UNDERSTANDING THE VENDORS’ NEEDS:
A REPERTORY GRID STUDY ON CLIENT-VENDOR
RELATIONSHIP QUALITY IN IT OUTSOURCING
Complete Research
Schmidt, Nikolaus, University of Cologne, Cologne, Germany, nikolaus.schmidt@wiso.unikoeln.de
Rosenkranz, Christoph, University of Cologne, Germany, rosenkranz@wiso.uni-koeln.de

Abstract
The outsourcing of information technology (IT) to external vendors promises lower delivery cost while
attaining higher delivery quality. Despite these positive prospects, many information technology outsourcing (ITO) projects still fail, often due to an unsuccessful client-vendor relationship. Most research
to date has focused on investigating this relationship from the clients’ perspective, even though the
vendor is equally important for success. This study empirically identifies 65 vendor-focused factors influencing the development and maintenance of a successful ITO client-vendor relationship by applying
Kelly’s personal construct theory and the corresponding repertory grid (RepGrid) method. All factors
were thoroughly analyzed and categorized based on an a priori conceptual framework for interorganizational relationships derived from organizational exchange theory. The analysis of the identified factors yielded client organization specifics such as top quality client team members, client involvement as
well as client team member’s networks as especially important for ITO relationship success from the
perspective of the vendor, while identifying age of relationship and prior experience with similar projects as less essential compared to prior studies on this topic from a client perspective. With our results,
we shed light on the as-of-yet under-researched perspective of the vendor’s needs in ITO relationships
and we provide indications for gaps in our knowledge on this important topic.
Keywords: Information Technology, Outsourcing, Client-Vendor Relationship, Vendor Perspective,
Personal Construct Theory, Repertory Grid Method, Organizational Exchange Theory

1

Introduction

Information Technology Outsourcing (ITO) is defined as the subcontracting of an organization’s information technology-related tasks such as software development or system maintenance to an external
vendor (Jin Kim et al., 2013). Ever since the first outsourcing contract between Kodak and IBM in 1989,
the collaboration of organizations in such ITO relationships is an important phenomenon in the business
world (Seddon et al., 2007, Hall and Liedtka, 2005). Based on current market data, the global market
for ITO is estimated at $286 bn. USD in 2013, with an additional expected growth rate of 5.2% for 2014
(Gartner, 2014). Despite the long-term importance of ITO and the plausible vast experience of client
and vendor organizations in managing ITO relationships, a large number of ITO engagements still fail
(Alami et al., 2008). For example, a recent study revealed that 60% of organizations involved in ITO as
clients did not reach their intended and predefined targets with ITO (Horváth, 2014).
In the last 20 years, two major research streams on ITO have arisen (Lacity et al., 2010): (1) research
focusing on the analysis of the ITO decision process and (2) research aiming at identifying and explaining the ITO outcome as well as the corresponding client-vendor relationship process (Alaghehband et
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al., 2011, Kaiser and Buxmann, 2012). Current research demonstrates that the successful management
of the client-vendor relationship is a key success factor for positive ITO outcome (Jin Kim et al., 2013,
Cata and Raghavan, 2006) as well as one of the major cost drivers in ITO relationships for both client
and vendor organizations (Landis et al., 2005). This is especially valid for information systems (IS)
development projects, in which the global outsourcing of software development activities has become a
well-used strategy in order to save cost and leverage the outsourcing vendor’s experience and skills (Dey
et al., 2010, King and Torkzadeh, 2008, Poston et al., 2010).
So far, extant research on successful client-vendor relationships has identified critical success factors
(Gonzalez et al., 2005) and analyzed the effect of specific factors such as psychological contracts or
boundary spanning on ITO success in detail (Langer et al., 2014, Jin Kim et al., 2013, Gregory et al.,
2013, Rai et al., 2009, Koh et al., 2004). However, a large majority of these studies investigate only the
perspective of the client. This is despite the known importance of vendor-related factors for ITO success
(Lahiri and Kedia, 2011, Søderberg et al., 2013). Notwithstanding this alleged relevance, to the best of
our knowledge, no studies so far focus on identifying and prioritizing factors for developing and maintaining a successful client-vendor relationship in ITO projects from a vendor’s point of view. Even
though the importance of the vendor and the differences between client and vendor organizations has
been acknowledged in current research (Langer et al., 2014, Teo and Bhattacherjee, 2014), the gap on
vendor-focused studies is currently leading to calls for further research on ITO in general and the ITO
client-vendor relationship from a vendor’s perspective (e.g., Xu and Yao (2013), Dibbern et al. (2004)).
Therefore, our research addresses this gap by answering the following research question: “What are
relevant factors for developing and maintaining a successful client-vendor relationship in ITO projects
from the vendor’s point of view?”
To answer our research question, we conducted an in-depth exploratory field study. Based on 10 interviews with project managers from globally leading ITO vendors, we identified 65 factors for developing
and maintaining a successful ITO client-vendor relationship from the vendor’s perspective. For our interviews, we applied the repertory grid (RepGrid) method, which originates in psychology and is based
on Kelly’s personal construct theory (Kelly, 1991). As our main theoretical lens informing our data
analysis, we used organizational exchange theory, specifically the conceptual framework on inter-organizational relationships by Levine and White (1961). The framework was applied for analyzing, evaluating, and categorizing the factors identified by the repertory grids.
The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. The next section provides information on related
work and theoretical background regarding ITO client-vendor relationships as well as known factors
based on the existing body of knowledge. Section 3 introduces the research design including a description of the data collection and analysis methods as well as a brief introduction to the RepGrid method.
Section 4 of this paper explains the results of our research with a focus on listing the factors identified
within the interviews. Section 5 summarizes our findings, explains the limitations of the study, and
provides guidance for future research.

