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In their 2016 study, “The Future of MSP, Next Generation Workforce 
Management”, Everest Group described the emergence of four new attributes 
in the Managed Service Provider proposition; full lifecycle SOW (Statement of 
Work) management, alternate sourcing solutions, total talent management, 
and advanced engagement models. Without doubt, these new attributes will 
add significant potency to an MSP solution (including ours at KellyOCG). But 
that said, they are still anchored to the benefits axis of providing visibility, 
control, and cost savings.  

The key question is: are these extended MSP services going to be visionary 
enough in the new world of work? Frankly, we don’t think so.

Despite their obvious usefulness, the target audience for these initiatives 
will be those organizations that principally view their contingent workforce 
as a cost which needs to be better managed. They will offer less appeal to 
those organizations that view their contingent workforce as a way to generate 
sustainable competitive advantage. 

As the author H. Jackson Browne once said, “Don’t be afraid to go out on a 
limb. That’s where the fruit is.” In 1946 William Russell Kelly went out on a limb. 
He launched a business service bureau where customers could “borrow” his 
staff to deliver office support. He found the fruit that paved the way for the 
modern day staffing industry.  

Seventy years later, we at KellyOCG are breaking the mold once again. We 
believe it is time for more transformative thinking around the future role and 
scope of an MSP proposition and this white paper summarizes why this topic 
has become increasingly more important to the C-Suite.      



/ INTRODUCTION

Industry disruption, geopolitical uncertainty, market 
regulation, and the changing face of technology 
can make executive life uncertain. To survive, 
organizations need the best talent and lots of it—
but today, 72% of CEOs name “a lack of key talent” 
as a significant business risk. Executives must now 
look at talent management through a different lens. 
In particular, they must become far more aware of 
the breadth and depth of the contingent landscape 
because their organization is likely to be far more 
reliant on independent consultants, contractors, or 
third party service providers than ever before.

No longer should contingent workers be regarded 
as ‘gap fillers’—to many enterprises they are now a 
strategic asset. So in this context, MSPs should be 
regarded as essential business partners— playing 
a crucial role in securing the talent that will fuel 
differentiation and growth.  

This new world of work is dramatically changing 
how the workforce looks. The average enterprise 
workforce now contains between 30-40% contingent 
workers. These are the external workers often utilized 
on an interim, project, consulting, or outsourced basis.  

The quality of the talent and services provided by the 
contingent workforce has a profound influence on 
business success. Spend on this area of the workforce 
is high and its return on investment should be visible 
to the board—but more importantly, the board should 
be continually monitoring and refining the talent mix 
they need to get the most important work done within 
their organization.   

To do this effectively, the board needs to rely on 
predictive analytics and scenario modelling, which 
is where a progressive MSP will come into its own. 
Unfortunately, when C-Suite personnel are either 
unaware of—or insufficiently engaged with—their 
MSP, they miss critical insights that could help propel 
their business forward. How does this disconnect 
occur?

The macro business environment is shifting rapidly. Risks 
are more widespread and becoming more complex, so 
dealing successfully with these new realities is perhaps 
the toughest challenge for CEOs and their boards.   



WE DON’T KNOW  
WHAT WE DON’T KNOW

The usual starting point for MSP 
programs is when hiring organizations 
have no consistency in their processes or 
consolidated insight into how much they 
spend on contingent labor or supplier 
performance. 

This scenario is analogous to an unkempt garden. 
An MSP is engaged, typically by the procurement 
function, to clear a path through the hiring weeds 
and to mow the commercial lawn. Once the 
‘contingent garden’ is looking tidier, then the MSP 
may be encouraged to offer some adjacent value. 

For example, they may take responsibility for 
metaphorically jet washing the patio or painting 
the fencing. However irrespective of an MSP’s 
scope of work, their central measures of success 
are always to maintain good order for the lowest 
possible cost.  

Typically, C-Suite personnel are distant from an MSP 
program, precisely because of the above—i.e. it 
has been geared towards transactional efficiency, 
not business effectiveness. If and when anything 
does hit their radar, it is almost certainly related to 
budget or control issues, rather than how strategically 
or otherwise their organization is leveraging the 
contingent workforce.       
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BUT WHAT IF YOUR MSP WAS 
ACCOUNTABLE FOR THE 
LANDSCAPE DESIGN AS WELL AS 
THE MAINTENANCE? 

