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MSPs are aggressively reducing their 
supplier base. To make the cut, niche 
contract labor suppliers need to take 
a good, hard look at how they are 
creating value as part of the supply 
chain for their MSP partners.  

Value creation means serving as a strategic 

partner to MSPs and helping them increase the 

spend they manage at particular engagements, 

meet program goals, better serve end users, and 

acquire new accounts.

Why are MSPs reducing supplier 
populations?

Any given MSP manages relationships with 

thousands of suppliers around the globe. Here, 

as elsewhere, the Pareto principle applies: 20% 

of these suppliers account for nearly 80% of the 

spend in each program. 

This means that the remaining spend is deliv-

ered by a fragmented pool of underperforming 

suppliers, struggling to comply with program 

requirements.

Big
idea

MSPs are moving spend from this fragmented 

supply base to their more strategic partners (the 

20%). Through the elimination of superfluous 

suppliers, MSPs find they can increase confidence 

in the supply base, realize greater program 

adoption, and control rogue spend. 

As the industry continues to mature, MSPs expect 

their strategic suppliers to help them focus less 

on hard cost savings and focus more on value 

creation and program relevancy. 

To meet these expectations, and become a “20% 

supplier,” staffing firms will have to demonstrate 

their ability to actively and transparently commu-

nicate, prove their commitment to proper MSP 

delivery behavior, and most importantly, create 

real value within individual programs.

As competition increases, the ability to 

create value as a supplier will become  

an absolute requirement and the truest 

differentiator.
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•	 	Enterprise	level	program	 
expansion

•	 	Satisfying	their	corporate	client	by	
controlling staffing costs

•	 	Fulfilling	hiring	manager	needs	by	
providing the talent needed in a timely 
manner

•	 	Maintaining	the	right	mix	of	supplier	
partners to meet hiring manager needs

•	 	Creating	strategic	supplier	 
partnerships that facilitate program 
compliance and execution

What  
KeePS MSPs 
uP at night?

If you want to become a 20% supplier  

and provide real value to an MSP, you need 

to help them do most or all of the above. 

In what follows, we will share some of our 

experience working with leading MSPs over 

the last two decades and describe initiatives 

you can take to create value.

MSPs care about the following: 
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When we talk about value creation, we’re not 

talking about something abstract. We’re talking 

about doing things that produce tangible value for 

the MSP at an enterprise level. In what follows, 

we show you how to create value by using the 

approaches listed above.

PathS to  
Value Creation  
With MSPs

Over the years, we have identified seven specific approaches to 
value creation with MSPs:

Collaborative 
Account Growth

Collaborative Opportunity  
Development

Transparency, 
Information,  
and Escalation

End-user 
Engagement

Educating the MSP 
on Your Niche

Fulfillment  
and Validation

Strategic Relationship  
and Appropriate Behavior
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One goal all MSPs share is growth. 
The easiest way for you to help MSPs 
grow is by enabling them to increase 
the amount of spend they manage at 
a particular client engagement.

When an MSP hopes to expand its reach at a 

client location where you are engaged, share your 

network of end users with the program managers. 

You’ve spent years cultivating these relationships; 

you should do what you can to maintain them. 

The best way to do that, and, frankly, avoid  

losing the relationship altogether, is to introduce 

these contacts to the MSPs’ representatives and 

help everyone work through the transition to the 

new regime. 

Value Creation  
through CollaBoratiVe 
aCCount groWth

OnE	gOal	
	all	MSPs
SharE	iS
	grOwth
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You should also share any connections you have 

to company or departmental leadership. This can 

be of great service to the MSP when it comes to 

establishing broader organizational compliance 

with the program.  

Finally,	as	a	niche	supplier,	you	can	act	as	a	

subject matter expert and assist the MSP program 

management team in understanding your 

segment. With your assistance, the management 

team will be better equipped to speak credibly 

with hiring managers and end users.
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As a result, our MSP partner was selected as a 

finalist, and their sales team was able to deliver  

a pitch-perfect presentation, framing their  

capabilities in a way that aligned with this  

retailer’s strategy.

In another instance, we learned that one of our 

clients, a major fitness apparel manufacturer, was 

preparing to vet MSPs with a view to changing 

their contract labor platform. We introduced 

them to one of our strategic MSP partners who 

was then able to help the manufacturer think 

through the vetting process and understand how 

best to execute a decision.

Our customer is now actively involved in the 

vetting process, relying on the MSP’s resources 

and guidance as they navigate to a decision.  

That put us in a leveraged position to be brought 

in as an incumbent preferred supplier.

Facilitating relationships like this between 

clients and MSPs is exactly what we mean 

by value creation.

MSPs aren’t only pursuing growth 
within specific engagements; they 
also strive to build engagements at 
new clients. 

Bringing clients to the table who are considering 

engaging an MSP—or switching to a new MSP—is 

a powerful way for you to create value with your 

MSP partners.

For	example,	we	learned	that	one	of	our	MSP	

enterprise partners was preparing to bid on a 

contract with a global retailer. We were able to 

work with the MSP sales team and offer insight 

into this client’s culture, industry, and history. 

