
The
Accidental CPO
How CFOs Are Redefining 
Procurement as a Growth Driver



Sarah Chen stared at her second screen, the 
glow of a vendor contract open in Certinal eSign. 
As CFO of a $420�million tech firm in Denver, she 
should’ve been finalizing forecasts for the board. 
Instead, she was approving a $12,800 
subscription - marketing’s fifth “urgent” request 
this month.

Prologue
The 10 PM Purchase Order 



Her phone buzzed. 
“Mom, dinner’s getting cold 
again.” 
Sarah glanced at the clock. 
10:04 PM. Again. 

She hit Approve and sighed - 
half tired, half resigned. 
Somewhere along the way, 
she’d become the company’s 
de facto procurement desk.

This is the story of how Sarah 
Chen - like thousands of 
mid-market CFOs - accidentally 
became the Chief Procurement 
Officer. And how that accident 
became her greatest strategic 
advantage. 



The Hat No One Asked For

It began with a single question in a 
quarterly review.

“Why are software costs up 38%?” 
The CEO asked, pointing at Sarah 
Chen’s slide.

She paused. The numbers were 
real, but the reasons behind them? 
Murky at best.
“We’ll investigate,” she said calmly.

But internally, a flicker of alarm. 
Procurement wasn’t in her job 
description or anyone else’s, really. 
No CPO. No central process. Just 

teams buying what they needed, 
finance cleaning up after.

A week later, the unspoken became 
official.

“Sarah, get a handle on this spend. 
Consolidate where you can. We need 
control,” the CEO said, sliding over a 
report filled with unvetted expenses 
and expired contracts.

And just like that, Sarah inherited 
procurement!
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She dove in. At first, it felt like untangling holiday lights, one knot led to 
another. But soon, patterns emerged:

The cost?

• Up to 40% of indirect spend unmanaged

• 10–20% savings lost to off-contract purchases

• Supplier duplication and missed discounts everywhere

What began as a one-off audit revealed a hard truth: Finance hadn’t just 
inherited procurement, it had inherited chaos.

But Sarah saw more than disorder. She saw an opportunity, a mandate to 
lead. And maybe, just maybe, the seeds of a strategic advantage.

“I felt like an archaeologist,” she later joked, “digging through layers of 
spend decisions no one remembered making.”

The deeper she looked, the clearer the picture: uncontrolled buying, maverick 
spend, invisible value slipping away.

Across the industry, she was far from alone.

With no CPO, 59% of CFOs now lead procurement by necessity, lean teams, 
no formal roles.

$180M
Annual 
external 
spend

1,100+
Vendors; 
many 
redundant

56%
Purchases 
outside any 
process

3
Teams, one 
software, 
three prices

82%
of indirect 
spend with 
zero oversight



The CFO Advantage
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The Shift

Six months in, Sarah realized she 
wasn’t just fixing procurement, she 
was reshaping it.

The moment came during a 
software renewal call. The vendor 
offered a 2% discount if paid 30 
days early.

“With an 8% annual cost of capital, 
that’s a net loss,” she said, almost 
reflexively.

“We’ll stick to net-45 and discuss a 
volume rebate instead.”

The rep fell silent, then agreed.

That negotiation didn’t feel like 
procurement; it felt like finance. And 
that was Sarah’s epiphany:

procurement wasn’t broken; it just 
lacked the financial lens she applied 
everywhere else.

Companies with strong executive 
sponsors, particularly finance 
leaders see transformation success 
rates jump from 29% to 72%.

Sarah wasn’t just stepping in - she 
was quietly elevating procurement 
into a strategic function.



The Leverage

As CFO, Sarah didn’t need consensus to act; she had authority.
She proposed consolidating 12 vendors. The CEO signed off the same day.
 Her policies worked. Spend visibility surged. Maverick purchasing slowed. 
Finance finally had control.

But there was a cost. Approvals were now bottlenecking at her desk; every 
strategic decision from agency consolidation to SaaS renewals flowed 
through her.

“Procurement was never meant for one person,” Sarah sighed to her 
controller.

“Not even one with board access and a finance degree.”
Yet that access changed everything. Unlike a procurement manager buried in 
paperwork, Sarah could call the shots. She didn’t have to convince 
department heads to comply. She wrote the budget. 

The shift was undeniable. Procurement was no longer a burden. It had 
become her lever to drive profit, reduce risk, and prepare the business for 
scale.



The Superpower

At first, Sarah felt like a firefighter, plugging holes, chasing rogue spend, 
approving urgent requests between meetings. But over time, the pattern 
emerged.

Every tightened policy, renegotiated contract, and delayed payment had 
outsized financial impact.

