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Abstract
While there is a plethora of literature on IT Sourcing (ITS) strategy, little is known 
about the impact of large-scale agile frameworks on these strategies. Empirical evi-
dence suggests that application of agile frameworks has an impact on governance 
and processes in large organisations including ITS strategies. Yet, the effects of such 
frameworks remain unrevealed. This research investigates the impact of agile frame-
works on ITS decisions and the way organisations configure their ITS strategies. The 
research first studies literature to realise that there is a lack of empirical research on 
ITS strategies in organisations that use agile frameworks. Then, through a system-
atic literature review, ten different dimensions of ITS are identified and used as the 
required construct for a multiple-case study at six Netherlands-based organisations. 
The results reveal that four dimensions, namely sourcing model, location, pricing 
model, and relational governance are mostly affected by agile frameworks. Further-
more, after more than three years of utilising agile frameworks, case organisations 
still have not discovered a proper optimum point for these dimensions. The results 
also uncover that organisations are not fully aware of the impact of agile transfor-
mation on the process of ITS decision-making. This process may remain intact for 
years, resulting in continuous experimentation and trial and error of ITS strategies. 
We conclude that organisations should recognise the effects of agile frameworks to 
make ITS decisions accordingly. Additionally, adhering to a more rational and struc-
tured decision-making process helps organisations to more efficiently find proper 
optimum points for the dimensions of ITS strategy.
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1  Introduction

IT Outsourcing (ITO) emerged in the mid-60s when hardware and IT services were 
not affordable to all companies (Lee et al. 2003). ITO has evolved and significantly 
altered ever since and has undergone several changes over the past decades (Lee 
et  al. 2003; Vassiliadis et  al. 2006). During these periods of transition, organisa-
tions started to massively rely on outsourcing in order to catch up with the changes 
in markets (Rust and Kannan 2003). As a recent example, using cloud computing 
has changed ITO mindset, enabled organisations to scale their outsourced solutions, 
increased business flexibility and facilitated globally distributed outsourcing (Dhar 
2012; Pattnaik et  al. 2016). Nowadays, ITO shapes on average around 20% of all 
IT expenditures of large organisations and falls under the more general term of IT 
Sourcing (ITS) (Hall et al. 2017).

While the first agile frameworks like Scrum appeared in the late 90s, large-scale 
frameworks such as SAFe emerged later in 2010s. Large-scale Agile frameworks 
like SAFe have not only an impact on the project layer, but also on the delivery of 
large multi-team initiatives such as SAP implementations, as well as the portfolio 
management layers (Stettina and Hörz 2015). Depending on the size and state of 
adoption, this can have a large impact on the organisational governance including 
supplier management and sourcing strategies. For example, through different con-
tracting schemes (Zijdemans and Stettina 2014).

Sourcing involves different contextual factors, dimensions and determinants that 
result in completely different types of arrangements (Marcolin and McLellan 1998; 
Dibbern et al. 2004). The variety of possible arrangements of sourcing strategies has 
led to the advent of a relatively new set of approaches to designing sourcing strate-
gies under the term of configuration based approaches (Cullen and Seddon 2004). 
However, there is still a need for more up-to-date empirical research into the ITS 
decision-making process and its outcome (i.e. ITS strategy) (Dibbern et  al. 2004; 
Lacity et al. 2009; Westphal and Sohal 2016).

ITS implies that there is a degree which indicates the extension of outsourcing in 
comparison to insourcing in an organisation (De Looff 1998). Disruptions of the IT 
market have made ITS, a strategic decision for larger organisations during the past 
decades (Smith and McKeen 2004; Fjermestad and Saitta 2005; Mann et al. 2015). 
Many managers now consider ITS as a strategy to concentrate more on core compe-
tencies to achieve competitive edge (Hodosi and Rusu 2019). Therefore, nowadays, 
the role of an effective ITS strategy on the success of outsourcing in highly vola-
tile and competitive business environments is more crucial than before (Sohel and 
Quader 2017).

Although around 94% of companies have tried outsourcing at least once in their 
lifetime (Hall et  al. 2017), around 25% to 50% of the outsourced IT projects fail 
(Hodosi and Rusu 2019). These failures are mostly caused by contingent decision-
making and being slow to develop a comprehensive ITS strategy (Gottfredson et al. 
2005). To help organisations avoid failures, a significant number of papers have been 
published. As an indication for the extent of overload, the term “sourcing strategy” 
returns 15,500 results in Google scholar. However, it is sometimes very difficult to 
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draw a conclusion from these diverse and often conflicting prescriptions (Cullen 
et al. 2005b; Schoeman et al. 2008).

On the other hand, agile transformation has various effects on ITS (de Vries and 
Verkijk 2017; Gerster and Dremel 2019). Currently, larger organisations are widely 
adopting agile frameworks not only in their IT departments, but also in their busi-
ness units (Gerster and Dremel 2019). 69% of organisations have been undergoing 
agile transformation for less than three years (Business Agility Institute 2019) and 
43% of large organisations in the Netherlands are willing to practice agile at enter-
prise scale (KPMG 2019). However, ITS arrangements are not properly classified 
and are scarcely studied considering this new wave of transformation.

In order to fill the empirical gap in the literature, our study aims to answer the fol-
lowing questions:

RQ1: What is the state-of-the-practice of configuring ITS strategies in large-scale 
organisations that use agile frameworks?
RQ2: What is the impact of agile frameworks on the configuration of ITS strate-
gies?
RQ3: How can large-scale organisations align their ITS strategies with their agile 
frameworks?

Regarding RQ3, considering the moderate success rate of previous prescriptions, 
our study does not focus on prescribing a certain type of ITS arrangement; rather, 
it tries to facilitate the process of ITS decision-making by providing constructs and 
guidance that are extracted from the knowledge gained through answering RQ1 and 
RQ2.

This research has theoretical as well as empirical contributions. Through an sys-
tematic literature review (SLR), a map containing dimensions and elements of ITS 
strategy is defined. Based on this map and a multiple-case study, empirical insights 
into the state-of-the-practice of ITS strategy are gained and the impacts of agile 
frameworks on the dimensions of ITS are identified. In the end, through an analysis 
of the results, a set of suggestions are provided to allow organisations to define their 
ITS strategies more in alignment with their agile frameworks.

This paper is intended to present the findings in the following order: first, a 
brief theoretical background is provided in Sect.  2. Then, the research method is 
described in Sect.  3. The results of the SLR and the multiple-case study are pre-
sented in Sects. 4 and 5 followed by a discussion in Sect. 6. In the end, in Sect. 7, 
we conclude the research by answering the research questions and stating the limita-
tions and suggestions for future works.