2

Theoretical Background and Related Work

A client-vendor relationship in ITO is defined as “an ongoing, long term linkage between an outsourcing
vendor and customer arising from a contractual agreement to provide one or more comprehensive IT
activities, processes, or services with understanding that the benefits attained by each firm are at least
in part dependent on the other” (Goles and Chin, 2005). The management of a client-vendor relationship
is widely acknowledged as a key success factor for creating positive outcomes in ITO projects (Ang and
Straub, 1998, Levina and Ross, 2003, Pannirselvam and Madupalli, 2011), whereas ITO outcome is
commonly defined and researched in terms of outsourcing success (Lacity et al., 2010). The importance
of developing and maintaining a successful client-vendor relationship is particularly valid for long-term
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ITO engagements as well as engagements with ambiguous target descriptions due to the fact that contracts “often cannot respond to a dynamic business environment” (Chengxun and Siew Kien, 2006) and
“it is not possible to address all facets of a relationship in a formal, written contract” (Jin Kim et al.,
2013). This is especially true in today’s increasingly turbulent and dynamic business environment,
which increases the need for appropriate resource management in organizations (Sirmon et al., 2007).
Grounded on the guidelines for literature reviews by Levy and Ellis (2006) and based upon the literature
review of Lacity et al. (2010) on ITO research, we conducted an initial literature review on factors
enabling the development and maintenance of a successful ITO client-vendor relationship (Schmidt et
al., 2015). The literature review revealed a total number of 71 germane factors within 43 articles related
to ITO outcome and ITO client-vendor relationship. In summary, our literature review revealed several
studies focusing on evaluating the effect of specific factors for establishing and maintaining a successful
client-vendor relationship in ITO. But despite the already existing research, there are, to the best of our
knowledge, no studies available focusing on the general identification of factors for developing and
maintaining a successful ITO client-vendor relationships in general and from a vendor’s perspective in
particular. This is despite the claimed importance of vendor-related factors for ITO success (Lahiri and
Kedia, 2011, Søderberg et al., 2013), which has led to calls for investigating this phenomenon in more
depth (Xu and Yao (2013), Dibbern et al. (2004). Therefore, our research aims at exploring such factors
and interdependencies for extending our knowledge on this topic.
One of the most important and prevalent theoretical frameworks in IS research in general (Schrader,
1991, Chatterjee and Ravichandran, 2004) as well as in ITO-related research in particular is the framework of Levine and White (1961). In ITO the framework has been widely used, for example, as a baseline for developing frameworks for strategic ITO partnerships (Willcocks and Kern, 1998) and alliances
(Gulati, 1998). The framework is based on organizational exchange theory and defines the exchange
between organizations in inter-organizational relationships “as any voluntary activity between two organizations which has consequences, actual or anticipated, for the realization of their respective goals
or objectives” (Levine and White, 1961). Derived from this general definition on organizational exchange, Levine and White (1961) developed a conceptual framework on interorganizational relationships consisting of four dimensions relevant to the actual exchange situation: (1) the parties to the exchange, focusing on specific characteristics of the involved parties like organizational form, function,
prestige and size; (2) the kinds and quantities exchanged, including the actual exchanged elements (consumers, services, resources) as well as information on the availability, rights and obligations of these
organizational elements; (3) the agreement underlying the exchange, focusing on the underlying prior
agreement (contract) of the exchange; (4) the direction of the exchange, differentiated by unilateral exchange (exchange from sender to receiver only), reciprocal exchange (exchange from sender to receiver
in return for other elements), and joint exchange (exchange from two organizations acting in unison
toward a third party). These four concepts are especially suitable to describe the elements of any clientvendor relationship on a general, high level. In addition, the framework originates from organizational
exchange theory, which is a suitable theory for our study due to the exchange-driven focus of ITO engagements. We applied this framework as our theoretical lens and used the above concepts for analyzing,
evaluating as well as categorizing the empirically identified factors.