The following graphic illustrates the different strands of a ‘landscape design’ 
approach, underpinned by effective Talent Supply Chain Management practices.   
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Transactional excellence, aka clearing the weeds and mowing the lawn, would then represent stepping stones along 
a very different continuum, rather than being an end in itself. Success measures would more directly revolve around 
the ‘value delivered’ by the contingent workforce and the program would be required to lead with real insight.

In this scenario, the MSP would be naturally focused on supporting C-Suite needs. It means they 
would design, implement, and manage a ‘contingent garden’ that was anchored to achieving 
desired business outcomes, rather than minimizing the input costs of acquiring the talent.   
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HOW MSP PROGRAMS  
HAVE EVOLVED

A lot has changed in the world of outsourcing over the last two decades. 

In the early 1990s, outsourcing of contingent workforce programs was 

relatively unheard of, until the mid-2000s when the practice started to 

become the norm for many large organizations. Now, nearly 70% of the 

Fortune 500® companies have outsourced the management of their 

staffing needs to a Managed Services Provider.   

In a talent management context the recognized definition of an MSP 
is a company that takes on primary responsibility for managing an 
organization’s contingent workforce program. Typical responsibilities of 
an MSP include overall program management, reporting and tracking 
metrics, supplier selection and management, order distribution, and 
consolidated billing across program suppliers. 
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Stage 1 - First Generation 

Stage 2 - Second Generation

An MSP solution classically goes through two key stages:

A first generation program focuses on the temporary 
workforce, bringing on-site, day-to-day management, 
and process efficiencies to the end-to-end contingent 
hiring function. Most service providers operate under 
a vendor neutral environment, or by utilizing a hybrid/
master-vendor approach. Most MSPs are operated using 
VMS (Vendor Management System) technology that acts 

As the first generation MSPs started to mature, it became 
clear that they could play a central role in cutting down 
costs across a breadth of labor categories, simply 
because the services help efficiently automate tasks 
that are strictly regular and rule-based—the Procure 
to Pay (P2P) process for instance. As a result, the MSP 
and VMS providers started investing in more expertise 
across additional categories of spend, such as SOW 
and Independent Contractor solutions. Over the last 
decade, as buyer expectations have increased, MSP 
providers have expanded the scope of their services in 
a bid to differentiate themselves from their competition. 
The fundamental processes, drivers, and outputs have, 
however, remained somewhat the same.

as the process work-flow mechanism to procure outside 
contract or contingent labor. The dominant reason for 
deploying an MSP solution is the expectation that it will 
provide organizations with the best route to cost savings, 
with secondary benefits such as greater access to talent, 
improved visibility and quality of workers, and mitigation 
of risk.   

The vendor neutral model, or a hybrid approach 
remains key in supporting the requirements of supplier 
rationalization. Regulatory compliance has presented 
companies with challenges on a local, regional, and 
global level. MSPs have continued to build expertise 
and compliance processes to mitigate risks across the 
buyers’ organization and support a more global program 
structure.

To progress to second generation, an MSP 
needs to become a trusted partner within 
the client organization, and also needs to 
develop a depth and breadth of organizational 
knowledge.   
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Stage 3 - Third Generation

In a third generation solution, MSP providers will be 
expected to embrace new technologies, break down silos 
across the talent landscape, look at talent truly holistically, 
and offer fully global program structures.  

Third generation buyer behavior is more sophisticated 
and based on a deeper understanding of the available 
options. This is why Everest Group has called out full 
lifecycle SOW management, alternate sourcing solutions, 
total talent management, and advanced engagement 
models as the next wave of service attributes. 

Procurement functions (the typical client-side driving force 
behind the evolution of MSP programs) are demanding 
more innovation from their service providers, but are 
also being innovative themselves in more proactively 
collaborating with their HR and Talent Acquisition 
colleagues.   

The generational evolution of the MSP proposition is 
illustrated below—however, at KellyOCG we believe that 
there is one further stage to come and this one could be 
the real game-changer.  
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A TRANSFORMATIVE FUTURE  
MSP AND ORGANIZATION DESIGN

Organization Design is defined in 
Wikipedia®  as being “the path to effective 
strategy execution”.  There is a sequence 
of steps that any organization redesign 
process needs to go through, and includes 
Strategic Workforce Planning (SWP), an 
activity that is typically led by HR. SWP is 
commonly described as being the actions 
taken to acquire, retain, develop, motivate, 
and deploy human capital in the service of 
an organization’s mission.