2 � Background

Since this research studies the state of ITS strategies when utilising agile frame-
works, it is as well important to review and define general terms and find the conflu-
ence of these concepts beforehand.
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2.1 � Large‑scale agile frameworks

Traditional agile practices are designed for a single or a few development teams and are 
not meant to become scalable (Boehm and Turner 2005). These methods are mostly 
applicable to smaller and co-located teams (Paasivaara 2017). Nowadays, all enter-
prises must learn how to adapt swiftly to changes using agile concepts, even for the 
ones that are not necessarily IT or software companies (Rosing et al. 2015). However, 
utilising agile software development methods in large organisations is complex and 
challenging and requires a special form of coordination (Dyba and Dingsoyr 2009). 
These challenges have led to the emergence of multiple extended derivations of tradi-
tional agile methods such as Scrum of Scrums (SoS), scaled agile framework (SAFe), 
Large Scale Scrum (LeSS), Spotify, etc. under the term of large-scale agile frameworks 
(Kalenda et al. 2018). These frameworks are more complicated than simple agile prac-
tices and target larger organisations. They also differ in the level of complexity, the 
agile methods that they use and the type of organisations they support.

Launching large-scale agile frameworks requires various changes in an organisation 
and publications usually explain the basics and less guidance can be found on how to 
handle particular situations (Conboy and Carroll 2019). Agile transformation at enter-
prise scale is a strategic decision and affects other organisational strategies as well 
(Heikkilä et al. 2017). Sourcing strategies within these frameworks are no exception. 
For instance, the main reference of SAFe explicitly bewares practitioners of extreme 
challenges of sourcing (Knaster and Leffingwell 2018). The sourcing strategy of IT ser-
vices is an important aspect of an agile organisation and is continuously affected by the 
adoption of new agile practices. The sourcing strategy in an agile organisation includes 
different elements, such as scope, contracting and the pricing model, intention, loca-
tion, governance, etc. These elements can be entirely affected by the type of agile prac-
tices in a large-scale organisation (Demirbas et al. 2018).

2.2 � IT sourcing strategy perspectives

When designing a plan or strategy, especially in ITS, many different situational factors 
and uncertainties are involved which should be realised to mitigate the risks of failure 
(Clarke and O’Connor 2012). Apart from ITS situational factors, ITS also consists of 
a variety of dimensions and choices which result in a wide diversity of ITS strategies 
in different organisations (Marcolin and McLellan 1998; Dibbern et al. 2004; Cullen 
et al. 2005b). Depending on the extent of emphasis on the situational factors or on the 
dimensions when defining an ITS strategy, two different approaches have been pro-
posed by scholars, namely contingency and configuration-based approaches.

2.2.1 � Contingency perspective

In the contingency perspective, decisions are made based on situational factors 
(Meyer et  al. 1993). In the context of ITS, the typical situational factors that are 
mentioned frequently in many publications are the firm, industry and market charac-
teristics (Lee et al. 2004; Lacity et al. 2009). These factors can be classified into two 
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major categories, namely internal factors and external factors. The goal of contin-
gency is to limit the multi-dimensionality of environment by reducing the variety of 
these situational factors (Meyer et al. 1993). Therefore, in the contingency approach, 
the strategic view is narrowed down to a specific organisation and the focus is more 
on the situational factors involved in that particular case.

2.2.2 � Configuration‑based perspective

On the other hand, some researchers assume that the traditional contingency 
approach promotes the notion of oversimplifying things by removing the dimensions 
of decision-making (Miller 1981). In the configuration-based approach, it is tried 
to concentrate more on the multi-dimensional nature of ITS instead of solely focus-
ing on the situational factors (Meyer et al. 1993). In general, while the contingency 
approach focuses mainly on the relationship between the context and the organisa-
tion, the configuration-based approach focuses more on the dimensions of ITS deci-
sions and tries to find a fit between all of the dimensions that are involved in deci-
sion-making (Khandwalla 1972). Configuring and sorting things into homogeneous 
groups allow decision-makers to systematically interpret the reality and reduce com-
plexity (Kluge 2000; Leimeister 2010). Researchers have also quantitatively pointed 
out that the configuration-based perspective is more effective when defining fitting 
ITS strategies than the contingency perspective (Lee et  al. 2004). Therefore, the 
configuration-based approach is also followed in this paper.

2.2.3 � Key elements of IT sourcing strategy

Configuration of ITS strategies is a form of strategic decision-making (Varajão et al. 
2017; Damanpour et  al. 2019). The situational factors and the dimensions of ITS 
decisions are two elements of strategic decision-making (SDM) (Rajagopalan et al. 
1997). Beside these elements, the process of decision-making and configuring the 
dimensions is also another key aspect of reaching a fitting ITS strategy in configu-
ration-based approach (Westphal and Sohal 2016). Interrelationships between these 
elements are shown in Fig. 1.

Dimensions of IT sourcing strategy: ITS strategy dimension, as a term, was first 
coined by Lee et al. (2003). ITS strategy dimensions are the variables that should be 
realised and defined to explain how high-level ITS strategies should be structured 
and configured. In other words, if we assume that the situational factors are the inde-
pendent variables of an ITS decision-making process, the dimensions would be the 
dependent ones.

Although situational factors are well elaborate in the extant ITS literature by dif-
ferent scholars (Lacity et al. 2009; Arbogast et al. 2012; Gerster and Dremel 2019), 
ITS strategy dimensions are not covered properly by researchers. A few example of 
disparate and mixed up ITS dimensions that can be found in literature are the ones 
that are related to the duration of ITS contracts (Lacity et al. 2009), the ones related 
to the location of sourced projects (Gerbl et  al. 2015) and the extent to which IT 
functions are outsourced (Hodosi and Rusu 2019). Therefore, in Sect. 4, we try to 
extract these sparsely available dimensions in literature by conducting an SLR.
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Process of IT sourcing decision-making: ITS strategies must be configured 
properly in the decision-making phase before jumping into execution. But the 
way organisations come up with fitting values and approach decisions is another 
key element of ITS strategy. This key element is called the process of ITS deci-
sion-making and like the dimensions of ITS is not fully covered in literature 
(Westphal and Sohal 2016). To fill this gap, a recent study of four large Austral-
ian-based companies concludes that in order to efficiently define successful ITS 
strategies, the discovery process should be followed Westphal and Sohal (2016). 
The discovery process is a methodological approach to strategic decision-mak-
ing and is not necessarily related to any specific type of strategy (Nutt 2011). 
The approach consists of four major phases and starts with a call for gathering 
intelligence and understanding the context followed by the search for possible 
options, evaluating the options and uncovering the final solution (Nutt 2008). 
However, the details of activities within each phase are missing in the extant lit-
erature and will be studied more thoroughly through an SLR in Sect. 4.2.