3

Research Method and Design

3.1

Research Method Overview

For conducting the empirical study, we used RepGrid (Kelly, 1991, Tan and Hunter, 2002, Fransella et
al., 2004). This technique originates from psychology and provides the methodical extension of Kelly’s
personal construct theory (PCT). Kelly’s (1991) theory assumes that each individual, during their lifetime, invents a system of personal constructs based on her or his own experience. The individual then
uses this system to interpret current situations and anticipate future events. The RepGrid method can be
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used to identify and analyze such personal constructs by illustrating the individual’s subjective view of
a specific phenomenon through cognitive references (Tan and Hunter, 2002). Past studies using the
RepGrid method demonstrate the suitability of both PCT as well as the RepGrid method for IS research
in general. These studies focused, for example, on risk management in information technology projects
(Moynihan, 1996) and cross-cultural analysis of systems analysts excellence (Hunter, 1997).

3.2

Research Design

There are various options for designing empirical research based on the RepGrid method (Tan and
Hunter, 2002), including the definition of the research objective (e.g., human objects, technical objects,
organizational objects), the research perspective (qualitative, quantitative), the nature of the repertory
grid (ideographic, nomothetic), as well as the specific research design (e.g., element selections, construct identification, linking elements to constructs, result analysis, and sample size). Table 1 provides
an overview about the specific research design for our RepGrid study.
Research Objective

“Identification of factors for developing and maintaining a successful client-vendor relationship in ITO projects” (organizational objects)

Research Perspective

Qualitative

Nature of the Repertory Grid

Idiographic

Element Selection

“Identification of elements by the participant” (elicited elements)

Construct Identification

“Construct elicitation from triads” (minimum context form)

Linking Elements to Constructs

“Mapping of an element to one pole of the bipolar construct scale”
(Dichotomizing)

Result Analysis

“Analysis of the construct’s content” (content analysis)

Sample Size

10 Interviews

Table 1.

Research Design Overview (based on Tan and Hunter, 2002)

In detail and based on our research object and research question (see Section 1), we defined the ITO
projects studied in our research as the elements of our construct system (“objects of interest”). Correspondingly, we defined the factors for developing and maintaining a successful client-vendor relationship as the constructs of our analysis. The goal of our research is therefore the analysis of relations
between our elements (ITO projects) and constructs (factors for developing and maintaining a successful
client-vendor relationship) from the research participant’s point of view. Regarding the sample, we conducted information-oriented, purposeful sampling (Patton, 1990) and identified a priori 10 vendor project managers as interviewees whose projects represented “typical” ITO cases.
We solely focused on vendor organizations for identifying our research participants because our research
focuses on the vendor’s point of view. Within an initial selection, we identified three vendor companies
based on the Luenendonk list of leading IT consulting and system integration companies in Germany
(http://luenendonk.de/) as well as personal contacts. All three vendor companies have more than 40,000
employees and provide IT services for clients in different industries worldwide. Based on already established contacts within these companies, we identified 10 research participants with vast experience in
ITO client-vendor relationship management for our empirical study (see Table 3). Based on Tan and
Hunter (2002) and Guest et al. (2006), a sample size of 10 is sufficient for our purpose, because our
study is the baseline work for an overarching large-scale empirical analysis of the ITO client-vendor
relationship in further research. Hence, the goal of our study is not the identification of a complete factor
list, but instead the initial identification of vendor-focused factors for developing and maintaining a
successful ITO client-vendor relationship for further evaluation based on quantitative research methods.
Small samples can be quite sufficient in providing complete and accurate information within a particular
context, as long as the participants possess a certain degree of expertise about the domain of inquiry;
samples as small as four individuals can render extremely accurate information with a high confidence
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level if they possess a high degree of competence for the domain of inquiry (Guest et al., 2006) . By
definition, we also presume a certain degree of participant homogeneity because in purposeful samples,
participants are chosen according to some common criteria (here: experience in ITO from a vendor’s
perspective).
Project Figures
DUR
VEN

ID

Position

Working
Experience

ITO
projects

Project
Lead

TM

A

Consultant (m)
“Technology Integration”

3

7

2

1-30

5-12

1-4

B

Engineer (m)
SAP Security

7

10

4

2-100

2-18

1-2

C

Partner (m)
“Financial Services”

15

50

35

1-30

3-36

1-7

D

Senior Manager (f)
“CRM”

14

20

15

3-30

1-24

1-3

E

Senior Consultant (m)
“Financial Services”

