress that balance.”

Lorien’s Smith, meanwhile, believes 
a greater emphasis on partnership 
will make for more effective 
relationships between buyers and 
providers than has been the case in 

the past. “We will see much more open collaboration than there has been 
before,” she predicts. “That’s a great foundation for what should be an 
ongoing partnership.” 

“We will see much more open 
collaboration than there 

has been before, that’s a great 
foundation for what should be 

an ongoing partnership.”
Annelise Smith, director of recruitment process outsourcing 

(RPO) and managed service provision (MSP), Lorien
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ABOUT LORIEN 

L orien is a specialist technology and transformation recruitment 
solutions provider with over 40 years’ industry experience. We 
combine tech and change expertise with the scope, depth and 

breadth of large-scale, multi-discipline talent solutions.

Driven by both clients and candidates, covering Europe and the US, we 
work with all sectors, sizes and tech needs. And because we work across 
the full technology spectrum, we cut out the hassle of having to choose 
either large-scale talent solutions generalists that don’t truly get tech 
or tech specialists that can’t offer full-scale solutions.

Our unique position in the market means we have the insight to create 
tailored solutions – keeping our clients ahead of the curve and giving 
complete agility. This gives our clients the power to excel at tech, no 
matter their core discipline. From one-off placements to scalable, multi-
discipline MSP & RPO solutions, executive search to next-generation  
tech skills, time-sensitive projects to ongoing digital journeys – we flex  
to fit the requirement.

We are the house of global technology and transformation recruitment.

www.lorienglobal.com

http://www.lorienglobal.com

