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The objective of this master’s thesis is to uncover the potential influence platform 
models have on the sourcing function. Platform models are being utilized by some of 
the most successful companies to date, but they are quite new as a research topic.  The 
sourcing process and the electronic solutions used within the process are well-
researched topics, however, research combining these concepts is nearly non-existent. 
The platform potential is studied firstly by describing the sourcing process steps (supply 
market research, tender process and contracting), the potential bottlenecks within the 
process and the tools utilized during the process. This master’s thesis was done as a 
qualitative study and the data was collected through semi-structured interviews with 
two subject companies, both representing the Finnish trade/retail industry.  

 

The findings suggest that platforms have most potential in supply market research 
phase, giving buyers a broader access to resources, although requiring a critical mass of 
users and reliable references of suppliers. The findings also imply that the current 
electronic solutions used during the sourcing process are too complex to use and not 
well-enough integrated to the sourcing process steps and/or other systems in use. 
According to the findings the personnel using these solutions do not use the tools on a 
consistent manner in their tasks and mainly rely on traditional tools such as email and 
phone calls.  

 

 

 



 
 

TIIVISTELMÄ 

 

Lappeenranta-Lahden teknillinen yliopisto LUT 

School of Business and Management 

Master’s Programme in Supply Management 

 

Remu Ollinen 

 

Hankintoihin vaikuttaminen alustamalleja hyödyntäen 

 

Pro gradu -tutkielma 

2020 

75 sivua, 4 kuviota, 6 taulukkoa 

Tarkastajat: Professori Jukka Hallikas ja Tutkijatohtori Saara Brax 

Hakusanat: Alustamallit, Alustat, Hankinta, Hankintaprosessi 

 

 

Tämän pro gradu -tutkielman tavoitteena on selvittää alustamallien potentiaalia ja 
vaikutusta strategiseen hankintaan. Tänä päivänä monet maailman menestyneimmistä 
yrityksistä hyödyntävät alustamalleja, mutta tutkimuskohteena ne ovat vielä uusia. 
Hankintaprosessi ja sähköiset hankintatyökalut taas ovat hyvin tutkittuja aiheita, mutta 
tutkimukset, joissa nämä konseptit yhdistyisivät, ovat lähes olemattomat. Alustamallien 
potentiaalia tutkitaan tässä työssä ensiksi tunnistamalla ja kuvailemalla 
hankintaprosessia ja sen vaiheita (toimittajan etsintä ja valinta, kilpailutus sekä 
sopimuksen teko), sen sisältä löytyviä ongelmakohtia ja haasteita sekä prosessin aikana 
käytettäviä sähköisiä hankintatyökaluja. Tämä pro gradu -tutkielma toteutettiin 
kvalitatiivisena tutkimuksena ja aineisto on kerätty puolistrukturoiduilla haastatteluilla. 
Haastatteluihin osallistui kaksi yritystä, jotka molemmat edustavat Suomen 
vähittäiskaupan toimialaa.   

 

Tutkimuksen löydökset osoittavat, että alustamallien hyödyntämisellä on eniten 
potentiaalia toimittajien etsinnässä ja valinnassa, jolloin hankkivalla yrityksellä on 
mahdollisuus pääsyyn laajempaan kirjoon resursseja. Tosin, tämä vaatisi kriittisen 
massan käyttäjiä sekä luotettavat toimittajareferenssit. Tutkimuksen löydökset myös 
osoittavat, että tämänhetkiset sähköiset hankintatyökalut ovat liian monimutkaisia 
säännölliseen käyttöön sekä huonosti integroitu hankintaprosessin vaiheisiin ja tai 
toisiin käytössä oleviin järjestelmiin. Näiden löydöksien lisäksi sähköisiä 
hankintatyökaluja käyttävä henkilöstö ei käytä niitä säännöllisesti ja tukeutuvat 
pääsääntöisesti perinteisiin työkaluihin, kuten sähköposti ja puhelinsoitot.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