8

8

4

1-20

6-30

1-5

F

Senior Consultant (m)
“Financial Services”

7

4

2

2-30

3-12

1-7

G

Senior Consultant (m)
“Enterprise Applications”

8

9

3

6-40

3-18

1-3

H

Manager (m)
“Financial Services”

9

35

30

1-150

1-24

1-8

I

Manager (m)
“Financial Services”

12

7

3

2-1000

3-36

1-3

J

Manager (m)
"Infrastructure Consulting”

10

10

8

2-1000

3-24

1-11

Legend: Position: Description of the research participant’s level, gender (f = female; m = male) and role; Working Experience: Research
participant’s working experience in years; ITO projects: Number of ITO projects, the research participant was assigned to (overall); Project
Lead: Number of ITO projects, the research participant was assigned to (as project lead); Project Figures: TM = no. of team members / DUR
= Duration (in month) / VEN = number of involved vendors (all project figures listed as min to max (e.g. TM = 1-20 > min. 1 team member
/ max. 20 team members)

Table 2.

Research Participants - Background Information

All interviews were based on a pre-defined interview guideline including five consecutive steps, starting
with a brief introduction and followed by an explanation of definitions as well as concepts. The main
part of the interview contained the identification of factors for developing and maintaining a successful
client-vendor relationship in ITO projects based on the research participant’s experience. This step also
included the “laddering” of the identified factors to gain a deeper understanding of the factors and to
provide an importance ranking of the factors (Tan and Hunter, 2002). Hereby, we explicitly asked the
interviewee to provide further details in regards to the most important factors based on his or her point
of view. For example, we asked the participants to explain how the specific factor affects a successful
IOT client-vendor relationship (“positive laddering”) as well as why other factors are less important for
developing and maintaining a successful ITO client-vendor relationship (“negative laddering”). After
identifying, ranking and laddering the factors, the interview was closed with a brief investigation of the
participant’s background and information as well as a general debriefing session for explaining the next
steps of the research project to the participant. Figure 1 provides an overview about the interview cycle
and the planned timeline. The interviews lasted between 1.5 hours and 2.5 hours. All interviews were
tape-recorded, anonymized, and transcribed. The transcriptions formed the baseline for the data analysis
described in Section 3.3.
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Figure 1.

3.3

Overview of the Interview Process

Data Collection and Analysis

In the beginning of interview step 3 (“Factor Identification”), every participant was asked to name four
relevant ITO projects where the participant took part in for a considerable and sufficient amount of time.
Therefore, a total number of 40 ITO projects were identified as elements of our empirical study. 60% of
these ITO projects originated in the financial services industry, whereas other branches included the
chemical industry, logistics, telecommunications, and the public sector. The projects lasted between 3
and 36 months, with a majority of project lengths between 3 and 12 months. The identified projects
included activities such as IS development as well as system transformation, migration, and conception
tasks, with a strong focus on the development of individual software for the client organizations. Based
on the different nature of the identified ITO projects within our empirical study, we presume that the
identified common success factors allow for generalization across these projects.
After identifying the ITO projects (elements), we asked the participants to name and explain factors that
encouraged or prohibited the development or maintenance of a successful client-vendor relationship in
the named projects. The last part of step 3 included both the importance ranking of the identified factors
by the interviewee based on a three-point Likert scale (1 = low / 3 = medium / 5 = high) as well as the
so-called “factor laddering” aiming at generating a deeper understanding of the factors itself and identifying further related factors (see Section 3.2). Based on this approach, we identified a total number of
144 factors. The largest number of factors identified in one interview added up to 18, the smallest number was 9 (average: 13 factors).
The analysis phase of our research started with evaluating the interview results grounded on the interview transcripts. Within this step, we eliminated 14 factors based on the reason that they were the same
or very similar to other factors mentioned in the same interview. Therefore, we used 131 factors for our
consecutive factor consolidation. In this particular step, we consolidated the factors across all interviews
and unified factors that described similar situations or concepts. The outcome of this step was a final list
of 65 consolidated factors, resulting in a consolidation quota of 2.05, which is comparable to other
RepGrid studies in IS research (Moynihan, 1996). Prior to further categorizing the identified factors, we
asked the research participants to evaluate the consolidated factor list based on the interview transcripts
and a specific factor list including both the old and the new factor name, the factor description, as well
as the reason for a specific consolidation. Based on the provided information, all research participants
approved the consolidation results. Three research participants provided further information and enhancements, which were added to the consolidated factor list.
After analyzing and consolidating the identified factors, we categorized the factors based on the clientvendor relationship model by Levine and White (1961) described in Section 2. For the categorization,
we used a double-blind coding approach with two researchers independently categorizing the factors,
resulting in an inter-coder reliability of 0.72 based on Cohen’s Kappa measure, which is substantial and
therefore suitable for our study (Landis and Koch, 1977) . Based on the list of 65 consolidated factors,
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27 factors were categorized into the dimension “the parties to the exchange”, 2 factors concerned the
dimension “the kinds and quantities exchanged”, 13 factors were sorted into the category “the agreement underlying the exchange”, and 5 factors were categorized into the dimension “the direction of the
exchange”. A total number of 18 factors could not be sufficiently categorized based on the framework
of Levine and White (1961), which leads us to the conjecture that the client-vendor relationship model
of Levine and White requires enhancements for ITO client-vendor relationship. Figure 2 summarizes
our data collection and analysis approach.