2.3 � IT Sourcing within agile frameworks

As previously mentioned in Sect.  2.1, launching large-scale agile frameworks 
requires various changes in an organisation including different alterations in the 
way organisations source services. ITS strategy is also an aspect of sourcing 
which is on the one hand, more complex than any other types of sourcing (Patil 
and Wongsurawat 2015) and on the other hand, is mostly affected by the need to 
increase the speed and flexibility of agile frameworks (Dutta et  al. 2017; Ger-
ster and Dremel 2019). As an example, incorporating agility impacts IT contract 
types (Zijdemans and Stettina 2014), since long and precisely specified contracts 
might be replaced by modules sourced in small and iterative packages (Opelt 
et al. 2013). However, contracting is not the only ITS phase which is affected by 
agile frameworks. Since this study is focused on the strategic phase of ITS (i.e. 
the decision-making phase), we will mainly study the impacts of agile frame-
works on ITS decisions.

Fig. 1   SDM model of ITS strategies. Inspired by Bell et al. (1997)
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3 � Research methodology

The research methodology to answer the questions of this research consists of two 
major phases. Since we need to collect an up-to-date list of ITS dimensions which 
can be used as a scaffold to answer the research questions, the first part of the meth-
odology is done via an SLR to be able to systematically include all possible dimen-
sions. The second phase is a multiple case study which seeks to find answers to the 
research questions based on the qualitative research outline of Yin (2017).

3.1 � Systematic literature review

A literature review must be thorough and fair to hold a scientific value (Kitchenham 
2004). To achieve an acceptable level of thoroughness and fairness, a systematic 
review should be considered when performing the literature review. The techniques 
that we use to perform such a systematic review are based on the suggestions of 
Kitchenham (2004). In the protocol of our SLR, we define two main facets for our 
inclusion decisions. These main facets are (IT) (out) sourcing strategy and agile. We 
do not exclude all non-IT research since the main theories of outsourcing apply to 
both IT and non-IT contexts. Moreover, in some papers, the general term of sourc-
ing strategy is used for sourcing IT services and non-IT services interchangeably. 
However, papers that are related to procurement as in the process of buying goods, 
performing non-IT projects, commodity procurement, supply chain or logistics are 
excluded. When searching for papers around the subject of agile, we only include 
the papers that are about (out) sourcing, distributed software development and 
Business-IT Alignment (B/IA). For instance, papers about transformation or how 
to become agile are excluded. When studying empirical research, we exclude case 
studies of smaller organisations since they are mostly concentrated on operational 
and executive challenges. However, some papers include multiple case studies of 
both small and large-scale organisations which are included as a source.

3.1.1 � Databases

Different databases are used in order to collect the related literature. Google Scholar 
covers most of the famous scientific databases (e.g. Science Direct, ACM, IEEE) 
which is used mainly in this research. Sourcing is a multidisciplinary subject; there-
fore, it is essential to cover different domains of study such as managerial, business 
and computer science databases at the same time. In addition to Google Scholar, 
DBLP which is a computer science literature reference and the Web of Knowledge 
(ISI) which provides a comprehensive data citation reference of multiple scientific 
databases are used as well.

3.1.2 � Searches

Based on the results of some preliminary searches, we can highlight the main search 
terms and keywords that are common in the domain of ITS. Moreover, semantic 
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differences can also be realised in the preliminary search. For instance, we find out 
that in some papers, the term strategic sourcing is different from the main target of 
this research which is sourcing strategy. Strategic sourcing entails a wider scope 
and subjects such as details of contractual settings and relationships with vendors. 
At this stage, synonyms of the keywords are also detected and tried when searching. 
The main terms that are used in literature regarding the previously mentioned facets 
are IT sourcing method, IT sourcing practices, IT outsourcing methods, IT sourcing 
strategies, IT procurement strategy, large scale agile, sourcing strategies, outsourc-
ing in agile, agile outsourcing, and agile outsourcing practices. We also construct 
search strings using Boolean’s AND’s and OR’s.

3.1.3 � Study selection

Apart from the main exclusion criteria which are previously explained, we also filter 
out some of the included literature. Since none of the studies had their focus directly 
on the subject of this research, we followed the techniques of Dikert to exclude irrel-
evant papers (Dikert et al. 2016). During the primary study stage, we read abstract 
sections of the identified papers and if relevant, conclusion sections as well. After 
that, we assign a score between one to 10 to each study. The score goes higher if 
these sections have a couple of paragraphs about sourcing strategy or they contain a 
few sentences about relationships between agile transformation and sourcing strat-
egy or if there is at least one situational factor or ITS dimension mentioned. The 
paper scoring procedure is done by the main researcher of the paper but the guide-
line and also the outcomes are revised continuously by other authors as well. The 
selected papers to be further read are mainly among the ones that get a score higher 
than five in the preliminary study. In total, 901 papers that were selected in the pri-
mary search were filtered out to 324 papers in the initial filtering phase and after 
reading the abstract and conclusions sections. This number was reduced to 169 after 
full-text filtering when papers were fully read and graded. In the end, 74 best-graded 
papers were selected to shape the core of the literature review.

3.2 � Multiple‑case study

Case study is a relevant and proper technique if the questions of research seek to 
explain how or why some phenomenon happen (Yin 2017). Scholars are also fre-
quently calling for more in-depth and qualitative studies in the domains of sourcing 
and strategic decision-making (Nutt 2008; Westphal and Sohal 2016). In this study, 
we use the qualitative research outline of Bell et al. (2018) alongside the case study 
approach of Yin (2017) to structurally conduct the research.

3.2.1 � Sampling

We followed the purposive sampling technique to select samples that share particu-
lar characteristics and have the potential to provide rich, relevant and diverse data 
pertinent to the research question (Tong et al. 2007). The purposive sampling of this 
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research is done with the help of the experts who already have experience in work-
ing with client organisations. Snowballing sampling procedure is also used within a 
case organisation in order to find more relevant and willing participants.

3.2.2 � Selection criteria

Since the focus of this research is on large-scale organisations that use agile frame-
works, the cases should also be large. An organisation that uses agile practices can 
be considered large-scale if it is shaped of at least 50 people or six teams (Dikert 
et al. 2016). Besides, since the organisations that follow waterfall or bimodal prac-
tices are in nature different from those that are agile (Horlach et al. 2017), we only 
select the organisations that have already utilised and established large-scale agile 
frameworks. We also focus on the organisations that have been practising agile for 
more than three years to guarantee that they have a decent level of maturity (Mers-
ino 2018). We also filter out the organisations that are not intensively dependent on 
IT services or projects, meaning that in the case organisations, IT is used as a capa-
bility enabler or a way to rationalisation (Nordström et al. 2000). Different measures 
may be used to assess IT intensity of an organisation such as IT budget, number of 
tools and IT devices, penetration of software tools, number of staff active in IT, etc 
(Ali and Green 2005). Since IT is intertwined with many aspects of an organisation, 
we refined the list of IT intensive organisations based on their self claim in an initial 
inquiry. The list of the filtered organisations is presented in Table 1.