Procurement and sourcing are gaining more attention as strategic functions of 

companies and therefore, new technologies and electronic solutions have emerged to 

enhance companies’ supply management functions. Platform-based business models 

have started to dominate many markets and generating massive revenues, with 

examples such as Uber and Airbnb – which begs the questions, whether platform models 

could be utilized in procurement and sourcing landscape. There is little to no existing 

literature or previous studies that addresses sourcing development and utilizing 

platform business models in the same context. However, platforms can easily be 

misunderstood due to the “buzzword” nature of the word today. In the context of this 

study, platforms are not referred to as a suite of many technologies but as a business 

model, where the platform acts as a facilitator of transactions between producers and 

consumers. The purpose of this master’s thesis is to examine the potential of platforms 

in the procurement landscape, whether the possible applications of platforms could 

provide value in supply market research, supplier management or tendering. This 

chapter provides the reader with an introduction of the thesis by discussing the 

background of the selection of the thesis topic and giving an insight on what research 

questions this thesis aims to answer, conceptual framework of the study, limitations of 

the study and definitions of key concepts introduced and other factors applied in this 

thesis. 

 

1.1. Background and aim of the study 

 

The idea for this master’s thesis manifested from an insightful article by Bertrand 

Maltaverne (2017) in the website medium.com, and he addresses some key areas and 

topic for organizations to include in their discussion of future developments of 

procurement and the transformation procurement has already experienced through 

digitalization. He also introduces the fascinating concept of “Procurement-as-a-

Platform” or “PaaP”, which refers to the platform business models. His article and a 
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university course where platform business models formed a section of the course, 

together raised the questions if platform business models could be utilized in the 

procurement landscape to achieve similar success-stories as their consumer-market 

counterparts such as Amazon and Apple. 

 

The topic to be addressed in the final thesis is the influence utilizing platforms can have 

on sourcing. Van Alstyne and Parker (2017) explain that platforms are not entirely a new 

phenomenon, but examples of physical platforms exist, such as consumers being linked 

with merchants by markets and malls, newspapers linking readers with advertisers and 

tourists find trips through travel agencies. Platform-based business models have been 

recognized globally as a feasible and valuable business models and examples such as 

Amazon, Airbnb, Uber and Facebook have risen to be at the top of the most successful 

companies in the world. Platform businesses are often highly valuated, which results in 

new marketplace platforms being launched by companies to create the “new Uber” for 

this and that (Täuscher & Laudien 2018). Platforms provide a suitable set up and an 

environment for consumer markets to exchange and create value between parties like 

any other business models before them. However, in B2B markets the results of 

platforms being used are different compared to consumer markets. The purpose of this 

study is to investigate the potential value of utilizing the same beneficial and successful 

business models that operate in consumer markets, in the B2B markets – distinctively 

from a procurement point of view. 

 

Procurement has been in a whirlwind of change in the past decades and continues to do 

so due to the world becoming more data driven. Purchasing organizations seek to find 

new solutions to enhance their procurement performance by accepting and adopting 

new tools that make their decision making better, which in turn brings more value to 

their procurement function, i.e. in the form of savings. Procurement service providers 

are looking into the future steps on how to gain leverage over competitors in their 

markets (i.e. analytics, e-procurement solutions, P2P-solutions etc.) and having a 

solution to tap into buyer-supplier connectivity could be the next step. The purpose isn’t 
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necessarily to find out the possibility of a universal supplier-buyer platform – but 

perhaps an add-in to existing software. Similar way platforms such as Uber bring 

together both service providers and consumers (or prosumers) that allows 

services/value to be exchanged through the platform with more efficiency compared to 

a traditional “pipe-like” supply chain. The network effect is one of the driving forces of 

the success of platforms and supply chains can be seen transforming more towards 

actual networks due to the recognition of the power of networking.  

 

This thesis aims to provide insight to the field of theory on platforms, especially from 

the B2B perspective (sourcing and supply management in this case), even though quite 

a small research. Platforms could be widely adopted in more situations in addition to 

consumer services but adopting and implementing platforms successfully in B2B can 

bring about challenges due to their different nature compared to consumer markets. 

