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1.
Introduction

The Thomson classification has been in use in telephone directories since 1980. This has made their headings quite well known, particularly as it is also used in BTs Yellow Pages. It is therefore not surprising that in more recent years, in the absence of a recommended procurement classification system, it should have been adopted by some local authorities within their procurement departments for various functions.

More recently, a new hierarchical procurement system, named ProClass has been developed by local government, specifically for supporting collaborative procurement. In 2006, following various trials and surveys ProClass was recommended for use by 8 of the 9 Regional Improvement and Efficiency Partnerships (RIEPS). This has prompted some questions of which is best and why, and is it worth the upheaval of changing over? 

This paper looks at the uses of using the Thomson and ProClass classifications, within the procurement environment, to help departments decide where to use each classification and are there benefits in changing over?

2
Background

2.1
Thomson

Thomson Directories Ltd have produced local telephone directories since 1980. For user convenience businesses were put into an alphabetical classification of businesses types. This enabled users to look for a company supplying the products or service needed within easy categories, e.g. Plumbers. Companies wishing their details to be available in the directories provide Thomson with the heading that best fits their organisation, so their contact details can be registered. The directories, ‘Thomson Local’ are issued free to local businesses and households. This provides an easy way for customers to look up companies under headings. Companies can only choose one heading and there is no hierarchy. Thomson are prepared, for a fee, to sell their list of headings. There are currently 2070 headings; updates to headings are only occasional.

2.2
ProClass

ProClass was developed to be a specific classification for local authorities. Other classifications had been tested but all found to be unsuitable for various reasons, including not being specific enough for the council requirements, having too many or irrelevant headings.

From 2006 ProClass was adopted as the recommended classification for 8 out of the 9 RIEPS

ProClass is an alphabetical hierarchical classification based on local authority procurement. It has a 3 tier hierarchy, the Top Level having 33 headings. Total headings are to be kept below 300. This makes finding headings fairly easy. Headings are constantly reviewed by all users, with their views able to be aired on a ProClass forum. Updates are quarterly when necessary.

A numbered version is available for computer system requirements

The ProClass Classification, website and forum are all maintained by Coding International Ltd, who provide specialist procurement coding services.

3.
Procurement Classification Requirements

Procurement classification headings are needed by councils for many reasons; the main ones are as follows:

3.1
To classify suppliers interested in tendering, so that when tenders are advertised, the suppliers registered for that category should receive the tender*

3.2
To report spending at an appropriate level (e.g. segment high value categories such as outsourcing and construction)

3.3
To give full visibility to spend in order to help identify new areas for cashable savings and/or improvement

3.4
To improve the quality of information in management budgets

 *It should noted that the Common Procurement Vocabulary (CPV) is the classification that must be used for advertising across Europe in the OJEU. As this classification has nearly 10,000 headings and a 7 level hierarchy it is not suitable for local needs. 

4.
Tendering Classification

With either classification, when used as a way of classifying suppliers for tendering, the suppliers themselves will choose their best fit heading from the list supplied to them by the council concerned.  The pros and cons of both are listed below.

4.1
Using the Thomson Classification

Positive attributes of Thomson

· Thomson has a list of 2070 headings in alphabetical order 

· Trade suppliers are used to Thomson so they should be able to find their heading, if they are on the list

Negative attributes of Thomson

· Some products and services are not covered by the classification

· Missing headings cannot be added or existing ones changed

· As there is no hierarchy a higher level heading cannot be used instead 

· Suppliers and council staff cannot request new headings

· Some suppliers, particularly large ones, provide a wide range of products or services and will not know what to register (e.g. Argos)

· Thomson classification is not available to download from the internet, it needs to be purchased from Thomson

· No help provided

4.2
Using the ProClass Classification

Positive attributes of ProClass

· All headings are in alphabetical order, within the three tiers, to make it easy for suppliers to find their category, with fewer than 300 headings in total

· If no exact heading is found a higher level heading can be used

· New headings can be added or existing ones changed

· Headings can be suggested by suppliers or council staff via the ProClass Forum

· The latest version of Proclass  is always available free of charge from the ProClass website

Negative attributes of ProClass

· Very high level headings may be too high for some suppliers.

5.
Report Spending at an Appropriate Level; Identify New Areas of Savings and Improving the Quality of Information in Management Budgets

5.1
Using the Thomson Classification

Positive attributes of Thomson

· None

Negative attributes of Thomson

· There is no hierarchy within Thomson so reporting can only take place  as a total

· New areas for saving cannot be identified

· Spend information cannot be classified to specific areas

· Spend information cannot be exchanged on a like for like basis

5.2
Using the ProClass Classification

Positive attributes of ProClass

· With the three level hierarchy, collecting information to report at the required level is straightforward

· Management budget headings can be mapped to ProClass to accurately monitor budgets

· Using standardized relevant headings spend information can be shared and savings targeted

· Using standardized headings collaboration procurement can be achieved

6.
Conclusion

ProClass Training Workshops have now taken place across the country. During those workshops delegates are provided an opportunity to classify a list of commonly purchased products and services using Thomson, ProClass and other classification systems. The comments concerning ProClass were all positive. The comments for Thomson were generally negative; the headings were not thought to be good, were inconsistent, contained duplications and had no hierarchy. 

Although the Thomson headings were probably a good choice several years ago, a current comparison between the ProClass and Thomson classification for procurement is unfair as both are good for what they were designed. Thomson is excellent as a telephone listing, but cannot expect to be better than ProClass which is a purpose designed procurement classification.

Therefore, with reference to the positive attributes of ProClass compared with Thomson, above, there would seem to be very good reasons to change over to ProClass as it is an easier and more flexible classification to use for classifying suppliers for tenders, plus the hierarchy is far better for aggregating spend information.  

To help with this transition a mapping of Thomson to ProClass is provided on the ProClass website: proclass.nationaliep.gov.uk or contact Coding International Ltd on 02380554111.
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