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10 Steps to Successful Advocacy in
Supplier Diversity

W hat’s so wrong with being fair? What’s so wrong with 
being equal? Why is it that some people have everything 
they need to be successful in business, while others 

are still striving for access to opportunities so that they can have 
the same success? Have we considered being equitable instead 
of equal? When we begin to unpack the notion of equality 
versus equity, we reveal the true meaning of inclusion, as well 
as the understanding that some may need more advocacy than 
others, so that both have access to opportunities, contracts, and 
the ability to succeed. 

Equality, or being equal, is about sameness. It is the act of 
everyone being provided the exact same amount of whatever 
is needed, even if some need more and others need less. On 
the other hand, equity, or being equitable, is about what’s fair; 
it’s about giving what is needed based in whole or in part on 

historical barriers, roadblocks, or even current trends and 
conditions and providing what is needed to create that access.  

True support, intercession, leverage, and consideration rest 
on the shoulders of those who stand in the gap for others; this is 
the real value of supplier diversity professionals. Advocates for 
supplier diversity are in a unique position to function as liaisons 
to opportunities for minority- and women-owned suppliers, 
while serving a vital role to the supply chain and the organizations 
they serve. As supplier diversity professionals, we continuously 
juggle the demands of our role in the design, development, 
and implementation of initiatives to advance inclusion in our 
supply chain system-wide. Our customers are internal sourcing 
professionals, project managers, and executives, as well as 
external business owners, the communities we serve, and  
other stakeholders.

STEP 1:  
Become a Subject 
Matter	Expert

Whether it be in construction, goods 
and services, information technology, 
facilities, professional services, we must 
endeavor to get well versed in the strategies 
of each area of focus. One important place to 
start is to learn the language—the acronyms 
and the buzzwords—of each unit within the 
university. For example, I focused a great deal 
on construction and attended workshops, 
along with our project managers, architects, 
and engineers so that I could speak their 

language. In doing so, I earned their respect 
when it came time to discuss an upcoming 
opportunity.

Consider the areas of your biggest spend. 
Applying the Pareto Principle (the 80/20 
rule) helps you realize that the majority of 
results come from a minority of inputs. Once 
you’ve determined the top three areas of your 
focus, start there, giving those 80% of your 
attention. Yes, you’ll get 80% of your impact 
from 20% of your categories. Likewise the 
20% of your categories will represent about 
80% of your overall inclusion spend. Once 
you have determined where you will spend 
most of your time, begin to become a subject 

matter expert in those areas, being mindful 
of what’s important to your end-users. Read 
articles, watch for the types of RFPs that are 
submitted, read them, and ask questions. 
Be sure to pay attention to the industry 
leaders in each category. By determining 
what they are doing well, you will discover 
what qualities will impress your end-user so 
much. As an advocate, you can look for these 
same qualities among your suppliers. If they 
lack those qualities, help them understand 
the power of benchmarking and following 
industry leaders in an effort to replicate 
best practices so they can potentially gain  
market share.

by Veronica Cook-Euell
Kent State University

The following 10 STEPS TO SUCCESSFUL ADVOCACY describe 
the approaches supplier diversity professionals should take

to impact the diverse suppliers we serve.

Continued on page 22
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Continued from page 18

STEP 2:  
Build Relationships 
with End-Users

Make it a point to get to know those 
who actually make the buying decisions 
and can issue the purchase orders. 
Often, when coaching other supplier 
diversity professionals, I say to them, 
“Don’t always go in with your hand 
opened, face-up. Sometimes, go in with 
your hand face-down, giving purchasing 
decision-makers something that will 
benefit them.” Inclusion is inclusion and 
if you discover an amazing supplier at a 
conference or a matchmaker, be sure to 
pass that information on to the purchasing 
department for consideration no matter 
the demographic—there is enough room 
for us all! 