For example, in procurement, the purchasing decisions are rarely done as impulsively 

compared to consumer markets (in AliBaba for example) and the volumes are bigger, 

other factors than price weigh more and in general, the purchases are much more 

complex.  

 

1.2. Research questions and methodology 

 

This master’s thesis is conducted as a qualitative research and in alignment with the 

purpose of the study research questions should be established to provide a clearer path 

towards the goals of the study. Qualitative research refers to the use of text as empirical 

material instead of numerical data and the practices and perspectives of research 

participants are in the center of issue of the study (Flick 2007, 2).  

 

The purpose of a research questions is to clarify to the researcher and the future readers 

what exactly is being studied and the research question decides what is important in the 

context of the study and what is not and therefore not included in the study (Flick 2007, 
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22). However, the questions are being formulated in several steps during the research 

not just in the research design phase, but also when selecting the field and cases and 

when collecting the data – they can also act as reference points the validate the level of 

the research design and methods (Flick 2009, 98, 101). The main research question of 

this master’s thesis is as follows: 

 

“How can platforms influence sourcing?” 

 

The purpose of sub-questions is to support the main questions and the supporting 

research questions are as follows: 

 

“What kind of bottlenecks appear in the sourcing process?” 

“What areas of sourcing have potential benefits from utilizing platforms?” 

  

 

1.3. Conceptual framework 

 

Below, the conceptual framework is displayed in a graphical form and it explains the aim 

and structure of this thesis: influencing sourcing via utilizing platform models, platform 

thinking and network effects. It combines the theoretical base added with the findings 

from data collection by addressing the key components of this thesis. The theoretical 

framework displays the essential sections of this thesis and also its limitations; with 

platforms the chapters avoid the more technical aspects of platforms (architecture etc.) 

and the sourcing part concentrates on the three key steps found in the strategic sourcing 

process.  
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Figure 1. Conceptual Framework 

 

 

1.4. Limitations 

 

Limitations and challenges to conduct this study arise due to the unestablished nature 

of platforms in procurement within the context of this study. Evidence of these 

platforms does not exist, instead similar platforms do exist, and they act as digital B2B 

marketplaces and eCommerce platforms, which incorporate some similar underlying 

ideas, but still differ from the more well-known platform businesses models used by 

platform giants such as Uber and Amazon. Due to scarcity in resources and time, the 

empirical part of the study isn’t as extensive as it could be to provide as close to a 

generalizable study. This study is also limited to the views of procurement professionals’ 

responses, which only represent a spectrum of possibilities platforms have regarding 

procurement/sourcing. The gathered data is relatively small and therefore cannot be 
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generalized as the true results/findings that resonate through several industries. This 

means the results/findings of this study act more as a beacon of the potential platforms 

can have in the procurement landscape, and to raise idea of the potential of platforms 

in procurement. Additionally, this study is limited to the Finnish trade/retail industry to 

manage the extent of this study and to narrow down the scope of this study.  

 

1.5. Structure of the study 

 

After this introductory chapter the theoretical section follows, and it consists of recent 

and relevant academic literature on platform business models, platform thinking, 

network effects and future challenges of platforms. Following that sourcing is 

introduced from a theoretical perspective containing three major process steps included 

in the sourcing process. After that the research methodology applied in this study is 

thoroughly explained and the empirical part of the study follows, containing the review 

and analysis of the collected data. The last chapter includes the conclusions of the study 

with a discussion and a summary of results as well as future research implications.  

 

1.6. Definition of key concepts 

 

Here the main concepts introduced in this thesis are shortly described to give the reader 

the possibility to review them quickly. Platforms in this study concentrate on the 

business model a company operates in – not a vast suite of different solutions and 

applications compiled together to form a platform (platform is a heavily used buzzword 

and depending of the context it’s used in, easily misunderstood). Platforms in this 

context act e.g. as “marketplaces” for prosumers to exchange value. 