Figure 2.

4

Data Analysis Approach and Results

Results

As described above, the factor analysis, consolidation, and categorization resulted in 65 factors categorized into 5 dimensions. The factors including the factor description, the factor’s interview listings and
importance ranking as well as the corresponding factor based on the literature review) are listed in Table
3. Due to space restrictions, detailed descriptions of the factors based on the interview transcripts are
available from the authors on request.
ID

Factor Description

Interview
Listings

Importance
Ranking

Corresponding Factor

Dimension 1. The parties to the exchange
Client employees accept vendor instructions.
High reliability of client and vendor project
1.2
team members.
Technical experience of client and vendor pro1.3
ject team members.
Consistent and open organizational culture on
1.4
the client’s side.
1.5 Same market of client and vendor.
Functional and technical knowledge is sym1.6
metrically available.
1.7 Employee turnovers from vendor to client.
Similar personality of client and vendor team
1.8
members.
1.9 Timely and sustained decisions from client.
Appropriate time allocation of client team
1.10
members for the project.

1

5.00

 n/a

1

5.00

 n/a

1

5.00

 Client Capabilities
 Vendor Capabilities

1

5.00

 Culture

1

5.00

1

5.00

1

5.00

 n/a
 Knowledge
Asymmetries
 n/a

1

5.00

 Culture

1

5.00

 n/a

6

4.67

 n/a

1.11 Top management support (client & vendor)

5

4.20

 Top Management
Support

2

4.00

 Commitment

3

3.67

 n/a

1.1

High commitment of client in regards to the
project.
Top quality customer client team members for
1.13
the project.
1.12
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ID
1.14
1.15
1.16
1.17
1.18
1.19
1.20
1.21
1.22
1.23
1.24

Factor Description
Similar (organizational) cultures of client and
vendor.
Same mother tongue of client and vendor.
Good (IT) equipment at client site.
Homogeneous business background from both
client and vendor team members.
Pure project organization on client side.
Good network of client team members within
client organization.
Expert knowledge available on both sides
(client and vendor team member).
Variable organization structure on client side.
Small age difference between client and vendor team members.
Financially unimportant clients
(from the vendor’s turnover perspective)
Small degree of work sharing within the client’s organization.

1.25 Experience with similar projects on both sides.
Client organization is publicly listed as a
stock corporation.
1.27 Client organization is a “start-up”.
1.26

Interview
Listings

Importance
Ranking

3

3.00

 Culture

2
2

3.00
3.00

1

3.00

1

3.00

 Culture
 n/a
 Client Capabilities
 Vendor Capabilities
 n/a

1

3.00

 n/a

1

3.00

1

3.00

 Client Capabilities
 Vendor Capabilities
 n/a

1

3.00

 n/a

1

1.00

 n/a

1

1.00

 n/a

1

1.00

 Client Capabilities
 Vendor Capabilities

1

1.00

 n/a

1

1.00

 n/a

Corresponding Factor

Dimension 2. The kinds and quantities exchanged
2.1
2.2

Active dialog between client and vendor
throughout the project.
Intensive exchange of information and
knowledge between client and vendor.

6

5.00

 Cooperation

6

3.80

 Knowledge Transfer /
Sharing

Dimension 3. The agreement underlying the exchange
3.1
3.2
3.3
3.4
3.5

Reliable project requirements (from client).
Adherence to warranties (from client).
Variable contract structure.
Formal arrangements with the client concerning system maintenance (after the project).
Securing of quality requirements from the
vendor side.

