
 
 

Over the course of his first four years as Chief 
Procurement Officer at SeaWorld, Norbert Dean built 
a centralized procurement and sourcing organization, 
implemented an enterprise-wide P2P program, and 
earned the trust of business stakeholders through a 
series of successful collaborative initiatives. 

In 2014, when SeaWorld’s Board of Directors issued a 
directive for achieving aggressive corporate-wide cost 
savings, Dean looked beyond the $500M in indirect spend 
currently under management for additional savings. He 
realized that professional services represented a significant 
opportunity, but knew he would need outside help in order 
to address this lucrative but challenging category of spend.

CHALLENGES

Given the strategic nature and complexity of requirements, 
professional services sourcing presents a distinct set of 
challenges not found in other categories. 

•  Buyer Knows Best: Buyers of professional services 
tend to be expert in that area of service as well as 
higher up in the organization. They are used to picking 
the firms they want to work with, typically don’t follow 
a structured sourcing process and are protective of 
their relationships with providers.

•  Stakeholder Perceptions: Stakeholders question 
how sourcing teams, absent expertise in a given area, 
will be able to identify savings opportunities without 
compromising quality of service.

•  Near-Term Results: The single greatest challenge faced 
by the SeaWorld team was time. The majority of savings 
had to be captured in in the current calendar year.

OPPORTUNITY

Despite the unique sourcing challenges they faced, the 
SeaWorld procurement team was optimistic about the 
potential for success.

•  Shared Objective: The board-directed mandate for 
savings resulted in an objective shared by managers 
throughout the organization. Not hitting the cost 
savings goals as a company was not an option.

•  Earned Trust: A four-year track record of successful 
collaboration by the procurement team helped to 
foster a savings-oriented culture at SeaWorld. Business 
stakeholders knew from first-hand experiences that 
realizing savings and doing what’s best for the business 
are not mutually exclusive goals.

•  Senior Leadership Support: The senior leadership 
team played a key role in driving support for the 
professional services sourcing initiative, making it a 
top priority in the overall cost savings strategy.
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COMPANY PROFILE: SeaWorld Parks and 
Entertainment is a subsidiary of SeaWorld 
Entertainment, Inc. (NYSE: SEAS). Best known for 
its 11 U.S. theme parks, the company hosts 20 
million guests each year and employs more than 
23,000 team members nationwide.



SOLUTION

Sourcing Partner Selection: Dean knew from the start 
that finding the right strategic sourcing partner would 
be essential. Requirements included an accelerated time 
frame, the ability to quickly field a large team with strategic 
sourcing expertise and data analysis capabilities. A prior 
strategic sourcing partnership that was already underway 
when he joined SeaWorld was less than fruitful. Finding 
the right cultural fit was critical. Proposals were received 
from national and boutique consulting firms, leading to a 
short list of finalists. SeaWorld chose The Shelby Group, 
a Chicago-based company with a highly collaborative 
approach to supplier engagement and a successful track 
record in professional services sourcing.

Approach: Under Dean’s direction, the SeaWorld-Shelby 
team quickly moved to set up an operational framework 
for the sourcing initiative, convening an Executive 
Steering Committee with bi-weekly “stand and deliver” 
meetings. With competitive sourcing events scheduled 
for mid-February and savings targeted for April, the 
team had just six weeks to interview senior business 
leaders and analyze more than 500,000 invoices from 
4,000 vendors. Dean requested that Shelby review 
not only Professional Services, but as a parallel effort, 
quickly look for opportunities across the enterprise. Key 
initiatives included:

•  Reframing Relationships: The strategic sourcing 
team invested the time to understand current business 
requirements, practices, and needs, then used meetings 
with senior executives to map out different scenarios 

for utilization and workload planning. This led to greater 
flexibility in reframing relationships with professional 
services firms.

•  Data Driven Insight: Rigorous analysis of internal 
data combined with external market data was vital in 
identifying $15M as near-term savings targets.

•  Supplier Engagement: The combination of senior 
executive involvement, flexibility in reframing delivery 
requirements and a major communications effort with 
current and prospective service providers were critical 
in defining expectations that would ultimately lead to 
cost reductions. Several of the providers commented 
that the quality of the RFP process enabled them to 
bid more efficiently without increasing risk.

SAVINGS

SeaWorld will realize savings of $2M to $2.5M from 
professional services in the next 12 months as a result of 
the strategic sourcing initiative. Savings realized are the 
result of the following factors:

•  Price-per-unit reductions in Accounting, Risk and IT 
categories

•  Workload reallocation in IT

•  Vendor workload optimization for Internal Audit

•  Internal process review in Risk

These savings are the result of extensive involvement 
from business stakeholders and suppliers throughout 
the strategic sourcing initiative. This included agreement 
on savings projections, ownership and accountability for 
results, and a high level of motivation for involvement in 
future procurement initiatives.
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SeaWorld CPO Norbert Dean’s promise to  
business stakeholders:

“ We’re always going to pick the best supplier, 

but I guarantee you we’ll be able to find you a 

number of different providers that do the same 

type of work. By putting them through the 

structured process, you’ll find savings, even if 

you stay with your incumbent.”

Terry Prather, SeaWorld Senior VP,  
on results of the strategic sourcing initiative:

“Unlike other consulting efforts I have seen,  

these are results I believe in.”
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