 

To provide a clear distinction between the easily misunderstood concept of platforms, 

Dufva, Koivisto, Ilmola-Sheppard & Junno (2017) defines them as follows; “Companies 
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provide services for connecting actors around an activity or need, and they enable them 

to collaborate, allocate and use resources more efficiently, and cocreate value for each 

other.” These are to be separated from platforms which are a suite of technology and 

applications wrapped into one digital environment. 

 

Table 1. Definitions of key concepts 

Key concept

  

Definition 

Platform “A commercial digital network that facilitates 

interaction between customers and corporate 

operations, and may also provide access for vendors, 

R&D partners and suppliers.” (Shaughnessy 2016) 

Platform business 

model 

“A platform is a business model that creates value by 

facilitating exchanges between two or more 

interdependent groups, usually consumers and 

producers.” (Moazed 2016) 

Platform thinking “An approach where incumbents understand their 

core products as platforms that can be exposed to 

genuinely new innovation areas for generating 

complementary products and eventually new 

revenue streams.” (Leijon, Svenheden & Svahn 2017) 

Network effects “The driving force behind our internet economy is 

now demand-side economies of scale, also known as 

network effects. These arise when users create value 

for other users. As users create value for users, value 

spirals upward, attracting further users.” (Van Alstyne 

& Parker 2017) 

Procurement “Procurement is the business management function 

that ensures identification, sourcing, access and 

management of the external resources that an 
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organization needs or may need to fulfil its strategic 

objectives” (Chartered Institute of Procurement and 

Supply & Kidd 2005) 

Sourcing “Sourcing seeks to find, evaluate and engage 

suppliers to achieve cost savings and best value for 

goods and services which can be done through a 

tender process. Factors such as reliability, quality, 

flexibility and capacity are considered in the 

tendering process alongside price.” (Chartered 

Institute of Procurement and Supply) 
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2. PLATFORM BUSINESS MODELS 
 

This chapter starts the theoretical section of the study by introducing relevant and 

recent academic literature on platform-based business models, platform thinking and 

network effects. Additionally, challenges of platform models are addressed in the 

following chapters as well as characteristics including strategy, innovation, economic 

factors and regulation related to platforms. Left out from this chapter is the more 

technical aspects of platforms, such as the architecture and building of the platform 

software. 

 

2.1. Platform-based business models 

 

Shaughnessy (2016) addresses that platforms can be often and interchangeably 

described as digital ecosystems, where different actors, such as consumers, suppliers, 

marketers, innovators and corporate operations and connected to each other – a 

concept that can be misunderstood often. Industry and firm boundaries are being 

structured in new ways by switching towards an organizational design that facilitates 

economic exchanges between several user groups (i.e. with Uber, drivers and riders) 

instead of selling products. Firms like Uber and Alibaba are examples of such firms, that 

have adopted this new shift. (Zhao, von Delft, Morgan-Thomas & Buck 2019) Table 2 

(Zhao et al. 2019) below provides a simple distinction between different types of 

businesses and the difference how they operate.  
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Table 2. Comparison of different types of businesses (Zhao et al. 2019) 

 Pipeline 
business 

Manufacturing 
business 

Multi-sided 
platform 

What is the 
role of the 
focal firm? 

Producer 
(operating in 
linear buyer-
supplier 
relationships) 

Producer 
(operating 
within a 
network of 
suppliers) 

Intermediary 
(enabling direct 
interactions 
between users) 

Who owns 
the product? 

Focal firm 
(change of 
ownership 
after sale) 

Focal firm 
(change of 
ownership 
after sale) 

Users 

How is value 
created? 

Through 
product 
features that 
deliver 
customer 
benefits 

Through 
product 
features (co-
developed 
with a 
network of 
suppliers) that 
deliver 
customer 
benefits 

Through 
enabling and 
facilitating 
transactions 

How is value 
monetized? 

Charging 
money (e.g. 
asset sale, 
usage fee) for 
product 
features 
(single 
revenue 
stream) 

Charging 
money (e.g. 
asset sale, 
usage fee) for 
product 
features 
(single 
revenue 
stream) 

Often free for 
one user group; 
access or 
commission fee 
paid by other 
users/ 
Complementors 
(multiple 
revenue 
streams) 

What is the 
basis of 
competition? 