Timely delivery of expected deliverables
(from the vendor side).
Clear definition of project targets, tasks and
3.7
responsibilities.
3.8 Written contracts and agreements.
High degree of independence regarding pro3.9
ject management and execution.
3.10 Suitable project timeline (based on contract).
Limitation of daily working hours for client
3.11
and vendor team members.
3.6

5
3
1

5.00
5.00
5.00

 Creditability
 Creditability
 Formal Contracts

1

5.00

 n/a

1

5.00

 Requirements instability

1

5.00

 Commitment

6

4.33

3

3.67

 Project Management
(1053)
 Formal Contracts

1

3.00

 Project Management

1

3.00

 Project Management

1

3.00

 n/a
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ID

Factor Description

The client abides to the contracted project volume (content-wise).
3.13 Fix term contract.
3.12

Interview
Listings

Importance
Ranking

1

3.00

 Creditability

2

2.00

 Formal Contracts

Corresponding Factor

Dimension 4. The direction of the exchange
4.1
4.2
4.3
4.4
4.5

Jointly agreed-upon project approach.
Tight relationship and working behavior
between client and vendor.
Personal relationship between client and
vendor team members.
Client involvement in the project.
Mutual and fair cooperation between client
and vendor.

1

5.00

1

5.00

4

4.00

3

3.67

 Mutual Understanding
 Partnership and Relationship Quality
 Partnership and Relationship Quality
 n/a

9

3.44

 Cooperation

Dimension 5. Further factors (no category based on Levine & White Framework)
5.1
5.2
5.3
5.4
5.5
5.6
5.7
5.8
5.9
5.10
5.11
5.12
5.13
5.14
5.15
5.16
5.17
5.18

Vendor performs expectation management.
Nonpolitical project collaboration.
Positive team atmosphere.
Avoidance of external disturbances.
Comprehensive project management methods.
Identification and integration of relevant
stakeholders from client side.
Small number of stakeholders.
Quality assurance from client side.
Low rate of escalations (client and vendor).
Strong centralization of project organization.
Vendor working directly at the client’s site.
Strong Collaboration on client and
vendor executive level.
Implementation of joint team events.
High vendor appreciation from client.
Centralized project teams.
Long-term relationship between client and
vendor.
Consistent contact persons from the client.
Fair accommodation of project team at
project premises.

3
1
1
1
2

5.00
5.00
5.00
5.00
4.00

 Project Management
 Collaboration
 n/a
 n/a
 Project Management

3

3.67

 n/a

4
2
1
1
1

3.00
3.00
3.00
3.00
3.00

 n/a
 n/a
 n/a
 n/a
 n/a

1

3.00

 Collaboration

1
1
3

3.00
3.00
2.33

 n/a
 n/a
 n/a

5

2.20

 Age of Relationship

1

1.00

 n/a

1

1.00

 n/a

Legend: ID: X.Y with X = Dimension and Y = Factor ID (sorted by importance ranking); Interview Listings: number of interviews (sum:
x out of 10), where the factor was named by the respective interviewee; Factor Description: factor description based on the participant’s
view (pole only, anti-pole description available on request); Importance Ranking: average factor importance ranking, measured on ThreePoint Likert Scale (1 = low / 3 = medium / 5 = high); Corresponding factor: corresponding factor identified within literature review (“n/a”
in case no corresponding factor identified). A full list of factors including corresponding references is available from the authors on request.

Table 3.