We can classify all key roles involved in the process of ITS decision-making 
into three groups, namely decision initiators (e.g. IS executives and top man-
agers), decision-makers (e.g. senior executives and IS managers), and decision 
framers (e.g. IS managers and consultants) (Dibbern et  al. 2004). Considering 
the fact that agile practices are commonly bottom-up approaches (Conboy et al. 
2010), we can assume that at least two interviews at two different levels within an 
organisation are required. One of the interviews should be on the intersection of 
strategic and tactical levels (decision-makers) and the other one can be between 
the tactical and the operational levels (decision framers and executors). Partici-
pants can be senior executives, procurement managers, program or project man-
agers, product owners and team leads. Besides, since some of these roles may be 
fully outsourced or the access to the client may be limited, if possible, interviews 

Table 1   List of the cases

Code Sector Agile Exp. Framework Outreach # of Staff Revenue (EUR)

C1 Finance 4+ years Spotify Global 40,000 12b
C2 Electronics 4+ years SAFe Global 20,000 11b
C3 Automotive 3+ years SAFe Europe 1000 2b
C4 Energy approx. 3 years SAFe NL 4000 1b
C5 Finance 5+ years SAFe Global 18,000 20b
C6 Energy 6+ years SAFe Europe 3000 6b
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with one of the partner vendors of each case are conducted to better explore the 
context and compensate for the lack of information from the client’s side. The 
list of the interviewees is presented in Table 2. Three interviewees had years of 
background in both the client’s organisation as well as the vendor’s and they con-
sidered themselves as an employee of both organisations.

3.2.3 � Data collection

We choose a semi-structured interview guideline with open-ended questions in 
order to enable interviewees to freely talk about their experience and to improve 
the effectiveness of theory extraction from the interviewee’s experience (Schultze 
and Avital 2011). All interviews are recorded and transcribed to be coded at later 
stages. Interviews last between 30 and 60 min including the closing questions and 
open discussions.

At this stage, findings from a multi-vocal study are also taken into considera-
tion and if possible, data is backed by the evidence found in literature. Further-
more, available details of some outsourced contracts of the case organisations are 
found on the internet and are compared with the interviewees’ responses. This 
approach will allow us to make use of data triangulation and strengthen our find-
ings (Creswell and Poth 2016).

Table 2   List of the interviewees

Code Organisation Role Experience with agile Vendor/client

P11 C1 Team lead (multiple teams) 6+ years Vendor
P12 C1 IT transformation manager 7 years Client
P13 C1 Project lead 9 years Vendor
P14 C1 Scrum master 5+ years Vendor
P15 C1 Program manager 5 years Client
P21 C2 IT procurement manager 5+ years Client
P22 C2 Deal execution manager 4+ years Vendor
P31 C3 Program lvl agile coach 3+ years Vendor
P32 C3 Delivery lead 10+ years Both
P33 C3 Team lead 10+ years Client
P41 C4 Program manager 2+ years Client
P42 C4 Senior procurement manager 5+ years Client
P43 C4 Scrum master 5+ years Vendor
P51 C5 Lead of transformation 6+ years Vendor
P52 C5 Agile transformation lead 10+ years Both
P53 C5 Delivery lead 5+ years Vendor
P54 C5 Head of IT sourcing 4+ years Client
P61 C6 Lead of transformation 6+ years Vendor
P62 C6 Delivery lead 6+ years Both
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3.2.4 � Data analysis

To facilitate the analysis of the transcripts, we use NVIVO. We also make use of two 
different coding classification techniques in NVIVO, namely initial and emergent. 
Therefore, the categories of codes may change as we analyse more interviews which 
is a common method of analysis (Saldaña 2015). All transcripts are read three times 
and coding is done during the second and the third runs. To increase the reliability 
of the coding system, codes that are created in the second run are compared to the 
ones in the third read and the differences are pointed out and resolved (Syed and 
Nelson 2015). However, both codings are done by the same researcher but in at least 
two weeks time span between each read.

Based on the suggestions of scholars, the analysis of the results of the interviews 
is divided into two major parts: the within-case analysis and the cross-case analysis 
(Eisenhardt 1989). After analysing each interview, a complete picture of the state-
of-the-practice of ITS strategy is drawn for each case organisation. Then the cross-
case analysis allows us to find patterns between the cases (Mathison 2005).

4 � Results of the systematic literature review

During the preliminary literature review, it was realised that information about two 
major key elements of ITS decision-making which are at the centre of attention 
when following the configuration-based approach is disperse in literature. To collect 
and demonstrate this scattered information, an SLR is conducted. The results of this 
SLR is presented in this section.

4.1 � Dimensions of IT sourcing strategy

Previously, scholars have extracted some of the main ITS dimensions from the 
extant literature (Cullen and Seddon 2004; von Jouanne-Diedrich 2004; Demirbas 
et al. 2018); however, since the focus of our study is on realising how agile organi-
sations arrange these dimensions, we require a comprehensive, exhaustive and up-
to-date list.

Overall, 10 main dimensions are highlighter in the identified literature which are 
shown in Table 3. An extra dimension called exit plan was also suggested in a few 
papers (Hopwood 2018; Fitzgerald et al. 2017); however, considering the low num-
ber of mentions and the nature of an exit plan which is in essence different from 
other dimensions, it is not included in the list of dimensions. The list of the final 
best-graded papers and the dimensions that are mentioned in each article are also 
demonstrated in Table 4.

We take advantage of a special technique called concept matrix in order to syn-
thesis the literature review findings and demonstrate them on the table (Webster 
and Watson 2002). The selected papers either classify ITS strategy dimensions 
or elaborate on a few particular dimensions and their attributes. Different naming 
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is proposed for each dimension and attributes within each dimension in the focal 
papers; however, we have tried to assign the most frequent titles to the dimensions 
and their attributes. There are also some dimensions that are mentioned only in a 
very few papers but are not included in this list. For instance, the chronology of 
sourcing is only mentioned by Von Jouanne–Diedrich which is not included in our 
list of dimensions (von Jouanne-Diedrich 2004). Furthermore, various attributes are 
suggested for some of the dimensions but we have selected the most frequent attrib-
utes. For instance, there are many different hybrids or innovative pricing models 
available in the extant literature but we only mention the most common ones.

Among the extracted dimensions, intention and scope are in essence differ-
ent since they can be arranged even before the whole process of decision-making 
begins. The intention of outsourcing is usually determined when general business 
strategies are defined based on the available outsourcing theories (Nordigården et al. 
2014). The scope is also usually identified when the business case is outlined. How-
ever, both of these dimensions should be fully recognised and properly set to effi-
ciently define ITS strategies.