She began viewing vendor decisions through her CFO lens:

“Every dollar saved is pure profit,” Sarah told the CEO.

“We don’t need to sell more; we just need to buy smarter.”

And she wasn’t alone; finance-led procurement transformations consistently 
outperform. Best-in-class teams manage over 95% of their spend under 
control. Some deliver EBITDA margins five points higher than their peers.

Sarah was building enterprise value, not with headcount, but with contracts, 
compliance, and controls.

But Sarah knew the system was too centralized, too dependent on her time, 
her input, her signature. Unless she found a way to scale execution, her gains 
would eventually stall.

• How does this impact working capital?

• Will this show up in EBITDA?

• What’s the total cost of ownership?



The Path to Accidental 
Excellence 
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Tech + process. Smarter systems. 
Less chaos.

This wasn’t about making her life 
easier. Mid-market firms like hers 
were losing $322K annually to 
untracked spend.

• Manual POs: 35 hours each
• Automated POs: 24 hours
• ROI from modern platforms: 

300%+ in Year 1

“If you can’t measure it, you can’t 
manage it,” she told her team.

“We need to see everything and then 
make it smarter.”

She opened a fresh notebook and 
wrote: Year One: Build the 
Foundation.

How a CFO Built a Modern 
Procurement Function - Without a 
Procurement Team

The Realization

The moment came quietly.

Sarah stared at a spreadsheet 
marked “URGENT.” Three approvals 
stuck, two vendor contracts 
expiring, her inbox flooded with 
last-minute requests.

“I can’t scale myself,” she muttered.

She could keep firefighting or she 
could build a system.

Hiring a full procurement team? Too 
slow. Too costly. The better path? 



Sarah’s 12-Month Procurement Transformation Map
From Firefighting to 
Financial Control

Q1
Visibility 

First

Months 1–3 – Spend Audit
• Unified all invoices, contracts, and expenses.
• Found $3M+ in quick savings.
• Exposed 47 marketing agencies and 12 

redundant IT tools.

Outcome: Visibility sparked momentum.

Q2
Fixing the 
Front Door

Months 4–6 – Intake Orchestration
• Centralized request intake with smart routing.
• Suggested approved vendors at request time.
• Cut approvals by 80%, rogue spend by 45%.

Outcome: Chaos turned into compliance.

Q3-Q4
Strategic 

Control

Months 7–12 – The Intelligence Layer
• Launched live dashboards, alerts, and vendor risk scoring.
• Flagged 15% cloud cost overruns early.
• Automated renewals; linked procurement to finance data.

Outcome: Reactive tracking became proactive command.

• $8.4M saved via smarter buying
• 65% faster cycles with automation
• 90% spend under control (from 

44%)
• Zero budget overruns in covered 

categories

Year-End Wins

No new hires, no massive IT 
investment, just smarter 
procurement, designed through a 
CFO’s lens. Procurement was never 
the plan for Sarah. But value is value 
and she was finally capturing it.



Enter Agentic AI –
The CFO’s Secret Weapon

The Turning Point

By Year Two, Sarah had a structure. 
Policies, workflows, visibility all in 
place, but her calendar still looked 
like a helpdesk ticket queue.

“I fixed the flow,” she admitted. “But I 
was still the faucet.”

Every renewal. Every vendor 
escalation. Every edge-case PO. All 
routed through her.

She wasn’t managing procurement 
anymore. She was procurement.

Then came a demo from Zycus, the 
emerging-market suite she’d 
recently onboarded for intake 
orchestration. This update 
introduced a new capability: a 
network of AI-powered 
procurement agents.

Unlike legacy systems that merely 
flagged risks or suggested vendors, 
Agentic AI could autonomously act; 
executing approvals, recommending 
vendors, flagging compliance issues, 
and even negotiating pricing all 
under tight policy guardrails.
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The first time Agentic AI ran a sourcing event, Sarah almost laughed out 
loud—not from disbelief, but relief.

She had fed in business requirements, budget thresholds, and renewal 
data for an upcoming HR software license to ANA. The system 
pretrained on millions of contract patterns returned a shortlist of 
suppliers, flagged outlier clauses, and suggested a fair market price 
18% lower than the incumbent’s quote.

During negotiations, ANA flagged a weak data privacy clause.
“We’d like this aligned to ISO standards,” Sarah typed. The vendor 
blinked and agreed..

Sarah had just negotiated a stronger contract, faster with no 
procurement analyst in sight.

This new update changed everything: a network of AI-powered procurement 
agents that didn’t just flag issues, Agentic AI acted autonomously..

