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Executive Summary 

A procurement head running a mid-sized EPC operation once explained that his team had not run a competitive 

event in two of their top five spend categories for over three years. The suppliers were approved, performance was 

acceptable, and there was no time to rock the boat. 

That single answer costs EPC companies 15 to 20 percent in avoidable spend every year. Acceptable is not 

competitive. The damage is rarely dramatic; it is the slow, invisible kind, where cost competitiveness erodes quarter 

by quarter and procurement gradually loses its seat at the table. 

This whitepaper examines how an Approved Supplier List turns from a control into a liability, why the "safe choice" 

often hides the most risk, and what a living ASL looks like in practice. 

What you will take away 

● An ASL that is never re-tested becomes a closed market with a single incumbent setting the price. 

● The "safe choice" hides concentration risk, complacency and quiet price drift rather than removing it. 

● The most valuable supplier in a category is often the one that never made it onto the list. 

● A living ASL has explicit entry criteria, a review cadence, performance thresholds and a de-listing route. 

● Digital sourcing removes the "no time to run an event" constraint that keeps most lists frozen. 
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How the List Becomes a Liability 

The Approved Supplier List starts with good intentions. You want consistency. You want quality assurance. You 

want your teams to move fast without reinventing the wheel for every purchase. All valid. In high-risk industries, 

regulatory compliance makes it non-negotiable. 

But here is where things quietly go wrong. 

The list gets built once, often during a project ramp-up or an audit cycle, and then it just sits there. New suppliers 

prove themselves in the market, but nobody looks. Existing suppliers get comfortable because they know the 

business is locked in. Prices drift up. Lead times stretch. And the procurement team, buried in day-to-day execution, 

rarely has the bandwidth to challenge it. 

procurEngine worked with a mid-sized EPC company in Texas a couple of years ago. They had an ASL with around 

180 suppliers, built over nearly a decade. On the surface, it looked robust. But when we dug into their sourcing 

data, a few things stood out. Nearly 40 percent of their spend was concentrated in just 12 suppliers. Of those 12, 

seven had not gone through a formal competitive event in over three years. And in two critical categories, the 

approved suppliers were charging 18 to 22 percent above the market rate. 

The procurement head was not incompetent. The team was not lazy. They were simply operating on trust built years 

ago and had no system in place to challenge it regularly. 

A useful starting point for any team in this situation is to think about spend classification. Not all categories carry 

the same risk or the same leverage potential. If you have not mapped your spend this way, the Kraljic Matrix is one 

of the simplest and most practical frameworks to start with. It gives you a way to prioritize which categories on 

your ASL deserve more scrutiny, and which ones are just generating noise. 

 

The “Safe Choice” That Is Not Safe At All 

A buyer needs something urgently. They go to the ASL, pick a familiar name, and move on. No one questions it. It 

is approved, after all. The cycle repeats hundreds of times a year. And slowly, procurement loses its commercial 

edge. 

In a large construction project in the southeast U.S., the project procurement team had access to over 60 approved 

suppliers in the civil and structural category. But in practice, they were rotating through just eight of them, 

consistently. When asked why, the honest answer was familiarity. They knew the contact person. They knew the 

payment process. Change felt risky in a schedule-driven environment. 

The other 52 suppliers may as well not have existed. 

This is not a people problem. It is a process problem. When your sourcing process defaults to habit rather than 

structure, the ASL becomes a tool for comfort, not competitiveness. 

Part of the problem is that teams often do not have a clear negotiation strategy mapped to supplier type. A supplier 

who was once strategic may now be a leverage play. One that started as a routine supplier may have drifted into 

bottleneck territory without anyone noticing. I have written about this dynamic across individual supplier categories. 

If you are managing routine suppliers, leverage suppliers, or bottleneck suppliers, each one requires a completely 



A procurEngine Guide 

Blind Spots in Procurement | procurEngine | Page 5 

different approach. When your ASL does not reflect this distinction, every negotiation ends up looking the same, 

which means you are either over-managing low-risk suppliers or under-managing the ones that matter. 

 

 

The Supplier That Never Made the List 

Here is the flip side, and it does not get talked about enough. 