Price Price Business model 
development 

Examples 
 

McDonalds, 
Rolex, Stihl 

Airbus, 
Boeing, VW 

Alibaba, Airbnb, 
Uber 

 

 

According to Van Alstyne and Parker (2017) highly successful corporations such as Nike, 

Coca-Cola and Procter & Gamble functioned using a pipeline business model during late 

1900s, by having control over the activities scattered in a linear manner, mostly inside 
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their own companies. This linear series of various activities is also widely known as the 

value chain. The value chain model can be viewed as inputs (i.e. raw material) on one 

end of the value chain and going through multiple steps to become an output of greater 

value, i.e. the final product (e.g. Apple’s handsets are predominantly a pipeline business) 

(Van Alstyne, Parker & Choudary 2016). Since the start of the current century, the 

demand side has gained more importance and additionally, flipped the basic principles 

of resource-based pipeline thinking on its head – mostly due to information technology 

and the internet. (Van Alstyne & Parker 2017) 

 

Zhu and Iansiti (2012) explain that platforms can generally be perceived as two-sided, 

differing from traditional markets, and both complementors (application developers) 

and consumers are needed in the platform in order to succeed – the video game 

consoles are a good example of such markets. However, platforms can be described as 

single-sided, two-sided and multi-sided platforms according to Evans and Schmalensee 

(2016, 15-16). An example of a single-sided platform is a grocery store, which buys goods 

and sells them forward to customers. A two-sided platform connects two parties (e.g. 

diners and restaurants, booking tables) enabling them to interact without any 

involvement in the facilitation of transactions between the two parties. A multi-sided 

platform can be referred to as matchmakers and can be virtual or physical. Examples of 

virtual platforms are online dating sites and an example of a physical platform is a 

nightclub – both essentially serve the same purpose of connecting people looking for 

partners. They differ from the previous two by connecting users/customers with other 

users/customers. It is also common for multi-sided platforms to be involved in the 

transactions between different groups. (Evans & Schmalensee 2016, 15-16)  

 

Attaining critical mass of users is one of the key factors for creating value at scale (Van 

Alstyne & Parker 2017) and to achieve that level of user engagement, many platforms 

start off by offering their services for free either to all end-users or to certain user 

groups. Evans and Schmalensee (2010) state that when consumers’ preferences turn to 

be more favorable to the platform company and the constraint of critical mass is 



12 
 

conquered, the platform company can then attend to the maximization of long-term 

profits. In the early phases of development towards a platform business model, new 

internet firms lean towards a more business-to-customer oriented actions to build the 

necessary audience, but in time the monetization of the business (B2C) also gains focus 

and business-to-business (B2B) actions become relevant as well. (Muzellec, Ronteau & 

Lambkin 2015) Cusumano (2010a) similarly also addresses that the popularity of a 

particular platform among application developers attract more developers and 

consequently users as well – it becomes a positive feedback loop as more application 

developers are drawn into a particular platform, because more applications seem to 

appear in it.  

 

As Shaughnessy (2016) states, many platforms are essentially marketplaces, but it is 

elementary to think that all platforms are marketplaces, when, actually, companies that 

strive towards creating their own platforms should find the correct organizational form 

for the platform; marketplace, venue or community. The players and their roles are 

visualized in figure 2 (Van Alstyne & Parker 2017), which illustrates the general 

ecosystem with the basic structure and four essential roles. Though platforms come in 

many shapes and sizes, these roles tend to stay the same. The platform 

sponsors/owners have control of their governance and intellectual property (IP), 

providers act as user interfaces (i.e. mobile device), producers generate their offerings 

which are eventually used by the consumers. However, the players are able to switch 

roles or play several at once: i.e. an Airbnb host can welcome guest one night and be a 

traveler the next and stay in another user’s apartment. (Van Alstyne & Parker 2017) 

 



13 
 

 

Figure 2. Players and their roles in platform business (Van Alstyne & Parker 2017) 

 

 

Companies such as Amazon and Apple started creating value by developing new and 

differentiated products to meet different customer requirements, however, they have 

learned how to connect their product users with external players i.e. advertisers and 

app developers. Instead of focusing on a single revenue stream from product sales, they 

are now able to charge fees from various business transactions through platform access. 