Based on our successful 10 year relationship with 

this client, we were able to help the MSP craft 

their value proposition.

Value Creation  
through CollaBoratiVe 
oPPortunity deVeloPMent

		wE	wErE	ablE	tO	

OFFEr inSight	
InTO THIS CliEnt’S
  CulturE,	induStry,
  & HISTOrY 
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Every MSP wants their program to be 
successful. This means that you create 
value any time you do something that 
helps the program run more smoothly.

The key here is regular, consistent, and trans-

parent communication. Whenever you raise 

issues or share information, good or bad, you need 

to do so candidly, and always in the context of 

supporting the success of the program.

For	example,	at	an	MSP	engagement	with	a	major	

financial institution, we are seen as a real partner 

and dedicated program participant, primarily 

thanks to our systematic efforts at communication. 

These efforts include:

•	Sending	the	MSP	a	weekly	“pending	items”	list	
of action items that they need to complete, so 
that we can get their hiring managers talent. 
This helps the MSP get organized, keep things 
moving along, and ensure that deadlines  
are met.

•	when	the	MSP	went	through	some	internal	
transitions, we realized that the new program 
contacts were not following their own 
processes. We worked with them to explain the 
processes and streamline everything.

Value Creation through 
tranSParenCy, inforMation, 
and eSCalation

•	we	are	completely	transparent	when	we	have	
concerns about candidates or working talent, 
particularly when the latter become a “flight 
risk.” We also push back when we receive 
requisitions where the timeline or the rates are 
going to make it difficult or impossible to fill.

•	the	MSP	was	providing	our	talent	with	
incorrect information regarding registering 
with the VMS. We brought this to the MSP’s 
attention several times, and when the prob-
lems had not been resolved, escalated things 
until they were resolved.

On this last point, developing escalation paths  

to maintain focus on program success and 

effective issue resolution is key to maintaining  

an engaging, productive relationship with your 

MSP partner. 

As a valued supplier, your willingness to talk 

about the “good, the bad, and the ugly”, will be a 

requirement.	don’t	be	afraid	to	talk	peer-to-peer	

with your MSP. remember, you are a valuable 

partner and the MSP needs your help.

thE	kEy	hErE
	iS	rEgular,	
COnSiStEnt	& 
tranSParEnt	
COMMuniCatiOn

3
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Regular quality reviews are an  
essential part of engaging the end 
user because they address the  
end user’s primary need: Getting  
great talent. 

In fact, the talent you place can provide you with 

valuable insight in this regard. We work very 

closely with our talent to understand what is 

working on a client site, what is not, and how we 

can get better. We check in with them at the end 

of their first day, at the end of their first week, 

and once a week, thereafter. We also provide them 

with quarterly reviews of their performance.

Your MSP partners will be very interested to 

hear about quality assurance efforts and will be 

particularly appreciative if you can keep them 

informed of any issues that may arise.

But, end user engagement can, and should, 

include more. Believe it or not, end users don’t 

always like working within the MSP’s system or 

relying on the VMS, especially if this reflects a 

change in long-standing hiring practices.

By helping end users adapt to the program and 

work within its framework, you are providing 

valuable support to your MSP partner.

We have used initiatives like “lunch and learns,” 

webinars, and discovery meetings to explain the 

program to potential new participants. These 

events usually involve a review of our capabilities 

and can be blended into broader awareness 

campaigns, in which we discuss the value and 

opportunity represented by the MSP to our 

existing client contacts.

Value Creation through  
end uSer engageMent

4

   by	hElPing	End	uSErS

adaPt	tO	thE	PrOgraM	

  & wOrk WITHIn 

ITS FraMEwOrk,	 
  yOu	arE	PrOviding	
valuablE	SuPPOrt	tO
		yOur	MSP	PartnEr
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There are generally two areas in 
which you need to educate the MSP. 

First	and	foremost,	you	need	to	educate	them	on	

your space. One of our clients saw total turnover 

of their MSP team. In meeting with the new team, 

we soon realized that they were not familiar with 

the work that our talent normally did. So, we 

trained them.

We taught them about interactive and web 

design, front end development, and product 

marketing. We shared tips and tricks that they 

could use when talking with managers. And, we 

explained in detail what goes into taking an order 

that will result in our being able to deliver the 

best talent.

can effectively meet the needs of the hiring 

managers. This means that unfilled reqs look bad 

to the MSP’s sponsor.

Educating	the	MSP	on	your	capabilities	will	

show them where you can help fill orders that 

are going unfilled. We’ve addressed this issue by 

providing our MSP partners with a clear over-

view of our capabilities, both in terms of general 

job categories—graphic design, web and mobile 

development, online marketing, etc.—as well as 

by explicitly listing out job titles of the roles we 

place—creative director, graphic designer, event 

manager, for example.

Helping the MSP understand your areas of 

specialization, however, is just the beginning.  

You next need to help them understand which 

categories	you	can	best	serve.	unfortunately,	

you can be slotted into a particular category that 

doesn’t really encompass your entire capability. 

At several engagements, we’ve had to work with 

our MSP partners to expand our categorization, so 

that we can help them achieve their goals.