In order to better demonstrate all of the dimensions, we present the list of ITS 
dimensions in Table 5. The demonstrated list of ITS dimensions is also reviewed 
and slightly revised by a group of 10 expert practitioners to unify the terminology 
and the title of the dimensions with the ones that are being used in practice.

4.2 � Process of IT sourcing decision‑making

Apart from the research mentioned in Sect.  2.2.3, a few other scholars have also 
tried to partially identify the steps that should be taken when configuring ITS strate-
gies (McIvor 2000; Dibbern et al. 2004; Kazmi et al. 2018). Different activities and 
sub-activities are suggested by these researchers in order to structurally make sourc-
ing decisions. We listed then modelled the main decision-making activities of each 
of these papers to be able to compare them. This comparison is shown in Fig. 2. The 
technique used in order to demonstrate these activities is called process-deliverable 
diagrams (PDDs). This special notation is normally used to easily demonstrate all 

Table 3   List of ITS dimensions

Dimension Description Code

Vendor construction The number of vendors involved in the project D1
Degree of outsourcing The percentage of the budget allocated to outsourcing D2
Duration The average duration of the contract D3
Ownership Which party owns the intellectual property D4
Pricing model The framework of billing in contract D5
Relational governance The extent of trust and ties with vendor D6
Scope Subject of outsourcing D7
Location The location of vendor(s) D8
Intention The purpose of sourcing D9
Sourcing model Explains the distribution of responsibility D10
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activities as well as the outcomes of activities. A PDD consists of two parts: pro-
cesses on the left-hand side, which is based on a UML activity diagram, and deliver-
ables on the right-hand side, which is based on a UML class diagram (van de Weerd 
et al. 2006). However, in this Figure, we have skipped the deliverable side in order 
to maintain readability. Furthermore, sub-activities are also skipped to keep the sim-
plicity of demonstration; therefore, following the guideline of the PDD technique, 
all main activities are sown as closed complex ones.

Table 4   Concept matrix of the ITS dimensions in scientific papers

Article D1 D2 D3 D4 D5 D6 D7 D8 D9 D10

Demirbas et al. (2018) × × × × × × × ×

Hopwood (2018) × × × × × × ×

Cullen et al. (2005a) × × × × × × × ×

Leimeister (2010) × × × × ×

Schoeman et al. (2008) × × × × × ×

Könning et al. (2018) × × × × × ×

Derksen (2013) × × × × × ×

Fitzgerald et al. (2017) × × × ×

von Bary (2018) × × × × ×

Lacity et al. (2009) × × × × ×

Al-Ahmad and Al-Oqaili (2013) × × × ×

Hyder et al. (2004) × × × ×

Lee et al. (2003) × × × ×

Lee et al. (2004) × × × ×

Dibbern et al. (2004) × × × ×

von Jouanne-Diedrich (2004) × × × ×

Hodosi and Rusu (2019) × × ×

Gerbl et al. (2015) × × ×

Gerster et al. (2018) × × ×

Dutta et al. (2017) × × ×

Mahnke et al. (2005) × × ×

Su et al. (2016) × ×

Aris et al. (2008) × ×

Pratap (2014) × ×

Simmonds and Gilmour (2005) × ×

Varajão et al. (2017) × ×

Nordigården et al. (2014) × ×

Fjermestad and Saitta (2005) ×

Ali and Green (2012) ×

Ågerfalk and Fitzgerald (2008) ×

Pries-Heje and Pries-Heje (2014) ×

Babin and Saunderson (2016) ×

Count 19 14 11 10 7 16 7 11 14 7
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By comparing the main activities of the aforementioned methods, we observe 
some similarities with the concept of the discovery process. Therefore, we can clas-
sify the steps proposed in those papers under the main phases of the discovery pro-
cess. The main phases of the discovery process are also shown in Fig.  2 as blue 
boxes .

4.3 � Impacts of agile frameworks on decision‑making

As discussed before, ITS strategies need to be configured through a set of activi-
ties within the decision-making phase (Westphal and Sohal 2016). Therefore, the 
impacts of agile frameworks on ITS strategies can be classified into the impacts 
on the results of the decision-making process (i.e. ITS configuration and sourcing 
guideline) and the impacts on the process of decision-making and the way decisions 
are made. Although realising the effects of establishing large-scale agile frameworks 
on both of these areas will help decision-makers to properly adjust ITS strategies 
when transforming into agile, these impacts are not covered well in the extant lit-
erature. In the next section, we try to identify these impacts through a multiple-case 
study and portray the state-of-the-practice of ITS decision-making.

5 � Results of the multiple‑case study

In total, 19 interviews are conducted within case organisations of this study plus 
eight interviews with experienced freelance consultants to gain more insights into 
the subject matter. Furthermore, one interviewee was the lead of transformation at 
organisation C5 as well as C6; therefore during the interview, both organisations 
were covered. In addition to these interviews, two pilot interviews and multiple 
introductory interviews with experts are conducted before the official interviews. 
These introductory interviews led to multiple adjustments to the interview guideline 
including the improvement of overall clarity of the questions, interview time, and 

Table 5   ITS strategy dimensions and their corresponding options

Dimension Options

Relational governance Transactional, partnership
Sourcing model Managed service, managed Capacity, staff augmentation
Location Offshore, nearshore, onshore/onsite
Scope Infrastructure, IS/applications, end-user management, security
Ownership Client owns IP, joint venture, vendor owns IP
Degree of outsourcing Total insourcing, selective, total outsourcing
Pricing model Fixed price, time & material (T&M), payment per sprint
Duration Long, medium, short
Intention Focus on core capabilities, access to skills, innovation, cost 

reduction, improvement
Vendor construction Multi vendor, single vendor
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tools that can be used in order to collect data especially regarding the map of ITS 
dimensions.

5.1 � Cases and descriptive variables

5.1.1 � Industry attributes

The influence of industry attributes on ITS decisions is not clear (Lacity et al. 2009); 
therefore the cases in this study are selected from different sectors to maintain gen-
eralisability. Regarding the financial stability, all cases are in good financial health. 
Organisations C3 and C6 are also part of bigger organisations and are supported by 

Fig. 2   Comparison of three different ITS decision-making processes proposed by McIvor (2000), Dib-
bern et al. (2004), and Kazmi et al. (2018)
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their parent companies. Additionally, in all cases, ITS decisions are strategic ones 
with a high level of complexity.

5.1.2 � Size attributes

Size of an organisation may impact ITS decisions and larger organisations may fol-
low more strategic paths of decision-making (Westphal and Sohal 2016; Drechsler 
and Weißschädel 2018). Therefore, we selected the cases with more than 1,000 staff. 
The level of decentralisation of the organisation may also impact strategic decision-
making (Westphal and Sohal 2016). All cases’ main headquarters are located in the 
Netherlands but the outreach of the cases vary in order to maintain generalisability.