The discipline of SWP has traditionally been 
associated with permanent employees. While in 
principle, it should embrace all labor types, it is 
hard to find any publicly-available examples where 
organizations have effectively included the contingent 
workforce within any integrated SWP plan.  

Indeed, a KPMG-sponsored report by the 
Corporate Research Forum described SWP as still 
being an “emerging discipline” with “considerable 

room for improvement”.  “Strategic Workforce 
Planning is difficult to do in practice, and requires 
co-ordination across multiple disciplines,” the 
report stated. “While many organizations claim 
to take a strategic approach to planning their 
workforce, deeper examination of their practices 
shows that few have a comprehensive workforce 
strategy, and HR policies, talent management and 
succession planning are not sufficiently well co-
ordinated.”

We would agree. KellyOCG provides Strategic 
Workforce Planning support within our Talent Advisory 
Services portfolio, but we see too few examples of 
C-Suite personnel (whose organizations operate 
an MSP program) incorporating contingent-based 
insights into their thinking.   

Why? Well the answer should be pretty obvious by 
now. Most, if not all, MSP providers are overly focused 
on maintaining their clients’ ‘contingent garden’ for 
the lowest possible cost. Their scope of work is limited 
to only delivering transactional efficiency.   
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The real game-changer will come if, at the 

very highest level, every board understands 

the key contingent skills their business needs 

and the rationale underpinning this need. This 

then determines how their ‘contingent garden’ 

should be designed.  



MAKING THE SWITCH – 
THE CRUCIAL ROLE OF 
THE C-SUITE 

1. Be a talent champion. Highlight the importance of a successful contingent talent   
 strategy and make sure it stays on the board agenda.

2. Focus on strategic business outcomes and tie them to your talent strategy.

3. Engage in effective and systematic future talent planning across your business.

4. Work in partnership with your appointed MSP to identify skill sets that can be more  
 successfully sourced from the contingent sector.

5. Ensure your supply chain and talent providers are fit-for-purpose now, and for   
 the future.  Challenge your MSP to uplift and then maintain the highest levels of   
 performance, congruent with your balance of priorities—i.e. quality, speed,   
 compliance, or value for money.  

6. You should not only source great contingent talent but ensure this talent is optimized  
 in your business.

7. Create clear statements of work with measurable outcomes and deliverables.

8. Demand that your MSP has predictive analytics capability and can support a range of  
 strategic and operational scenario modelling.

These are the practical steps that C-Suite personnel should be 
using to leverage contingent talent most strategically.   
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Why fit the mold when you can break it?   

ENSURING YOUR TALENT SUPPLY 
CHAIN WORKS
Differentiating your company from the competition 

is not just about the products or services that you 

sell, or your go-to-market strategy. Increasingly, it is 

about how well you source and deploy the blend of 

resources necessary to achieve peak efficiency and 

effectiveness. If you are continually short of the right 

quality and amount of talent, it can directly impact 

your speed to market for new products and services, 

dramatically impact your ability to quickly respond to 

new customer requirements, and inhibit your ability to 

meet contractual obligations. 

Talent Supply Chain Management (TSCM) successfully 

enables the two cornerstones of business success; 

agility and maximum return on investment.  

Organizations that win in the marketplace will 

purposely design their talent strategy around their 

business strategy. Instead of acquiring resources at the 

point of operational need, they will plan ahead.

“Borrowed” expertise is one of three key elements 

in an organization’s Talent Supply Chain (“Buy” and 

“Build” being the other two), but we passionately 

believe that a contingent workforce solution is 

much more than just a collection of well-managed 

transactions. What matters most is that this talent 

delivers the right results.

This is why the KellyOCG TSCM approach is fully 

focused on maximizing your business outcomes. We 

can infuse our talent supply chain expertise wherever 

your talent supply chain needs it. 

We nurture and manage our supplier relationships to 

make sure you always have access to the best of the 

best talent in the marketplace. No other contingent 

workforce supplier has the same depth and breadth of 

partnership with their supplier network as KellyOCG, 

and this network includes those suppliers who deliver 

services via the ‘human cloud’.

Within our MSP programs, it is the quality of our 

talent supply chain relationships that enable you 

to dependably access the right skills at the right 

time—and at a price that represents the best return 

on investment for your business. Whether you need 

independent contractors, freelancers, gig workers, 

temporary workers, or consultants, we will always 

deliver the best-fitting expertise on demand.

Our clients are part of something game-
changing – do you want to join them?  
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