
Many of you will know the old traditional Christmas song, the Twelve 
Days of Christmas. Its origins are lost in the mists of time, but what very 
few people realise is the purpose behind the song. There has been much 
speculation in learned folk-music journals about this; and at conferences 
from Reykjavik to Rangoon, professors of comparative ethnic song craft  
propose their outlandish theories. 

The Twelve Procurement
Days of Christmas

But now, after years of research, Spend Matters and 
BravoSolution can bring you the truth. It wasn’t written to 
accompany a pagan fertility rite, or to remind Christians of  
key stories from the Bible. In fact, it was written as a training 
course for procurement people, aimed (in a very forward  
thinking manner) at both new starters in the profession and  
key budget holders or stakeholders in spending organisations. 

Yes, long before the days of category management, CIPS, ISM 
or even Spend Matters, people were interested in improving 
procurement performance. And this song taught them pretty 
much all they needed to know about our profession. So, let’s 
analyse and explain just what we mean. 

On the First Day of Christmas, my true love gave to me,  
a Partridge in a Pear Tree

What is the very first principle of procurement – critical for 
budget holder and buyer? Surely it is simply to know and 
understand what you are buying. We must ensure we have 
a robust and clear specification, describing what we want well 
enough that the supplier understands and we get what we  
really want and need. 
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So what good is this half-baked specification? What sort of  
a partridge? Wikipedia lists no less than 15 different genus  
of partridge, and no less than 46 species, from Szechenyi’s  
monal-partridge to the chestnut-headed partridge (lovely  
roasted over an open fire...) 

And don’t even get me started on pear trees. And is the  
partridge dead or alive? How big is the tree? Or the partridge  
for that matter? Is this a weird Heston Blumenthal edible main 
course to be served in his restaurant maybe with a 6 inch high 
edible pear tree made out of turnip? 

Get the specification right – rule one for our Christmas 
procurement training course. 

On the Second Day of Christmas, my true love gave to me, 
two Turtle Doves ...

On the Third Day of Christmas, my true love gave to me,  
three French Hens ...

On the Fourth Day of Christmas, my true love gave to me, 
four Calling Birds ...

Have you ever thought why it is birds for three days running  
in the song? A little unimaginative, you might think. But no. Very 
cleverly, the writers wrapped up several key procurement lessons 
in those three days, illustrated precisely because there are three 
days each with different birds. 

The first point they were illustrating here is the power of 
aggregation and standardisation. 

Why is the budget holder buying nine birds, of three totally 
different varieties? That is going to complicate the whole  
sourcing process, add additional transactional costs and lose  
our market leverage. Can’t we aggregate demand, standardise  
if possible and roll that up into one nice order, preferably of  
a single bird variety, and get a better price? How about nine 
frozen chickens from Aldi? 
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Or maybe these are different budgets holders requiring these 
birds. In which case, are they even aware of each other’s 
requirements?

“If only I’d known you were buying French Hens, I need not  
have bothered with my Calling Birds” might be the cry if we  
can link up these people.

That takes us into another key principle for procurement – 
demand management. The best way to save money is not  
to spend it. Procurement has to provide service to its users,  
but it can and should challenge at times. Just why do you need 
those turtle doves – and by the way, do you know that they  
are an endangered species (more on that later)! 

Then, we also have an illustration of another angle to the 
specification issue. Why “French Hens”? Sometimes specifications 
are too imprecise; but they can also be too precise. Using named 
brands, for instance. So why “French“ hens? If we ask our users 
that question, we might get answers like this:  

“A supplier told me they are the best”. 

“I like the way they walk...” 

“Parce que je suis Francais aussi...” 

So procurement needs to be sure users don’t restrict the  
supply market unnecessarily. Keep your options open  
wherever possible.

On the Fifth Day of Christmas, my true love gave to me,  
five Gold Rings ... 

Our training session has now covered many of the basics of 
procurement, so we can move onto the more challenging stuff, 
such as global commodity sourcing.  And the gold market is 
one of the most volatile of the commodity markets, but unlike 
edible commodities it is not driven by weather patterns, crop 
failures, etc. Rather, it is influenced by world economic events 
and the prospects for other asset classes – stocks and shares, 
bonds, property etc. Most significantly, gold is seen as a hedge 
against loss of value in paper (fiat) currencies, so the prospects 
for inflation strongly affects the gold price.  