A great supplier diversity strategy 
also includes non-minorities who make 
excellent supplier diversity partners. While 
working with end-users or budget owners, 
as they are often called, be certain to 
have the conversation around second tier 
spending, especially for certain categories 
that are unique and rare. Invite end-users 
to events and conferences so that they can 
meet suppliers firsthand. We are striving 
to help them solve their problems and 
meet their needs, so be sure to ask how 
you can help. Be aware of what concerns 
them and support projects other than your 
own. 

One of my favorite quotes from Zig 
Ziglar, author, salesman, and motivational 
speaker is: “You will get all you want in 
life if you help enough other people get 
what they want.” When I began to live this 
philosophy, I was astounded to find that 
I began to shift from focusing on what 
I wanted in life to meeting the needs of 
others. 

STEP 3:  
Identify Potential 
Advocates

Often times, the biggest advocates will be 
in the areas that contain the largest spend 

for the institution. These purchasers are 
always on the lookout for the best and 
brightest, not to mention the most cost-
competitive and fiercest suppliers to 
work with. One rule of thumb I always 
follow is to make sure that I am delivering 
those ready, willing, and able suppliers 
in a variety of forms and methods. For 
example, when I am soft-vetting a supplier 
and discover he or she has extensive expe-
rience in an area we frequently purchase, 
I don’t wait for the supplier to request a 
one-on-one appointment with the univer-
sity; I bring the supplier’s capabilities to 
the attention of the most likely end-user 
or budget holder who will be making that 
purchasing decision. 

Often times, the biggest 
advocates will be in the areas 
that contain the largest spend 

for the institution. These 
purchasers are always on 

the lookout for the best and 
brightest, not to mention the 
most cost-competitive and 

fiercest	suppliers	to	work	with.

Many times, the end-user is just as 
intrigued as I am and, several times, it 
has resulted in a closer look at a supplier 
not on our original radar. Here’s where 
we strike a connection—the purchaser 
is now looking to me to continue to 
identify these strong suppliers and is also 
becoming just as concerned as I am that 
we invite them to respond to RFPs. In fact, 
what’s really happening here is that we are 
not only meeting our needs for inclusion, 
but we are helping the department and 
buyer meet their goals of finding excellent 
competitive suppliers who just happen to 
be minority- and/or woman-owned. 

Here’s where the advocate is born. The 
buying signals begin to surface—not 
necessarily for the particular supplier(s) 
you’re representing—but for the process 
itself. Through your engagement, you will 
build trust with the end-user and you 
will become an important resource in 

helping them to build their supply chain. 
Internal advocates are everywhere in the 
organization just waiting to be discovered. 

STEP 4:  
Work Closely with 
Buyers

Buyers are the best partners in meeting 
your supplier diversity goals. They should 
be considered a resource and a customer. 
They are a resource because they can 
keep you abreast of what RFP or RFQ is 
coming up next or what small goods or 
service is needed for a P-card spend. 
Buyers are customers as well, and we must 
be mindful of our best customer service 
strategies in serving them. We serve them 
when they ask us if we know of a supplier 
who can provide certain products and 
services and we immediately go to our 
database to research. We serve them when 
they have trouble getting in touch with a 
supplier we have recommended, and we 
jump in to help. We serve them when we 
go to matchmakers and other inclusion 
events and bring back our bounty of both 
non-minority and minority suppliers. 

Working closely with buyers is critical 
in any supplier diversity strategy. Buyers 
can tell us if a category is saturated 
and when we are scarce in a particular 
commodity or category. So listen closely 
and adhere. Serve on committees with 
buyers and end-users and form your own 
relationships with them, as it is often the 
quality and level of your own relationships 
with buyers that will lead to access for 
your suppliers. If you don’t agree with 
a decision or the result of a bid, don’t 
pick a fight with your buyer. Rather, pick 
your battles and continue to take the 
high road. Find paths of collaboration 
and one that will lead to more open 
discussion. Continue to educate yourself 
on the processes, including where 
opportunities exist and how to win them. 
Learn more about the nuances of their 
jobs and the difficulties they face when 
selecting candidates. Communicate that 
understanding and offer to help. 
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STEP 5:  
Identify University 
Gaps and Needs

Working in supplier diversity is not only 
about paying attention to and searching 
for outstanding diverse suppliers, it’s also 
about being aware of the needs of end-
users, by encouraging them to forecast 
their future needs. Whether you’re 
successful in getting a formal forecast 
or not, you must always pay attention to 
what’s coming down the pike. This can 
be done by staying abreast of upcoming 
developments, renovation plans, and other 
changes on your campus through your 
newsletters, websites, by simply inquiring, 
and keeping your ear to the ground. 