Value Creation through 
eduCating the MSP

 EduCating	thE	
MSP	On	yOur	SPaCE
   alSO	invOlvES	
EduCating thEM	On

yOur CaPabilitiES
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Educating	the	MSP	on	your	space	also	involves	

educating them on your capabilities within the 

space. remember, the MSP’s performance is 

judged on whether or not their supplier base 



9

The foundation of any relationship 
you establish with an MSP will be 
your actual performance. This will  
be the ultimate source of the value 
you bring to the relationship. 

Even	if	you	are	doing	a	good	job	and	satisfying	

end users by providing them with the talent they 

are looking for, you can’t take for granted that the 

MSP realizes this.

To guarantee that they do, it’s a good practice, 

first of all, to understand the specific metrics that 

the MSP uses to evaluate supplier performance 

(submittals per req, submit-to-interview, submit-

to-hire ratios, and so on). 

Taking things a step further, it’s always a 

good idea to align your internal metrics to the 

program’s, and measure performance as the MSP 

is measuring it. This will allow for accuracy when 

assessing your own performance as you navigate 

scorecards and optimization events. 

At the end of the day, key metrics will always 

revolve around fulfillment: How many reqs did 

you get? How many did you fill? And how satis-

fied were the end users?

That being said, there’s no harm in getting 

creative about the impact you are having.

Value Creation through 
fulfillMent and Validation

	kEy	MEtriCS	 
will	alwayS
 rEvOlvE	arOund	
FulFillMEnt
At one engagement we found that there was 

lower turnover among the talent we placed, when 

compared with talent placed by our competitors. 

This is a good indicator of the value we are 

providing to end users and is definitely something 

the MSP managers should know!

ultimately,	you	should	be	using	all	the	infor-

mation you can glean from the MSP, your client 

contacts, and even the talent you place to better 

understand the needs of end users and contin-

ually refine your recruiting process. The more 

effectively you can use this information, the  

more successful your fulfillment practices will be.

And, “hitting the numbers” will be the best way  

to start any conversations regarding the ways 

you could expand or build on your relationship 

with the MSP.

6
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Meeting performance expectations 
and institutionalizing compliance 
with MSP rules are, at the end of  
the day, table stakes. Such activities 
may keep you in a program, but they 
won’t allow you to establish a strategic  
relationship with your MSP partners.

To do that, your organization will need to adopt, as 

we have done, a systematic approach to account 

development.

The limits of space prevent us from describing our 

approach in detail, but it is based on the idea that 

to build a strategic relationship, you need to clearly 

understand an MSP’s strategic goals, and how you 

can help the MSP achieve them.

We teach our account teams to cultivate such an 

understanding and build strategic relationships in 

three stages:

 1. Identify: Our account teams work diligently to 

identify every bit of information about both our 

primary client (the MSP) and our mutual client (the 

company engaging the MSP), information that will 

help us understand their industry, their compe-

tition, their business cycles, and their challenges. 

What’s more, we seek out those key individuals 

who influence how our clients manage their 

contingent workforce.

2. Discover: With this information in hand, our 

account teams conduct discovery meetings that 

give us deeper insight into how things actually 

work on a particular MSP engagement. As the 

clients (both the MSP and the mutual client) begin 

sharing their stories, we use open-ended ques-

tions and active listening techniques to uncover 

key issues and hot buttons, explore program goals, 

and clarify expectations. 

3. Advise: Once we understand the goals and 

expectations of our partner, we begin the process 

of becoming a strategic advisor, working to create 

value for them in all the ways we have outlined 

above. This role depends on trust. Our partner 

needs to trust that we will deliver for the end 

users, behave appropriately, and look out for their 

strategic interests. And, we as a supplier need 

to trust that the MSP will be transparent and 

actively engaged in our success.

Of course, once such trust is established, we 

have found, the relationship leaps forward. As a 

supplier, we engage our best resources, dedicating 

time, talent, and dollars to meeting the needs of 

the	MSP	and	our	mutual	client.	For	their	part,	the	

MSP readily shares information and collaborates 

to ensure the proper utilization of the resources 

we bring to bear.

Working together in this way, we create value 

that benefits everyone.

Value Creation through  
StrategiC relationShiPS

7
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Organizations seek simplicity and 
certainty. Companies engage MSPs 
to simplify the lives of their hiring 
managers and to control staffing costs. 
In turn, MSPs look for suppliers they 
can consistently rely on; suppliers 
who will make their job easier and the 
outcomes more predictable.

To be such a supplier, you need to focus on 
the main goals of the MSP, the things that 
keep	them	up	at	night:	growth,	efficiency,	
compliance, and meeting the hiring needs of 
their client company.

With these concerns in mind, if you can then 
create real, tangible value for the MSP, you 
will not only become a trusted supplier (a 
20% supplier!), but you will become an active 
participant in a mutually beneficial and 
profitable partnership. 

ConCluSion:  
the Way forWard



For more information, please contact: 

Paul Petersen, Vice President 

Global Staffing Solutions Development  

ppetersen@aquent.com  |  248.430.4622