5.1.3 � Attributes of the agile way of working

In all case organisations but C4, agile practices have been in place for more than 
three years. Another fact about the level of agility in case organisations is that they 
have started the implementation of agile frameworks from bottom-up and first in a 
few departments and then scaled up the practices or are in the process of scaling up.

In organisations C4 and C5, the interviewees and especially the procurement 
team members still perceive agility as a means for the development teams only.

Agile in our organisation is mostly within the development team and not 
organisation-wide (P42).

In some cases, especially in vendors’ opinion, it is believed that the agile way of 
working is not being applied efficiently or organisation-wide. P51 says “I would 
classify these organisations as agile in the name. They adopt a lot of ceremonies and 
processes but they do not take on a lot of what is necessary for the improvement”. 
This pattern is seen in C2 and C4 as well. However, implementing an organisation-
wide agile framework is a continuous journey that never ends (Maples 2009). What 
is perceived as mature agile may differ from the vendor’s to the client’s perspective 
and that is why in this study, the overall age of agile frameworks is considered as the 
main indicator.

5.2 � Case analysis

As mentioned before, the impact of agile frameworks on ITS decisions is twofold. 
On the one hand, agile frameworks may have an impact on the outcome of the deci-
sion-making process (i.e. the ITS configuration) and on the other hand, they may 
influence the process of decision-making. Therefore, each interview transcript is 
analysed individually. Firstly, to depict the current status of the organisation regard-
ing ITS configurations and the process of defining ITS strategies. Secondly, to figure 
out the impacts of establishing agile frameworks on each of them from the inter-
viewee’s perspective.

In general, almost all interviewees were aware of the current status of ITS config-
urations in their organisations but some interviewees were not able to elaborate on 
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the impacts of agile frameworks on the process of decision-making. This was mostly 
because some interviewees were not involved in the process of decision-making or 
decisions were already made before their entrance.

5.2.1 � State of IT sourcing configuration

The concepts of ITS configuration-based approach are being applied in all cases and 
all interviewees were familiar with the elements of the ITS dimensions list. Consid-
ering the results in each case organisation, the most frequently observed attributes 
of each dimension are shown in Fig. 3 which is inspired by the way von Jouanne-
Diedrich (2004) portrayed his dimensions list. The attributes which are observed in 
more than 50% of the case organisations are considered as most frequent. In five 
dimensions, namely degree of outsourcing, relational governance, vendor construc-
tion, ownership and duration, cohesive choices are observed among almost all cases. 
The diversity of choices is the highest within the intention of outsourcing dimension. 
However, cost reduction is observed as the main driver of outsourcing in almost all 
cases.

Apart from the intention of outsourcing, the sourcing model, the pricing model 
and the location of outsourcing are also three dimensions with the most mixed 
answers among cases. All organisations but C4 are trying at least one type of man-
aged models of outsourcing alongside staff augmentation.

We are moving from staff augmentation to managed capacity and we want to 
push to managed services (P32).

Fig. 3   The prevalent ITS configuration among cases portrayed in the map of ITS dimensions. The num-
bers indicate the number of cases using the attribute. Darker blue indicates the dimensions impacted by 
agile frameworks (colour figure online)
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Likewise, except in C4—which is the least developed organisation in terms of agile 
transformation, all other organisations are trying to maintain a balance in the loca-
tion of outsourcing. Regarding the pricing model, no particular pattern is observed 
but some of the case organisations are attempting to make use of fixed-price con-
tracts besides T&M.

The impacts of agile frameworks on the choices that are made when configur-
ing ITS strategies are most evident on the location of outsourcing and the sourcing 
model which are mentioned in four cases, the relational governance and the pric-
ing model are also mentioned in three cases followed by the degree of outsourcing 
which is mentioned in only one case. The same pattern of results is also seen if 
we consider the frequency of mentions among interviewees. The distribution of the 
claimed impacts of agile frameworks on ITS strategies is shown in Fig. 4.

5.2.2 � State of decision‑making process

The ITS process in almost all cases consists of three main stages, namely decision-
making, contracting and execution. However, the interviewees could not provide a 
clear picture of how ITS-related decisions are made in the first phase. These deci-
sions were either in place for many years with only minor changes from time to 
time or they were made at higher levels of organisations among CxOs. Based on 
the interviews, it is observed that the process of defining ITS strategies mostly fol-
lows the path of the organic model of strategic planning in which the vision and the 
values are of more importance than the process and the plan. Nevertheless, the main 
steps of the discovery process are partially taken in some organisations. In most 
cases, this decision-making approach has remained intact for many years. Thorough 
and continuous analysis of the current situation or the available options is sometimes 
skipped or is handed over to partners. This causes inconsistency in decision-making, 
different experimentation and swinging between choices within dimensions.

A couple of years ago, we started a new wave of outsourcing. Before that, we 
had a period of five years that we were turning everything back (P12).

Fig. 4   ITS dimensions impacted by agile frameworks: observed among cases
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5.2.3 � Other observed patterns

Our case organisations are predominantly benefiting from the collaboration of 
different vendors. An analysis of more than 1,000 ITO deals in Germany, Aus-
tria, and Switzerland shows that the multi-vendor type of ITS is on the rise with 
around 1.5 vendors actively participating on the same deal (Könning et al. 2018). 
In a multi-vendor setting, some of our case organisations are currently assigning 
projects to different vendors with different types of contracts at the same time 
which eventually causes conflicts. For instance, a partner with T&M-based con-
tract is currently working beside a vendor with a fixed-price plus bonus contract. 
This is observed in both C1 and C6 cases.

[...] has a contract which is T&M and can deliver people and [...] has a con-
tract which is managed by the performance of the teams and then it does not 
really match (P62).

As a result of these conflicts, vendor consolidation is also observed in some 
cases. For instance, in C1, there is now a tendency towards limiting the number 
of vendors. P11 indicates “More or less, they are doing it end-to-end and trying 
to limit the number of vendors and give one task to one vendor”. This can also 
be seen in C2, C4, C5 and C6. P54 states “We are doing multi-vendor [...] but 
our preference for vendor construction is to work with one vendor in one specific 
area”. Vendor consolidation as well affects relational governance in some cases. 
It is sometimes believed that relational governance is partnership on paper but 
transactional in reality.

They mention that it is a partnership but sometimes it feels more transac-
tional (P22).

Although all cases are predominantly using staff-augmentation as their sourcing 
model at the moment, they are shifting their sourcing models into using more 
managed models. This can be observed in all cases except in C4 and it is men-
tioned by at least one interviewee per each case. A similar pattern has already 
been predicted by Beulen (2018) in a distributed survey among large-organisa-
tions in the Dutch market.