So procurement strategies include ‘hedging’ and trading. We 
could purchase gold futures – the option to buy in the future  
at an agreed price. Indeed, if we feel we can beat the markets  
by clever trading, we should probably give up our core business 
and become full time gold traders!  
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But in this case, we have a decision to make – do we buy the 
five gold rings as soon as we know the demand is there, or do 
we spread the risk of buying at the “wrong” time in the market,  
perhaps through buying one ring every couple of months –  
which is likely to mean we buy at something close to market 
prices over the year? That’s the sort of tricky decision buyers  
in the commodity markets have to make constantly. 

On the Sixth Day of Christmas, my true love gave to me,  
six Geese a-Laying  ...

Now, as we approach the half way point of the song and our 
Christmas period, we’re not just buying simple “goods” any  
longer – we’re into more strategic territory, into whole life  
costs and benefits , and even insource / outsource decisions. 
It’s clear that the user here really wants the eggs – hence the 
specification that the birds in question must be “a-laying”. It’s 
really a question of vertical supply chain integration. Do we 
purchase the required output (the eggs) in finished form, or  
buy the means of production (the geese)? An excellent example 
of the tricky sourcing decisions procurement has to make even  
in apparently simple cases. 

Henry Ford famously took vertical integration of his supply chain 
to extremes, buying mines and forests to control the sources 
of his raw materials. Now arguably the advantages of doing 
this a hundred years ago were clear – supply was less certain, 
and he wanted to guarantee availability of critical inputs for his 
auto plants, at a time when manufacturing was booming and 
shortages of material were likely. But doing this can be expensive, 
it means you take on all the risk, and your (internal) supply chain 
is now inflexible. 

In this case, what would we do with the geese once we don’t 
need the eggs? OK, roast them next Christmas, I know. So that 
option should go into our options and cost benefit analysis.  
The key question here may be around security of supply in  
terms of goose eggs. If they are plentiful with many suppliers, 
perhaps we should forego the geese – just place a regular  
order for the eggs. But if the market is tight, maybe owning  
our own geese makes sense.

On the Seventh Day of Christmas, my true love gave to me, 
seven Swans-a-Swimming

Here we come up against our first taste of risk management 
issues in the procurement training session, introduced quite 
sensibly now many of the basics have been covered. Day two  
of the training course, we might imagine. 

What is the risk here? Well, swans are a sensitive subject. Their 
meat* was once considered a delicacy, but “Her Majesty the 
Queen retains the right to ownership of all unmarked mute 
swans in open water, but only exercises her ownership on certain 
stretches of the Thames and its surrounding tributaries. This 
ownership is shared with the Worshipful Company of Vintners 
and the Worshipful Company of Dyers, who were granted rights 
of ownership by the Crown in the fifteenth century”.
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Think how easy it would be to accept an offer of swan supply 
from Trotter Avian Enterprises (White Birds Our Speciality), only 
to find out that the supplier had in effect stolen the swans from 
Her Majesty’s ownership. (Or perhaps find they were really large 
ducks, painted with Tip-Ex). Picture your Chief Executive chained 
up in the Tower of London (OK, don’t look so happy). 

As well as checking out the items we are buying, we need to 
check our suppliers to make sure they are genuine and the sort of 
firms we want to do business with. That is vital for procurement, 
and means robust on-boarding processes for new suppliers, using 
Dun & Bradstreet or similar services, doing market and supplier 
research, and taking up references. And of course, maintaining 
that risk focus throughout the whole period of the contract. 

(*By the way, I have eaten swan, and it is nothing special). 

On the Eighth Day of Christmas, my true love gave to me, 
eight Maids-a-Milking

So now we really get into buying services. Because surely, 
the purchaser here is not really interested in the milkmaids 

themselves. What the budget holder wants is the act of milking 
the cows. (If they just wanted the milk, it would have been “eight 
cartons of milk-a-leaking” presumably). 

We might well want to challenge the user with a few questions. 
When we are buying services, it is generally better to specify 
the outputs or outcomes we want rather than the inputs. Do we 
really care if it is eight maids, eighteen – or one with an automatic 
milking machine? (Of course, we would almost certainly be 
breaking various Equality Act considerations by advertising for 
“maids” anyway – another factor to consider). 