Often, buyers are looking to create the 
next RFP and have the finger on the pulse 
of what is going to be purchased and 
know more than anyone, especially in 
the area of goods and services. You might 
look at project managers in the office of 

the architect, for example, for upcoming 
construction projects or in the facilities 
department for other significant purchases 
being planned. You might ask around for 
opportunities under $50,000 or $200,000. 
These smaller projects may be low-hanging 
fruit for your suppliers. At the same time, 
don’t forget to ask about poor performers 
who may be on their way out. These are 
times where you can be proactive in 
recommending several suppliers to meet 
an urgent need.

What happens when a go-
to	supplier	is	retiring?	You	
guessed it! The department 

will be looking for new 
supplier(s)	to	fill	that	need.	As	
an advocate, you can be ready 
and armed with the knowledge 

and capabilities of diverse 
companies	that	can	fill	that	gap.

Let’s face it, sometimes there are go-to 

suppliers for really small projects, and 
many buyers also have them for those 
times of immediate need. What happens 
when a go-to supplier is retiring? You 
guessed it! The department will be looking 
for new supplier(s) to fill that need. As an 
advocate, you can be ready and armed with 
the knowledge and capabilities of diverse 
companies that can fill that gap. This 
process works well on all size projects. 

STEP 6:  
Prepare	Minority	
Suppliers Before 
Introduction

Once you have been given the go-ahead 
to set up the introductory meeting, be sure 
to take time with your suppliers to advise 
them on the culture of the organization, 
or whether or not the buyer has another 
meeting following their appointment. 
Encourage them to stay on topic and 
on-time, respecting the buyer’s scheduled 

http://www.naepnet.org
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timeframe. You might want to advise them 
on what’s important to the buyer and how 
he/she likes to review information. i.e., 
bulleted format, narrative, or just through 
conversation. Show and tell seems to 
work really well if it can be condensed to 
work in a meeting environment. Sharing 
this tidbit can make all the difference in 
your supplier’s delivery.

Show and tell seems to 
work really well if it can 

be condensed to work in a 
meeting environment . . . Offer 

to help the supplier prepare 
for the meeting by suggesting 
they bring in samples of their 
work, as well as few photos, if 
applicable, as substantiation 

in their dialogue. Provide 
tips on how quantitative and 

qualitative supporting data can 
be useful in this interaction.

Offer to help the supplier prepare for 
the meeting by suggesting they bring in 
samples of their work, as well as few photos, 
if applicable, as substantiation in their 
dialogue. Provide tips on how quantitative 
and qualitative supporting data can be useful 
in this interaction. Getting to the meeting can 
also be a challenge, so be sure to discuss 
the meeting location, best places to park, 
and any particulars in logistics that could 
cause them a delay. Finally, encourage them 
to be themselves, enjoy the process, and 
remember that they are the experts at what 
they do. Make sure they communicate that 
fully and with confidence. 

STEP 7:  
Share Viable 
Companies with  
End-Users

The process of sharing capabilities with 
end-users is different for everyone. One 
practice I have found to be exceptional 
is developing a capability statement for 
each of my suppliers in a format that 

our end-users are accustomed to. These 
capabilities statements highlight certain 
key areas needed to communicate 
their probability for success. Capability 
statements include:

•   Relevant past projects or experiences;

•    Capacity in terms of bonding and 
insurances;

•   Key clients served (at least top 10);

•    Certifications from third party entities 
and their certificates;

•    Company summary, which includes its 
competitive advantage;

•   Key personnel and decision-makers;

•    Full contact information with emails, 
phone, and website; and

•   Core products and or services offered.