6 � Discussion

By using the map of ITS dimensions, we could easily portray the state-of-the-
practice of ITS strategies in our case organisations and pinpoint the impacts of 
agile frameworks on each dimension. The patterns observed among cases regard-
ing the choices that are made and the way these choices are approached lead us 
to three major observations. Firstly, our results indicate a conflict between the 
drivers of agile and outsourcing is clear in the results. Secondly, it is seen that 
the impacts of agile frameworks change the balance in particular dimensions and 
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organisations struggle to find the optimum choice within those dimensions. In the 
end, it is observed that there is a lack of proper constructs and methods to system-
atically determine possible choices, understand the impacts and make decisions. 
These three observations are discussed in detail in this section.

6.1 � There is a conflict of incentives

By reviewing the case study results, it is eminent that some choices within some 
dimensions are incongruent among cases. These dimensions are intention, sourcing 
model, location, and pricing model.

Agile values emphasis on the quality, the flexibility and the customer-centricity 
of services (Rosing et al. 2015). Cost efficiency is not at the centre of attention when 
practising agile (Gill and Henderson-Sellers 2006). Agile practices may even lead 
to deterioration of cost (Suetin et al. 2016). Therefore, cost reduction as the main 
intention of outsourcing among our cases is different from the other intentions of 
outsourcing which are more in alignment with agile (e.g. improvement of quality). 
This reason may justify the mixed answers that are given regarding the intention of 
outsourcing.

The location of outsourcing is another incohesive dimension. In a survey distrib-
uted among Dutch agile organisations in 2017, it was predicted that the location of 
outsourcing and the pricing model of sourcing strategies are going to be revised in 
three years due to the implications of agile transformation (Beulen 2018). However, 
regardless of what these implications are and which configuration would the best, 
such research proves that these dimensions require a special attention when making 
sourcing decisions.

Agile frameworks advocate insourcing and the distance and its subsidiary chal-
lenges such as temporal and socio-cultural differences are the most challenging 
issues in distributed agile (Ghafoor et al. 2017). Although outsourcing to offshore 
locations enables cost reduction and access to capabilities, it contradicts agility. The 
same pattern is also observed in sourcing model and pricing model dimensions. 
Staff augmentation and T&M are both more agile in nature than their counterparts 
(i.e. managed models and fixed-price model). All of these three dimensions are also 
claimed to be impacted by agile frameworks. In general, there seems to be a conflict 
between agility and outsourcing and organisations are struggling to find a balanced 
fit when configuring ITS dimensions.

6.2 � Impact of agile changes the balance

We can observe great similarities between the list of the dimensions which are 
mostly impacted by agile frameworks and the list of the dimensions that have incon-
gruent choices. It can be perceived that the impacts of agile frameworks may have 
resulted in unbalanced choices within these ITS dimensions. Moreover, organisa-
tions are subconsciously seeking to find the best choices for these dimensions by 
doing experimentation and trial and error.
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Organisations at any point must realise that there is an optimum point between 
the attributes of each ITS dimension (balance perspective) and these optimum points 
must be set considering internal and external factors (fit perspective) (Kotabe et al. 
2008). However, establishing agile frameworks significantly changes this balance 
and organisations need to adjust ITS strategies according to this disruption. These 
disruptions and the struggle to find an optimum point are also observed among our 
cases. Multiple interviewees highlighted the fact that they are moving back to the 
choices that were made a few years ago or they have found out that the choices need 
continuous adjustment but this adjustment is currently being done in a trial and error 
format. Avoiding such random experimentation and back and forth between choices 
can be achieved by first, recognising the dimensions of ITS strategies and contex-
tual factors. Second—as previously touched upon by Westphal and Sohal (2016), by 
adhering to a formalised decision-making process in order to structurally assign val-
ues to each dimension. While finding the optimum point for some dimensions seems 
to be straight forward, in the dimensions which are mostly affected by agile frame-
works, this task is a long course of trial and error if not done structurally. Location 
of outsourcing, sourcing model and pricing model are three main dimensions that 
should be at the centre of attention when sourcing IT services in organisations that 
use agile frameworks.

6.3 � More guidance is required in practice

As previously evaluated by researchers, the adoption of a method which is based 
on the Discovery Process is more likely to generate the results that ITS decision-
makers are hoping to achieve (Westphal and Sohal 2016). However, a structured 
method could not be observed among cases when defining ITS strategies. The lack 
of a proper structure may lead to excessive work when seeking for optimum points 
within dimensions. The case organisations are still struggling to find these optimum 
points even after more than three years of practising agile frameworks.

We argue that organisations can benefit from the list of ITS dimensions presented 
in Table 5 to identify the decisions that should be made when configuring ITS strat-
egies. Identifying decisions and possible options to these decisions will help organi-
sations to structurally find a balanced fit among all dimensions. Neglecting a dimen-
sion or an option may completely change the balance; therefore, this map allows 
organisations to comprehend all possible dimensions and choices. Moreover, follow-
ing a methodological approach such as the Discovery Process may allow organi-
sations to more efficiently find the optimum point of ITS. Continuous analysis of 
the current situation and continuous elicitation of possible options and evaluation 
of the options is a way of discovering the balanced fit without relying too much 
on experimentation. Whilst going through the Discovery Process may take longer 
than ad-hoc decision-making—which is mostly triggered by an opportunity, at a 
minimum, it enables organisations to learn from choices and their consequences; 
therefore, reduces the amount of experimentation. The revised version of the Dis-
covery Process which is demonstrated in Fig. 5 can help agile organisations more 
efficiently find the optimum point of their ITS strategy. This model comprises the 
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main phases of the Discovery Process and the major outcome of each phase as 
explained in Sect.  4.2. We avoided including sub-activities in this model in order 
to allow decision-makers to be able to follow a structured path and at the same time 
to have the freedom of organic planning as explained in Sect.  5.2.2. However, at 
any point, activities within each phase can be selected among the set of activities 
shown in Fig. 2. The proposed model is also validated by four practitioner experts 
as a potential solution to the aforementioned issues. According to the practitioners, 
although the major phases of the revised Discovery Process can be applied to real-
life cases, sub-activities within each phase cannot be determined beforehand consid-
ering differences in sourcing business cases.

6.4 � Limitations and validity threats

We faced a few limitations and validity threats in our multiple-case study which we 
tried to mitigate using alternatives. Firstly, enormous amount of effort was put to 
reach out to managers and decision-makers; however, due to the strict set of selec-
tion criteria, we have based our study on a convenience sample to be able to conduct 
the study.

Regarding the external validity, the focus of this research was on the Dutch mar-
ket; however, multiple complimentary interviews were conducted with experts out-
side of the Netherlands to assess the applicability of the results in other markets. 
Three interviews with experts portrayed relatively the same pattern among large 
organisations in India.