Where possible, procurement needs to engage with the end users 
and really work out just what it is they require from the suppliers 
of services, look to define that in terms of delivery, and then of 
course monitor that performance against the required outputs.  
Which also takes us into contract management issues; OK, who 
wants to volunteer for the onerous task of keeping a very close 
eye on these eight milkmaids?
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On the Ninth Day of Christmas, my true love gave to me,  
nine Ladies Dancing ...

But now we’re moving into very sensitive areas. The Bribery Act 
of 2010 has made it very clear that organisations must not try and 
influence others. We must not give a financial or other advantage 

to another individual in exchange for “improperly” performing 
a relevant function or activity. (Our highlighting there of “other 
advantage”). Procurement, as one of the most outward facing  
of business functions, has a key responsibility here.  

So why, you might ask your sales director, do you want us to 
“procure” these dancing ladies? Are you sure “dancing” is all  
you want them to do? Do you need any poles as well? Might  
laps be involved? And is “delivery to the Crown Hotel for 
Customer Conference Gala Dinner and Entertainment night”  
a clue, perhaps?  Is this entertainment aimed at persuading  
clients to favour us in their buying decisions through providing 
that “other advantage”? 

As well as the Bribery Act issue, there are also questions of 
reputational risk. Do you want to see your company’s name 
all over the Daily Mail website (along with the 23 photographs 
of your dancers, of course, just to make sure the readers are 
“shocked”...) 

It’s no good procurement saying “it’s nothing to do with us”.  
We have a responsibility here, which clearly the writers of the 
song wanted us to appreciate. 

On the Tenth Day of Christmas, my true love gave to me,  
Ten Lords-a-Leaping ...

In terms of services procurement, those involving people are 
amongst the most challenging for procurement. Professional 
services for instance  have complex elements which make it  
a tricky category for firms to manage. 
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So here is a good case study from the writers of the song. Many 
of you might know of the great consulting firm, Lords-a-Leaping, 
who employ only the brighter offspring of the British upper 
classes. A small field to choose from, you might think, but they 
rival McKinsey for capability and of course the very reasonable 
rates they charge. 

But how do we know they have the skills they claim? When  
we’re buying consulting services, we need to be very clear 
whether we are buying the individuals and their skills or 
capability – or the knowledge that resides within the firm – 
special intellectual property, knowledge or skills in process, 
technology or whatever. So we must be clear on that when  
we are buying this type of service. 

Then we have to manage the assignment and work out how we 
are going to assess the performance of the consultants. It’s not 
enough to just leave them alone without us working out what 

exactly we want out of them... what are the deliverables and 
outputs we want from their leaping?  

On the Eleventh Day of Christmas, my true love gave to me, 
Eleven Pipers Piping ...

On the Twelfth Day of Christmas, my true love gave to me, 
Twelve Drummers Drumming ...

And now we finish by getting onto some of the most complex 
services that procurement has to handle anywhere. Music related 
services include highly intangible issues, including intellectual 
property, ownership of ideas and performing rights. For instance, 
if your pipers play Mull of Kintyre, are you going  
to get a bill from Paul McCartney?  If your drummers use a 
rhythm made famous by... umm, a famous drummer type  
person, should you be paying performing rights to him, his  
record company or his publisher? 

The Twelve Procurement Days of Christmas



1st Floor, 85 London Wall, London EC2M 7AD 

Tel: +44 (0)20 7796 4170 

eMail: info@bravosolution.co.uk 

www.bravosolution.co.uk

We’re really taking procurement into the outer limits of 
complexity, yet also into areas that are critically important in 
both cost and value for many firms. How much, we wonder, did 
John Lewis pay last year to Keane,  for the rights to re-record 
“Somewhere Only We Know” (paying Lily Allen to do the new 
version)? And by how much did it help sales? Well, we probably 
know the answer to that, it always was a wet song. 

From basic questions around specification, demand management 
and aggregation, we’ve moved onto issues of global commodity 
trading and hedging, logistical conundrums, and whole life costs. 
Then we move into the complex world of services procurement, 
with questions of specifying outputs or input, managing 

contingent labour, and the complex world of buying intellectual 
property and rights - a long way away from that first simple 
purchase of a partridge and a pear tree. 

And there you have it - the Twelve Days of Christmas explained. 
Not just the song we sing over the washing up after Christmas 
lunch, but an aide-memoir and primer for procurement good 
practice. Who would have thought it!

Peter Smith, December 2014
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