Some of the best suppliers in the market never get onto an ASL, not because they are not good enough, but because 

the process to get in is unclear, slow, or simply not actively managed. There are suppliers in Austin and across 

Texas who have tried to qualify with mid-sized manufacturers or industrial firms for over a year, submitting 

documents, following up, and getting no response. On the other side, the procurement team believes their ASL is 

comprehensive. The gap between what is available in the market and what your ASL reflects can be enormous. And 

that gap translates directly into missed savings, missed innovation, and missed resilience in your supply chain. 

In one services company, a supplier offering 30 percent better pricing in a critical IT services category had been 

trying to qualify for 14 months. The bottleneck was not intentional. There was simply no clear workflow for 

onboarding new suppliers outside of a project cycle. By the time they were finally approved, the annual contract 

had already been renewed with the incumbent. 

And here is the compounding effect that rarely gets discussed. Every time you miss a competitive supplier, you also 

weaken your negotiating position with the ones already on the list. Incumbents know when they are not being 

challenged. I covered this in detail in my piece on negotiating with strategic suppliers (Negotiating with Strategic 

Suppliers: Protect Your Position Without Damaging the Relationship), where the relationship dynamic can easily 

drift in the supplier’s favor if the buyer stops maintaining credible alternatives. 

 

What a Living ASL Looks Like 

In football, no player’s spot is guaranteed - they earn it before every tournament. Leadership works the same way 

across politics, business, and beyond. Suppliers should be held to that standard too. 

The best procurement teams treat their ASL the way a good portfolio manager treats investments. It is not a static 

document. It is a dynamic register that gets reviewed, challenged, and updated based on real performance data and 

real market conditions.  

A few things that distinguish them. They have a clear, published qualification process that any supplier can access. 

There is no mystery about what it takes to get in. They benchmark their approved suppliers against the market at 

least once a year, not just on price but on lead times, quality metrics, and service levels. They actively seek to bring 

in new suppliers in categories where they see concentration risk or pricing drift. And they use data, not gut feel, to 

make decisions about who stays and who gets deactivated. 

In manufacturing environments, particularly in process industries, this discipline around the ASL has a direct impact 

on plant uptime and cost of production. A client in the specialty chemicals space in the Gulf Coast reduced their 

https://procurengine.ai/resources/whitepapers/negotiating-with-strategic-suppliers-protect-your-position-without-damaging-the-relationship/
https://procurengine.ai/resources/whitepapers/negotiating-with-strategic-suppliers-protect-your-position-without-damaging-the-relationship/
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MRO spend by 14 percent in one year simply by introducing a structured competitive sourcing process for 

categories that had been on auto-renewal with approved suppliers for years. 

It was not magic. It was just a structured process applied consistently. 

 

The Digital Blind Spot 

Here is something that does not come up enough in industry conversations. The ASL problem is, at its core, a data 

and process problem. And most organizations are trying to solve it with spreadsheets, email chains, and institutional 

memory. 

When a category manager leaves, the context around why certain suppliers were preferred or certain ones were 

avoided often walks out with them. When a new project kicks off, the team rebuilds qualification documents from 

scratch because there is no central, accessible repository. When leadership asks for a spend analysis by supplier, it 

takes weeks to pull together manually. These are not edge cases. This is the daily reality for the majority of mid-

sized organizations, whether they are in manufacturing, EPC, construction, or professional services. 

The procurement teams that are getting ahead of this are the ones who have moved away from managing their 

supplier base in disconnected tools and created a single, visible source of truth. Not a complex enterprise system 

that requires a six-month implementation and a dedicated IT team. Something practical that the procurement team 

can actually use on a Monday morning.  

That is what we built procurEngine around. An AI-powered source-to-pay platform designed specifically for 

organizations who need the discipline of enterprise procurement without the complexity or the cost. It brings 

supplier qualification, performance tracking, competitive sourcing, and spend visibility into one place, and because 

it is designed for adoption, teams actually use it. 

Adoption is the word we keep coming back to, because we have seen enough expensive software deployments that 

never went beyond 20 percent utilization. A tool that your team does not use is not a solution. It is just another line 

item. 