Another critical factor that limits the generalisability of the research is the usage 
of large-scale agile frameworks within case organisations. The results cannot be 
postulated for organisations that are not applying an agile framework at enterprise 

Fig. 5   Revised version of the discovery process
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scale. Furthermore, five out of six case organisations of this study use SAFe as their 
agile framework which represents the popularity of SAFe among other frameworks 
as pointed out in reports (VisionOne 2020). However, we tried to keep the findings 
applicable to other frameworks by maintaining the neutrality of the questions.

Furthermore, all interviews from the vendor’s side were conducted in one par-
ticular consulting firm. This will result in two concerns. First is that all case organi-
sations were common in working with at least one particular vendor. Second is 
that the vendor’s perspective is representative of one consulting company and not 
all existing vendors in the market. However, since the interviews with the vendor 
were considered to be supplementary interviews to gain more insights, we assigned 
higher weights to the answers given by the internal staff of the case organisations.

And in the end, although the map of ITS strategy dimensions and the revised 
version of the Discovery Process have been validated and adjusted by a group of 
experts during the research, it is important to mention that both require further 
investigations and evaluation in real-life cases to be proven just.

7 � Conclusions and future research

In this paper, we investigated the state-of-the-practice of ITS strategy configura-
tion and the impacts of agile frameworks on this configuration in large-scale organ-
isations. The contribution of the study is multi-fold. First, it was realised that an 
exhaustive and up-to-date list of ITS dimensions is not available in literature; there-
fore, through an SLR, we identified the main ITS dimensions and their correspond-
ing attributes. These dimensions should be arranged before the contracting phase 
of the ITS process is started. The final version of the map of ITS dimensions was 
also used as an instrument in our case study to structurally identify the state-of-the-
practice of ITS strategies in case organisations.

RQ1: What is the state-of-the-practice of configuring ITS strategies in large-
scale organisations that use agile frameworks?

We conducted 19 interviews and covered six large-scale Dutch organisations that use 
agile frameworks to find out what decisions are being made regarding ITS strategies. 
The results of the interviews confirmed that the cases follow the configuration-based 
approach to define their ITS strategies. Furthermore, it was observed that the cases’ 
ITS strategy configurations conform to the map of ITS dimensions. A similar pattern 
of decision-making was also seen among cases. In most of the dimensions, choices 
were cohesive; however, some dimensions represented mixed choices. Apart from 
intention and scope which are in essence different, the main incongruent dimensions 
were the location, the pricing model, and the sourcing model. Organisations were 
unable to find a balanced point within these dimensions and the choices were not 
decisive; therefore, they were subject to change.

RQ2: What is the impact of agile frameworks on the configuration of ITS 
strategies?
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Moreover, the results of the case study revealed that four dimensions are mostly 
affected by agile frameworks. These dimensions are location, pricing model, sourc-
ing model, and relational governance. It became apparent that even after more than 
three years of practising agile, organisations are still struggling to find the proper 
arrangement for the dimensions that are most impacted by agile frameworks.

The results of the case study showed that organisations are aware of the possibil-
ity of disruptions caused by agile frameworks. They are also trying to adapt their 
ITS strategies to these disruptions. However, they are not fully aware of the fact 
that these changes may also impact the process of decision-making. The current pro-
cess is based on the discovery process of strategy making and has not changed for 
years. Steps of this process are also not clear to the participants even at higher lev-
els. Moreover, some decisions are made in an ad-hoc way. As a result, in almost all 
cases, experimentation is based on trial and error. Within the dimensions that are 
mostly affected by agile transformation, the decisions change without proper analy-
sis; therefore the optimum points within these dimensions are still not found.

RQ3: How can large-scale organisations align their ITS strategies with their 
agile framework?

Outsourcing, which is predominantly driven by the intention to reduce cost is in 
contrast with the main principles of agile. Therefore, organisations should pay extra 
attention to the dimensions which are located on the intersection of the interests of 
agility and sourcing (i.e. location, pricing model, sourcing model, and relational 
governance). In order to find a balance between agility and sourcing in the afore-
mentioned dimensions, organisations should first, be able to identify the decisions 
that need to be made and follow a structured path of decision-making. Second, 
organisations should adapt this path to agile frameworks and their flexible nature.

During the interviews, it was realised that organisations are to some extent aware 
of “what” should be decided (i.e. the dimensions of ITS strategy) and also they 
know that agile transformation may have an impact on this decision-making. How-
ever, in most cases, they did not know “how” to make that decision structurally or 
more importantly “how” to do that considering their agile transformation.

We proposed two separate instruments in order to address these concerns. Organ-
isations will be able to define their ITS strategies more structurally by using the map 
of ITS dimensions. In this way, organisations know that what dimensions should be 
configured and they also know that which of these dimensions need to be adjusted 
according to their agile frameworks. However, values that should be assigned to 
each dimension (i.e. the outcome of the decision-making process), require further 
analysis and should be based on the ever-changing contextual factors.

To do such analysis systemically, based on the findings of our SLR, we pro-
pose a method for ITS decision-making which is shown in Fig. 5. This method is 
the adjusted form of the Discovery Process which is a famous method of strategic 
decision-making. By using a proper decision-making method, organisations will be 
able to continuously diagnose the current situation and recognise situational fac-
tors. Then they can analyse available options and find possible configurations for 
ITS dimensions. Finally, they will evaluate these possible options to properly find an 
optimum point within each dimension. By performing such an structured analysis, 
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organisations can avoid experimentation when configuring ITS strategies. Further-
more, in order to adapt better with the nature of agile frameworks, organisations 
need to continuously loop over the steps and adjust configurations based on the 
most recent changes in the environment. This process may be resource consuming; 
nevertheless, focusing mostly on the critical dimensions, namely location, pricing 
model, and sourcing model will reduce the complexity of this process and increase 
the applicability.

In the end, it may be required to mention that this research did not aim to suggest 
a prescription of a determined sourcing configuration for agile organisations. Rather 
we tried to inform such organisations about the importance of following a structured 
path when making sourcing decisions and to provide them with tools and instru-
ments to freely adjust these decisions according to their need.

7.1 � Future research

The results and the limitations of this research give opportunities for more extended 
research in several directions.

Traditional methods of working have been in place for many decades. The state-
of-the-practice of ITS in traditional organisations has deviated significantly in dif-
ferent eras of outsourcing. To better assess the impacts of agile frameworks on ITS 
strategies, a comparative study in this area would also be helpful. Samples of such 
studies could be divided into four groups of traditional, bimodal, immature agile, 
and mature agile large organisations.

Moreover, this research was performed in the Dutch market. However, as pointed 
out by one of the experts during the validation phase, the results may slightly be dif-
ferent in other markets, especially in North America. Distance from the major go-to 
places of outsourcing and cultural differences may lead to different sourcing deci-
sions; therefore, further studies are required to enable generalisability of the results 
of this research.
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