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Cologne Start-up 

How Crowdfox wants to revolutionize  
procurement with AI 
Crowdfox wants to use AI to make the purchase of small office items such as paper, 
hole punches and paper clips more efficient. Its customers include heavyweights such 
as BASF, E.ON and DHL. 
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Cologne. German companies are struggling to 
make money. For many, every euro saved now 
counts. But years of optimization mean that 
there are fewer and fewer opportunities to cut 
costs through efficiency gains. The Cologne-
based start-up Crowdfox has taken on this 
problem. With the help of artificial intelligence, 
Managing Director Dirk Schäfer and his 50 
employees aim to reduce purchasing costs and 
shorten processes. Crowdfox is an example of 
the flourishing and increasingly relevant start-
up scene in Cologne, which is not only 
developing colorful consumer apps, but also 
applications for the economy that have real 
economic effects. Crowdfox has found its home 
in Cologne's Mediapark, with many innovative 
companies in the neighborhood. 

“During the economic crisis in 2009, companies 
primarily cut material costs in purchasing in 
order to avoid layoffs as much as possible,” 
says Dirk Schäfer, in his life before Crowdfox 
one of the managing directors of the German 
purchasing consultancy Kerkhoff Consulting. 
“The game went like this: We used experienced 
negotiation experts who very specifically 

negotiated down the prices of all important 
products and services. There was only one area 
that we were never able to tackle economically: 
so-called indirect purchasing. This was because 
individual volumes were too low. It wouldn't 
have been worth putting a consultant on the 
job.” 

Invisible cost block 

Indirect purchasing refers to general operating 
supplies and consumables: from office 
equipment and computer hardware to screws, 
paper, paper clips and cleaning services. “These 
are all often small items in purchasing,” says 
Dirk Schäfer. “Taken together, however, these 
costs can quickly account for up to 20 percent 
of the total purchasing volume. And companies 
have not yet been able to optimize this 20 
percent. Today, we can reduce these costs by 
around twelve percent,” says Schäfer 

And so a handful of investors from the Cologne 
area founded Crowdfox in 2014. The goal: to 
use software to tackle this large, often invisible 



block of costs, where manual processing by 
consultants or employees would not have been 
worthwhile. Dirk Schäfer says: “The vision was 
to develop software that unites all suppliers 
and their catalogs as well as companies' 
electronic marketplaces in order to create 
electronic comparability in terms of quality and 
availability, even for small requirements.” 
Today, the database that Crowdfox works with 
comprises well over one billion data points for 
more than 50 million items. 

“I can still remember how difficult it was in the 
beginning to collect and read the 
manufacturers' catalogs,” says Dirk Schäfer. 
“For one thing, many providers had no interest 
in a software company suddenly wanting to 
create transparency. On the other hand, a lot 
was still available in print versions and had to 
be digitized first. “I even went to a screw 
manufacturer in person to convince their sales 
department to give us the catalogs,” says the 
Managing Director. 

Customers include BASF, DHL, E.ON and 
Kirchhoff 

Today, large corporations rely on Crowdfox, as 
do medium-sized companies: BASF, E.ON, DHL, 
commercial kitchen supplier Rational and the 
Kirchhoff Automotive Group are just a few 
examples. “BASF was our pilot customer. A 
difficult matter in the chemicals sector. It 
wasn't just about office supplies, but also 
chemical auxiliary materials,” Schäfer 
continues. In the end, it was a stroke of luck: 
“We were able to prove that we can handle 
such a complex matter. And on this basis, we 
have already convinced a third of the 15 largest 
German companies.” 

The journey has only just begun for Crowdfox: 
They were recently nominated as a finalist for 
the German digital award 'The Spark' by 
management consultancy McKinsey. One of the 
reasons for this is that Crowdfox developed the 
artificial intelligence-based shopping robot 
ChatCFX last year. “The processes in companies 
are often very difficult and not standardized, 
especially for one-off orders,” says Dirk Schäfer. 
“Employees have to run from pillar to post to 
order the product they need. ChatCFX shortens 
the process: you talk to the chatbot like a real 
person. It makes suggestions. And orders 
immediately. What used to take several hours 
or even days is now completed in just a few 
minutes.” 

High initial investment 

If everything continues like this, Crowdfox says 
it will be in the green next year. “We had high 
initial investments, more than 40 million euros 
have been invested in Crowdfox,” says Schäfer. 
“Creating the technical basis, convincing 
customers. That took a lot of time. But our 
investors have always believed in us,” says the 
Managing Director proudly. “We will continue 
to develop Crowdfox bit by bit here in Cologne, 
with technology that is comparable to that 
from Silicon Valley,” says Schäfer. “But who 
wants to live in a clinical tech environment 
when we can develop comparable applications 
in a vibrant metropolis like Cologne? For us, it's 
the best location that could happen to us.” And 
that's what a Westphalian from the Ruhr region 
says. 
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