 

What Procurement Heads Should Be Asking Right Now 

If you lead procurement at a mid-sized organization, here are a few honest questions worth sitting with. 

• When did you last run a competitive sourcing event in your top five spend categories? If the answer is more 

than 18 months, there is almost certainly margin sitting on the table. 

• How many suppliers on your ASL have not received a purchase order in the last 12 months? A bloated list 

creates overhead without value. 

• What does your supplier onboarding process look like from the outside? Ask a new supplier to describe 

their experience. The answer might surprise you. 

• How much of your procurement decisions are driven by data versus habit? 
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• And finally, if your best category manager left tomorrow, how much institutional knowledge walks out 

with them? 

This last question matters more than most teams realize. The skills that make a category manager effective, supplier 

market knowledge, negotiation preparation, relationship context, rarely live in a system. They live in a person’s 

head. I explored what those skills actually look like in practice in this post on identifying a good procurement 

professional, which might be worth sharing with your team. 

These are not comfortable questions. But they are the right ones. 

The Approved Supplier List is not the problem. The problem is treating it as a permanent fixture rather than a living 

system. In a market that keeps moving, a static list is a liability. Your competitors are not waiting for your audit 

cycle to find better suppliers and better prices. 

The teams that get this right, whether they are running capital projects in the southeast, managing manufacturing 

supply chains in the Midwest, or sourcing professional services across distributed locations, share one thing in 

common. They treat procurement as a function that needs active management, not passive maintenance. 

Getting there does not require a massive transformation program. It starts with being honest about where the blind 

spots are. And then building a process, and the right tools, to see clearly. 

If you encounter any challenges managing your ASL, Supplier Qualification, or Supplier Performance, please feel 

free to reach out to us at procurengine.ai. Trusted by large global enterprises, we offer simple, secure solutions that 

you can implement in just a couple of weeks. 
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Anupam Aggrwal is the Chief Executive Officer and Co-Founder of procurEngine, the AI-powered Source-to-Pay 

platform built by AgileApt Solutions. He has spent more than 25 years handling commercial negotiations and 

helping organizations improve procurement performance through process transformation, digitalization and 

strategic sourcing. That work spans manufacturing, EPC, construction and services, where he has helped 

procurement teams simplify operations, improve spend visibility, strengthen supplier relationships and turn 

sourcing decisions into measurable business value. 

Alongside the executive role, he teaches. He is a guest lecturer to supply chain students at the Mays Business School 

at Texas A&M University and at the Eli Broad Graduate School of Management at Michigan State University, 

drawing on live negotiation and category management practice rather than textbook theory. He is based in Austin, 

Texas. 
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Appendix II: About procurEngine 

procurEngine is an AI-powered Source-to-Pay (S2P) platform that helps enterprise procurement teams streamline 

procurement operations, improve supplier collaboration, and achieve measurable business outcomes. Developed by 

AgileApt Solutions, procurEngine brings sourcing, procurement, supplier management, contract management, 

purchasing, invoicing, and analytics together on a single, connected platform. 

Designed for practical enterprise adoption, procurEngine enables organizations to standardize procurement 

processes, strengthen governance, increase spend visibility, and accelerate decision-making without disrupting 

existing ERP and business applications. The platform combines intelligent automation with human oversight to 

improve efficiency, ensure compliance, and deliver audit-ready procurement workflows. 

Whether organizations are digitizing procurement for the first time or modernizing legacy processes, procurEngine 

provides the flexibility, scalability, and integration capabilities required to support global procurement operations. 

Global Offices 

India North America 

AgileApt Solutions Pvt. Ltd. 

B-821, Advant Navis Business Park 

Sector 142, Noida – 201305 

Uttar Pradesh, India 

Phone: +91 70422 59500 

AgileApt Solutions Inc. 

8 The Green, Suite A 

Dover, Delaware 19901 

United States 

Phone: +1 737 341-9369 

Website: procurengine.ai 

Product: procurEngine – AI-Powered Source-to-Pay Platform for Enterprise Procurement 
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