This enables taking advantage of innovation networks that results to suppliers turning 

into partners and complementors. (Leijon, Svenheden & Svahn 2017) Sometimes the 

platform is free to certain user groups by gathering funds from advertisers or application 

developers/companies and advertisers are charged a fee that is linked to the amount of 

data stored, usage or some other criteria (Cusumano 2010a).  

 

Various platforms that facilitate peer-to-peer transactions (i.e. Airbnb and Uber) has 

brought up the concept of the sharing economy, where attracting value-generating 

activities around a platform instead of focusing on controlling the value chain (de 

Reuver, Sørensen & Basole 2018).  Kenney and Zysman (2016) also address the labor 
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perspective by saying that platforms mediate work by altering the ways work is done by 

independent workers and professionals. LinkedIn provides a vast field of talent suitable 

for headhunters and HR departments to search through professional information 

provided by individuals voluntarily: e.g. Amazon Mechanical Turk allows firms to 

crowdsource activities that require human input (Kenney & Zysman 2016) 

 

2.2. Platform thinking and platform strategy 

 

Gawer and Cusumano (2002, 3) consider platforms as progressing systems that consist 

of interdependent parts which can be further innovated upon. They also derive two 

critical phenomena which have an impact on the technological landscape: the increase 

of interdependency of products and services and the increase of innovation ability by 

growing number of actors in the technological landscape. The change towards from 

centralized businesses towards platforms is apparent is various industries, especially the 

IT sector, where the competition can be brutal. The shift is due to the paradigm of open 

innovation where the platform acts as an environment where the creation and 

translation of new ideas formulate to innovation. (Ghazawneh 2010) 

 

Platform thinking is based on understanding the threads that tie together the company’s 

offerings, processes and markets to use these common threads to generate variety and 

leveraged growth. Sawhney introduces the concept leveraged high-variety strategies 

that enable companies to achieve high growth and variety without having the relative 

increase in complexity or costs, and the key to these strategies is platform thinking, 

which should spread through the entire strategy of a company to guide towards growth 

and diversification. (Sawhney 1998) Leijon et al. (2017) understand platform thinking as 

a view where companies perceive their products as platforms that are able to attract 

new innovation for creating complementary products and as a result of that – new 

streams of revenue. According to them, companies should strive to create independent 

innovation ecosystems, where the companies can orchestrate resource usage 
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continuously to generate new innovation without affecting negatively to the company’s 

image or identity. (Leijon et al. 2017) 

 

Innovation is considered a major part of platforms and Shaughnessy (2016) states that 

several companies pooling their knowledge and resources to innovate together in 

alignment was the original conception of platform, also known as an innovation 

ecosystem. One of the essential thoughts is to learn to harness the power of users to co-

create the company’s offerings and the most successful platforms have this trait, and 

due to their openness, they are able to generate new economic value and activities like 

any other (O’Reilly 2011). 

 

Platform strategy can be viewed as a new and effective organizational business strategy 

that spawn innovation and transactions in various industries. Especially in the 

information technology industry, platform strategy has become a great business 

strategy for gaining sustainable revenue streams and examples and companies such as 

Apple and Amazon are examples who are owning the platform supply strategy to strive 

to become the wealthiest companies in the world. (Kim 2016) Gawer and Cusumano 

(2002, 8-9) have developed a framework for the revision or design of a platform strategy 

to strive for platform leadership and it consist of four fundamental levers; the scope of 

the firm, product technology, which can compile from IPs, interfaces and architecture, 

the relationships with external complementors and lastly, the internal organization.  