End-users and buyers appreciate this 
type of data and will come to rely on it. In 
my experience, this tool has resulted in 
many opportunities to introduce suppliers 
formally and has also led to relationship 
building. Ultimately, when buyers and end-
users are comfortable with the capabilities 
of a supplier, there is more likelihood that 
business with that supplier will occur. 

STEP 8:  
Maximize	the	Appeal	
of Advocacy

Once you have identified your advocates, 
be sure to highlight their contributions, 
whenever and wherever possible. Brag about 
these champions for diversity, and let it be 
known how they advocate for inclusion and 
the impact they have made in your overall 
supplier diversity strategy. Compliment these 
valuable people often and sincerely. Finally, 
reward their efforts by nominating them for 
an inclusion award or a diversity trailblazer 
award for their hard work. Remember, 
we don’t own supplier diversity in our 
organizations. We are shared partners, 
and without these advocates, we cannot do  
our job. 

STEP 9:  
Stay by  
Their Side

When you get the green light to bring 
in a supplier to meet with the buyer and 
budget holder, try to accompany them 
to their first introductory meeting. Stay 
engaged with the supplier throughout 
the process by keeping informed of 
their interactions. Assist in getting the 
conversation started at that first meeting 
by re-introducing them and saying a 
little bit about the supplier, as well as 
the buyer. Make appropriate small talk 
and then retreat, but not too far away; 
sit back in your chair and be prepared 
to jump in and rescue the conversation, 
if need be. Listen for buying signals and 
take notes on behalf of your supplier and 
end-user. Listen carefully because you 
might need to make an interjection or 
two throughout the conversation or ask 
for clarity for your supplier, if you sense 
they are getting a bit confused about  
the process. 

If the supplier doesn’t ask 
for the next steps, take this 

opportunity to request a 
follow-up or an indication as 
to what the supplier should 

do next. Remember, not 
every introduction will lead 
to a request for quote or an 

opportunity.

Be sure to give your supplier a smile, 
or a head nod, encouraging them during 
the meeting and helping them relax and 
enjoy the process. Be ready with strategic 
follow-up strategies that you might suggest 
on behalf of your supplier, both at the close 
of the meeting and later when you debrief. 
If the supplier doesn’t ask for the next 
steps, take this opportunity to request a 
follow-up or an indication as to what the 
supplier should do next. Remember, not 
every introduction will lead to a request 
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for quote or an opportunity. Most times, 
these introduction meetings are merely 
relationship starters, which is extremely 
important in the process.

When the meeting is over, take a minute 
(after the buyer has left the room) to 
go over the conversation and allow the 
supplier to ask you questions about the 
interaction. This would be a great time to 
make suggestions, clarify, and thank the 
supplier for taking the time to come in. 
Also, be sure to check back with both the 
supplier and the buyer/end-user to ensure 
that the next steps, if any, went smoothly. 
This will allow you to advocate for the 
supplier and catch any dropped balls that 
may have been lost in the follow-up.

STEP 10:  
Show Up

It is not enough to identify diverse 
suppliers and simply point them in 
direction of the end-user by providing a 
phone number and an email. As advocates 
for supplier diversity, we are called to 
connect those suppliers in the best and 
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most effective manner. We should be very 
particular about how this is done, so that 
we form a standard or a best practice 
when advocating for others. 

At the end of the day, whether 
we are successful advocates 
in supporting our suppliers in 
getting a contract or not . . . 

“You must be the change you 
wish to see in the world.”

Providing access to detailed information 
about potential suppliers and educating 
our internal partners before the contact 

has been made will make a great deal of 
difference in the flow of the interaction 
between the supplier and buyer. In the 
end, we will have earned the respect of 
the supplier and internal buyer, whether 
or not business was awarded or a contract 
has been received. This is the type of 
customer service-mindedness that must 
be in place when we show up for others. 

At the end of the day, whether we are 
successful advocates in supporting our 
suppliers in getting a contract or not, 
let us not tire of this work, yet, let us be 
reminded of this famous quote by Mahatma 
Gandhi: “You must be the change you wish 
to see in the world.”
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