Summary of Identified Factors

Due to space restrictions, we are not able to provide detailed insights into the description of all identified
factors. Therefore, we will only provide example descriptions for some of the most frequently mentioned
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factors. A complete list with all factor descriptions and corresponding interview transcripts is available
from the authors’ on request.
The most frequently mentioned factor in our study is mutual and fair cooperation between client and
vendor (Factor ID 4.5). The factor was mentioned in 9 out of 10 interviews and received a combined
importance ranking of 3.44. The study participants explained that a successful ITO client-vendor relationship requires a joint team-work across organizational borders as well as joint problem solving and
decision making:
“The cooperation needs to be mutual and cooperative. For sure there needs to be a hierarchy
[for decision making], but this should not be provided “top-down”. This should also be “bottom-up” to be successful in the end.” (Participant H, translated from German).
The opposite of a mutual and fair cooperation between client and vendor would be a classical ITO
client-vendor relationship, in which the client is only executing an overarching control function and
without joint team-work. This classical type of relationship between client and vendor is, based on the
study participant’s view, generally leading to a lower relationship and output quality, because in such a
relationship, there is no mutual information and knowledge sharing available:
“[A relationship should not be in a way], that the client says he paid for it and now we should
leave him alone. Also, he should not only control, what we [as the vendor] need to do, despite
taking into account our knowledge of the system or the technical details. This is fatal for the
project.” (Participant B, translated from German)
Furthermore, the study participants mentioned the factor appropriate time allocation of client team
members for the project (ID 1.10) as important for developing and maintaining a successful ITO clientvendor relationship. The factor was mentioned by 6 out of 10 interviewees and received an overall importance ranking of 4.67. Based on the interviewee’s factor descriptions, the appropriate time allocation
of client team members is especially important because, due to the mostly long-term nature of an ITO
engagement, an exhaustive definition of all requirements in an ITO contract prior to the start of the
implementation phase is neither feasible nor appropriate. Hence, an ITO engagement always includes
requirements changes, which need to be discussed with the client. Therefore, it is important to have an
appropriate access to client employees during the implementation phase to discuss requirement changes,
gather further knowledge and gain change approvals:
“[As the vendor] I am not part of the client organization and I cannot put all the client employees’ knowledge into the system specification documents beforehand. Therefore I need to talk to
the people who will use the system in the end, if the ITO object is for example a system implementation. And I need to speak to them, to get them involved in the project. We will leave the
project at some point in time, afterwards the client needs to live with the solution. […] The
earlier I involve the client employees, the higher is the later acceptance rate.” (Participant D,
translated from German)
Another frequently mentioned and high-ranked factor is the active dialog between client and vendor
throughout the project (ID 2.1). The factor was mentioned by 6 interviewees and received an average
importance ranking of 5.0. The factor describes the active communication between client and vendor
team members. During an ITO engagement, various problems, issues and changes occur on a constant
basis. In such situations, it is essential that both the client and the vendor teams actively communicate
this issues to the other partner to proactively define a joint solution plan:
“I would say openness, more specifically the openness, how problems are discussed in the [ITO]
project. On the one hand, there are clients, who do not discuss problems. Cause for them, there
are no problems and the vendor needs to solve everything. On the other hand, there are clients,
who accept that there are problems [in ITO engagements] and who openly discuss them to find
suitable solutions. [Question from interviewer: Could this be described as an active dialog?].
Yes, this is perhaps even a better description.” (Participant J, translated from German)
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One participant explicitly mentioned the role of the integration manager within the discussion of Factor
ID 2.1 in the interview. An integration manager from both the client and the vendor side can facilitate
such an active dialog between the ITO parties to make sure that all participants are always aware of
relevant issues and changes:
“I would also say [one important factor] is the integration of all client and vendor team members throughout the project. Actually, the role of the integration manager. […] Someone, who
makes sure, that there is an active dialog between the different parties. Someone, who makes
sure, that there is coordination.” (Participant G, translated from German)

5

Discussion

5.1

Summary of Findings and Implications

The major outcome of our study is the identification and categorization of factors contributing to the
development and maintenance of a successful client-vendor relationship in ITO projects from the vendor’s perspective. Based on the general research objective, our study contributed to IS research in general and ITO-related research in particular by several means.
(1) Enhancing our knowledge on ITO client-vendor relationships from the vendor’s point of view. As
described in Section 2, most studies available on ITO and the client-vendor relationship in ITO focus
on the client’s point of view. By solely focusing on the vendor instead of the client, our study enhances
our knowledge on factors for developing and maintaining successful ITO client-vendor relationships
from the vendor’s perspective. This enhanced knowledge is especially observable when comparing the
empirically identified factors with the factors extracted from the literature review. Our empirical analysis identified 65 factors contributing to a successful ITO client-vendor relationship. Out of these 65
factors, we were able to attach 33 factors with already known factors based on our literature review,
resulting in a list of 32 new factors. This finding is especially remarkable when looking at the matching
quotas for each of the dimensions based on Levine and White’s (1961) framework listed in Table 4. A
low matching quota (41% respectively 28%) is especially valid for dimension 1 (parties to the exchange)
and for dimension 5 (further factors), which leads us to presume that our research revealed so far unknown factors concerning the client’s organization specifics for developing and maintaining a successful
ITO client-vendor relationship from the vendor’s point of view, for example, the acceptance of vendor
instructions by the client (ID 1.01), the appropriate time allocation of client team members for the project (ID 1.10), or the network of client team members within their own organization (ID 1.19). Based on
this analysis, our research indicates that there is still a gap in our knowledge on vendor-specific factors
for developing and maintaining a successful ITO client-vendor relationship, especially concerning the
set-up of the client organization.
Dimension (based on Levine & White)
Dimension 1: Parties to the exchange

Matching Quota
11/27 (41%)

Dimension 2: The kinds and quantities exchanged

2/2 (100%)

Dimension 3: The agreement underlying the exchange

11/13 (85%)

Dimension 4: The direction of the exchange

4/5 (80%)

Dimension 5: Further factors

5/18 (28%)

Legend: Matching Quota: Provides the quota of matched factors (empirical-induced and literature-induced) with
the total number of empirically-induced factors per dimension (e.g., 27 empirically identified factors in category
1; 11 of these factors could be matched to a literature-induced and therefore already known factor).

Table 4.