“Think of it as cloning your best judgment,” the Zycus rep said.
Sarah was skeptical. Until she saw them in action.

AGENT

1

CFOs using AI-assisted negotiations report 
up to 40% higher cost savings on strategic 
categories.

Negotiator
(Powered by ANA – Autonomous Negotiation Agent)

https://www.zycus.com/solution/autonomous-negotiation-agents?utm_source=wp_accidentalCPO


Procurement volume was rising, but the headcount wasn’t. Sarah 
needed execution at scale without bottlenecks.

With Zycus Agentic AI, she spun up a second agent: one built for ops.

It automated routine purchases like office supplies and subscriptions. 
The agent monitored consumption patterns, verified budget alignment 
in the ERP, and issued POs under predefined thresholds.

“It’s like I hired a procurement coordinator who works 24/7 and never 
forgets,” she told her controller.

Errors disappeared; maverick purchases plummeted. And Sarah? She 
stopped approving coffee filters at midnight.

AGENT

2

Mid-market firms using AI agents for 
routine procurement have cut manual tasks 
by up to 80%.

Operations
Autonomous Execution for Routine Spend

AGENT

3
Watchdog
Always-On Risk & Compliance Monitoring (Enabled by Merlin Risk Radar)

As CFO, Sarah couldn’t afford supplier surprises, she set up Zycus’ 
Merlin Risk Radar, an agent that monitored financials, delivery trends, 
and news mentions for critical vendors.

One Monday morning, Sarah got an alert:
A key supplier was flagged by Risk Radar due to shipment delays in 
another region. The agent scanned news, port data, and supplier risk 
profiles and triangulated the early signals.



Sarah rerouted the order just in time.

Another agent, focused on compliance, flagged old contracts missing 
the latest cybersecurity clauses. A potential audit risk neutralized 
before it ever became a headline.

“They see what I’d never spot on my own,” she realized.
“And they do it on a Tuesday night, without coffee.”

Zycus’ Merlin Risk Radar scans 500K+ global 
sources, including data from Dun & Bradstreet and 
LexisNexis, to flag supplier risks before they escalate 
from financial distress to compliance gaps.

AGENT

4
Analyst 
Proactive Savings Insights, Without Asking

Finally, Sarah activated what she called her “invisible analyst.”

A clone that constantly hunted for value.

It flagged duplicate purchases between business units. Recommended 
locking in prices on materials forecasted to rise, even suggested 
changes to AWS usage that saved $70,000.

These weren’t just reports; they were proactive actions.

She didn’t ask for insights. The AI just... found them.
“It’s like having a senior analyst who doesn’t sleep,” she joked in the QBR.

Zycus AI agents deliver 15–45% cost savings by 
spotting hidden inefficiencies and optimization 
opportunities across categories.



The Leap

Sarah didn’t replace a 
procurement team. She never had 
one.

What she did have was judgment, 
structure, and Zycus, a platform 
purpose-built for emerging 
enterprises like hers; modular, 
CFO-ready, and designed to scale 
without complexity.

With Agentic AI, she cloned her 
best instincts:

• One agent negotiated.

• Another enforced policy.

• A third flagged risk.

• A fourth hunted savings.

No added headcount. No endless 
training. Just impact.

Ops costs dropped 30%.
Supplier risks were flagged early.
Savings rose — without new hires or 
delays.

Mid-market teams don’t need a big 
bang. They need smart plug-ins that 
fit their constraints.

Zycus gave Sarah just that, a modular 
lift, built for CFOs who wear multiple 
hats.

And with every agent, she scaled not 
just execution but her strategic 
influence.

Negotiator
Operations

Watchdog
Analyst



The CFO as Chief Value Officer

The boardroom was quiet, but not tense. Sarah had just finished walking 
them through the quarterly numbers. Margins were up, risks were downand 
growth was accelerating.
           
Then came the slide that caught their attention. Not revenue. Not EBITDA.
 Procurement.

“This,” she said, “is where the lift came from.”

The room leaned in because what they saw wasn’t just savings, it was strategy 
in motion.