 

The first lever refers to the company to figure out what are its in-house capabilities and 

what offerings of complements can be produced by the market outside. This is a key 

decision whether to develop their own in-house capabilities or go procure 

complementary products outside or does an alternative, a medium between the two 

extremes exist. Making the decision of what complements to make yourself and what 

to seek from external companies is the most significant continuous decision regarding 

platforms. The second lever refers to the architecture and technological decisions 
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related to their platform and these decisions can include choosing, how open the 

interface of the platform is, how the modules of the platform are built and in what 

degree and how to cope with the possibility of complementors turning into competitors, 

so the disclosure of the platform’s interface to other companies matter as well.  (Gawer 

& Cusumano 2002, 8-9) According to Fehrer, Woratchek and Brodie (2018) it is pivotal 

for the actors in the platform network to operate in the open network to establish 

technological infrastructures which promote collaboration and therefore enables access 

to the abundant resources and capabilities of other players.  

 

De Reuver et al. (2018) address that digital platforms enable them to support 

relationships between various organizations and players via a variety of resources that 

facilitate activities that are highly distributed and automated, from an arm’s length. 

Drawing from this, the third lever Gawer and Cusumano (2002, 9) introduce in their 

framework is the relationships with external complementors which essentially is the 

deciding the degree of collaboration or competition between the focal company (the 

platform company) and its complementors. This lever requires also some though also 

on how to deal with conflicts and building a mutual understanding with their partners, 

e.g. in the occurrence of entering new markets which leads to complementors turning 

into competitors simply by market entry. The last and fourth lever considers the role 

and structure of the internal organization in relation to their partners and 

complementors. This lever refers to the way a company is organized to meet and 

manage conflicts of interest effectively and examples can include making groups with 

aligning goals under one director or keeping groups separated and making them their 

own departments to avoid conflicting one another’s goals. The organization culture and 

processes also play a part here and the rapidness of changes made in align with 

corporate strategy (which also should be quite flexible due to the innovative nature of 

platforms) can make a difference. (Gawer & Cusumano 2002, 9) 
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2.3. Network effects 

 

Van Alstyne and Parker (2017) imply, that the new internet economy is driven by the 

demand-side economies of scale, which they also refer to as network effects and 

according to them, the network effects are shown when users create value for other 

users. According to them, when users create value for each other, overall value starts 

growing exponentially which in turn attracts even more users. Examples of network 

effect being in play are firms such as Facebook (dominating social platforms), Alibaba 

(holds a giant share of Chinese e-commerce transactions) and Google (is a leader in 

mobile operating systems and mobile search). Network effects scale better outside of 

the firm instead of the inside of the firm, and therefore platform businesses such as the 

ones mentioned, have created new patterns for success in business. The traditional way 

of having value-creating activities inside the firm shifts to having the value-creating 

activities outside the firm as well. (Van Alstyne & Parker 2017)  

 

Cusumano (2010b) also refers to network effects as positive feedback loops, where the 

usage of a platform and its complementary applications grow exponentially. Network 

effect can be direct or indirect. Direct network effects can be technical compatibility 

such as Windows operating system and PC with Intel and the applications for Windows. 

Indirect network effects have already been introduced above as a growing number of 

users, application developers, advertisers selecting a particular platform where 

complementors are needed to build the platforms functionality. The pinnacle of 

network effects is the realization, that the more external actors create complementary 

applications for the platform, the more successful and valuable the platform along with 

the developed applications become. This can also be described as a ripple effect where 

more users join the platform, more complementors such as application developers join 

the ecosystem which results to more data and more applications almost as a never-

ending loop. (Cusumano 2010b) Gawer and Cusumano (2002, 7) also wrote prior to 

Cusumano’s articles that a great number of available complementary products add 

value to the core product. However, since engaging in a platform and participation can 
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be reversed by users with ease, platform businesses which are dependent on network 

effects to attract participants and users are confronted by constraints on the demand-

side once the platform is launched and traditional businesses do not experience the 

same dependency. (Evans & Schmalensee 2010) 

 

According to Evans and Schmalensee (2016, 29), even though network effects are 

perceived positive, they can also be found negative effects. For example, many 

successful multi-sided platforms in the social landscape find that gaining more and more 

participants can become easier over time, but so can switching the platform as well. 