Matching Quota per Dimension (Empirical-induced vs. Literature-induced Factors)

(2) Identifying needs for enhancing client-vendor relationship models in ITO related research. Within
our study, we used the conceptual framework on interorganizational relationships of Levine and White
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(1961) as our theoretical lens. The framework originates from organizational exchange theory, which
was chosen for our study due to the exchange-driven focus of ITO engagements. The categorization of
the empirically identified factors into the framework’s dimensions showed that the framework is in general suitable for describing and explaining client-vendor relationships in ITO and could be used as a
baseline for further developing ITO client-vendor relationship models. Nevertheless, the relatively high
number of non-assignable factors (18 out of 65 factors) indicates that there are important gaps in the
model for further usage in ITO-related research. An initial analysis of our results in the light of potential
extensions of the framework suggest three further dimensions, which could be included in the framework to enhance the model’s suitability for ITO related research: the (1) aspects of the underlying IT
artifact, (2) interpersonal aspects of the exchange, and (3) dynamic aspects of the exchange. Furthermore, the model of Levine and White (1961) is based on (long-term) interorganizational relationships
in general, without a specific focus on project-related aspects of the exchange. On the other hand, ITO
engagements are mostly based on particular projects and particular IT artifacts (e.g., systems, specific
software), which often require temporary organizational structures, relying on a large amount of interpersonal exchange during the project lifecycle and being temporary by nature. Due to the limited scope
of our study, an enhancement of the framework or the development of a new framework for clientvendor relationships in ITO projects requires additional research and empirical evidence. Nevertheless,
our study indicates that currently applied models such as the conceptual framework of Levine and White
(1961) are not fully sufficient and further theory development of ITO client-vendor relationship models
is required. This implication is in line with the recent call for further research on indigenous ITO theories
by Lacity et al. (2010).

5.2

Limitations and Future Research

While the identified factor list for developing and maintaining a successful client-vendor relationship in
ITO projects enhances our knowledge on ITO in general and the ITO client-vendor relationship in particular, there are some limitations and corresponding future research directions that need to be acknowledged.
First, we need to take into account the low number of interviews used within our study in general and
the level of saturation in particular. Due to the exploratory nature of our study, we chose a small number
of interviews to conduct an initial identification of success factors for developing and maintaining a
successful client-vendor relationship from the vendor’s perspective. Based on this approach, we were
able to identify a suitable list of factors including descriptions and importance rankings. Nevertheless,
due to the small sample size, we cannot assume that the identified factor list is complete or exhaustive.
For example, the last interview revealed a total number of 7 new factors, which were not identified in
the prior interviews. Hence, further interviews could reveal, to a certain extent, additional important
factors.
Second, in addition to the sample size, our results need to be further generalized by incorporating the
clients’ point of view. The purpose of our study was the identification of factors solely from the vendor’s
perspective to enhance our knowledge on this particular part of the ITO relationship. Nevertheless, to
increase the generalizability of the identified factors for ITO client-vendor relationships in general and
to enable a comparison between the client’s and vendor’s needs, a similar study focusing on clients’
needs should be performed.
Third, we need further empirical research to enable sufficient theory development. Therefore, this study
is part of an overarching research project on ITO client-vendor relationships. The goal of this research
project is the development of a theoretical model and framework for ITO client-vendor relationships
and thereby extending our theoretical foundation of this important phenomenon. Based on the study
results, we are confident that the identified factors permit a certain degree of generalizability. Nevertheless, to enable sufficient theory development, the generalizability of our results needs to be extended by
conducting further empirical research. This includes, for example, multiple case studies to validate the
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identified factors in different contextual set-ups (e.g., different cultures, countries) as well as testing and
confirmation of the identified factors by practitioners with different backgrounds concerning organization size, culture, and ITO experience.

6

Conclusion

For the very first time, our study provides empirical insights into factors contributing to the development
and maintenance of successful ITO relationships from the vendor’s point of view. By further using the
RepGrid method in the context of ITO for the first time, we were able to generate knowledge based on
40 different ITO projects in a relatively short timeframe and with adequate effort. To the best of our
knowledge, there is no study available using PCT and RepGrid in the field of ITO-related research,
therefore further enhancing this study’s contribution to the body of knowledge. Based on our research
design and the nature of the projects used as elements of our research, we are confident that our results
have a certain degree of generalizability. When comparing our results with past research on the topic of
ITO client-vendor relationship management, we were able to identify several factors which hitherto
were not known or considered in academic research, therefore contributing to our body of knowledge.
In addition to our theoretical contribution, our study provides guidance for practitioners in terms of
developing and maintaining a successful ITO client-vendor relationship, especially by shedding light on
relevant factors concerning the setup of the client organization. Furthermore, based on the chosen theoretical lens, our research showed the need for the development of a suitable ITO client-vendor relationship model or framework. Accordingly, our results can be used as a baseline for developing such a model
or framework. Therefore, we lay the groundwork for further theory development on ITO client-vendor
relationship management with this study, which will be detailed in further research.
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