Below is the scorecard that made it undeniable: the CFO had become the 
company’s Chief Value Officer.
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Outcome
Area

Year 1
(Pre-Agentic AI)

Year 2
(With Zycus Agentic AI) Delta

Cost Savings $4.2M via vendor controls 
& manual renegotiations

$15.6M (total) - AI sourcing, 
automation & optimizations +270%

Procurement 
Cycle Time

15–21 Days (Manual 
routing & approvals

3 Days avg. via AI auto-triage & 
guided flows –80%

Spend Under 
Management

~50% (fragmented intake & 
approvals) 92% with full visibility via Zycus +42 pts

Compliance 
Rate

~60% (Maverick & policy 
drift common)

95%+ via AI guardrails & intake 
orchestration +35 pts

Supplier Tail High - ~1,500 active 
vendors

Rationalized 30% of base with 
AI insights Tail shrunk

Process Effort Manual bottlenecks at each 
stage

40% less effort - AI handled 
execution Significant

Risk Events 2 minor disruptions & 1 
audit gap

0 major issues - Risk Radar 
spotted early signals Eliminated

ESG 
Integration

Manual disclosures, 
minimal diverse spend

Embedded diversity, ethics & 
ESG tracking in workflows

Fully 
integrated

Sarah Chen’s CFO Scorecard

• Evaluation Period: FY2023–FY2024
• Role: Chief Financial Officer
• Transformed Role: Accidental CPO - Chief 

Value Officer
• Company Stage: Mid-Market Growth 

Phase

• Team Size: Flat (No headcount increase 
during period)

• Digital Maturity:
• Year 1: Procurement Digitization
• Year 2: Agentic AI Autonomy with Zycus

Performance Summary

Behavioral Comments

“Sarah’s transformation from tactical 
fire-fighter to strategic architect of value is 
a model for modern CFOs.”
“She didn’t hire a team - she multiplied 
herself with AI.”
“Procurement became a board-level 
growth lever under her stewardship.”

Overall Performance Summary

Final Grade: A+
Zycus Notes: “A textbook case of mid-market 
transformation using modular, CFO-friendly AI. 
Sarah didn’t need a large team. She needed 
systems that could think, act, and scale on her 
behalf. The Zycus Agentic Suite made that 
possible — one intelligent module at a time.”

Powered by
Zycus Modular Source-to-Pay Suite with Agentic AI
Modular. CFO-ready. Built for mid-market growth.



The Choice That 
Changed Everything

EPILOGUE

The boardroom had cleared, but Sarah lingered, still processing what had 
just unfolded. A full-page slide, titled “Procurement Outcomes,” had drawn 
more questions than the EBITDA summary. Department heads nodded, the 
CEO had called it a “model for operational excellence.” For the first time, 
Finance wasn’t just the team that said no, it was the team that made 
everything go.

She remembered how it started: accidental approvals, rogue invoices, fires to 
fight. No playbook. No team, just necessity. And yet, two years later, here she 
was not just as CFO, but as the architect of one of the most valuable 
transformations the company had seen. Savings, speed, resilience, growth all 
unlocked by a function most leaders underestimated.



Sarah didn’t plan to lead procurement. But by stepping in, by leaning on the 
right tools and focusing her judgment where it mattered, she had become 
something more: a Chief Value Officer.

Now, the question turns outward. To every CFO who sees echoes of Sarah’s 
late nights and urgent approvals in their own calendars. Procurement will end 
up on your desk; the only question is how it gets there.

Will it arrive by accident?
Or will you choose to lead it intentionally?

Because here’s what Sarah learned the hard way: ignoring procurement 
doesn’t make chaos go away. Owning it, however, turns that chaos into clarity. 
Into capital. Into control.

Want to start your own transformation?
Stay tuned for The 6-Month CFO Playbook; a tactical guide for mid-market 
leaders to drive value, fast.

Explore how Zycus helps emerging enterprises like yours scale smarter.

The next move is yours.

And like Sarah, you might just find that 
the smartest thing you do this year...
wasn’t even in your original job 
description.

Visit the Zycus Emerging Market Hub

https://www.zycus.com/industry/emerging-markets?utm_source=wp_accidentalCPO


Zycus, recognized by Gartner and Forrester as a leader in procurement 
technology, empowers teams to unlock deep value through its 
comprehensive Source-to-Pay (S2P) solutions. At the heart of our S2P 
solution is the Merlin AI Agentic Platform, which orchestrates intelligent 
AI agents to deliver simplified, efficient, and compliant processes. 

The Merlin Intake Agent offers business users unparalleled ease of use, 
increasing adoption rates and significantly reducing non-
compliant spending.

For procurement teams, Merlin Autonomous Negotiation Agent handles 
tail spend autonomously, securing additional savings, Merlin Contract 
Agent helps draft compliant contracts and reduces risks by actively 
monitoring them, and the Merlin AP Agent further enhances efficiency by 
automating invoice processing with exceptional speed and accuracy.

With the flexibility and 
autonomy of Merlin AI 
agents, teams can 
seamlessly guide 
workflows or delegate 
routine tasks for 
autonomous 
execution. Uncover the 
full depth of value and 
achieve procurement 
excellence with Zycus' 
AI-powered S2P 
solutions.