Negative direct network effects, once identified, can have a significant effect on the way 

a platform operates and these can include groups of participants competing against one 

another for matches which can incentivize the platform company to establish 

participation limit, which in turn will result to the platform being more valuable in the 

remaining participants on each side. An example of negative indirect network effects in 

play is people disliking commercials and advertisements in between their television and 

radio shows and platform companies such as Netflix offer a premium by charging more 

from users to avoid and skip these advertisements. Television and radio broadcasting 

businesses need to account for people disliking advertisements and remedies for that is 

to provide content good enough which enables people enduring the accompanying 

advertisements or to simply limit the amount of advertisements (which has become a 

bragging competition is the US with radio stations). (Evans & Schmalensee 2016, 29) 

 

2.4. Challenges of platforms 

 

According to Rahman and Thelen (2019) platforms remind us of classical monopolies 

due to their market dominance, however, they achieve the market dominance by 

control not by direct ownership. Srnicek (2017) also states that we mainly join social 

media platforms because people close to us are using them (i.e. Facebook) which results 

in the monopolistic nature of Facebook in the social media landscape.  
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Quality management is needed to gain more users so that the power of network effects 

can attract even more users, which is one of the pillars of a successful platform. 

However, simply growing the number of users in the platform needs to be taken 

carefully, due to the possible increase in unwanted users with i.e. opportunistic 

behavior, which can lead to depreciation of the platform that could further result to 

users leaving/avoiding the platform. This can lead to a business failure, even with an 

achieved critical mass. (Kim 2016) When different user groups keep growing, the data 

collected from these users keep increasing, the intrusion of privacy of these users 

become an essential part of platform capitalism, since for platforms to expand 

constantly, their hunger for user data can intrude user privacy (Srnicek 2017).  

 

Since the future of platform-based business models is something many are eager to find 

out, Dufva et al. (2017) give some reflection on what the future might hold for platform 

businesses and they present various alternatives in anticipation regarding geopolitics, 

central actors, data, regulatory environment, consumers’ view, structure of platforms 

and general economy. According to them these global uncertainties provide us with 

various future scenarios for platform economy and for the geopolitics aspect, they 

conclude that platforms can concentrate to the U.S. markets as they have so far, or a 

duopolistic setting with U.S. and China is possible. Europe acts more as a driver for 

platforms, while still contributing relatively small globally. (Dufva et al. 2017) Perhaps 

the central actors of the platform market will be only a few large consortiums who’ve 

established competition between one another. Other actors that can be in a central 

position regarding platforms are the users, the prosumers, the blockchain enabled SMEs 

and the governments. And the transfer of data also affects the efficiency of platforms. 

In the best-case scenario, data is reliable, and transfer is open. However, problems that 

affect platform technology can emerge and be solved, but the total crash of the Internet 

is a possibility – an unlike alternative perhaps. (Dufva et al. 2017)  

 

Dufva et al. (2017) say that several alternatives can occur; platforms can be strongly 

regulated by governments, new forms of taxation emerge, the development of 
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platforms is driven by the markets or a global asymmetry in regulatory strictness is 

settled spreading various regions and industry sectors. The global economy can grow 

due to rise of platforms – either exponentially or in a polarized manner (U.S. and China 

continue domination vs smaller platforms). Additionally, the growth also can happen in 

a sustainable manner as well. However, the worst-case scenario includes the collapse of 

global economy due to platform businesses dominating the markets and economy, 

making other businesses obsolete. The polarization effect can happen on the consumer 

side as well and sustainability could be a key value for customers when choosing 

platforms. Or the customers become aware of their technology-induced lives and don’t 

trust it the same way anymore, while simultaneously the number of available jobs 

diminish. The structure of platforms also has different alternatives; platforms can be 

open to everyone or closed to certain groups regarding region for example. Another 

alternative is that platforms construct of multiple layers and/or meta-platforms or an 

infinite number of platform ecosystems competing against one another. (Dufva et al. 

2017) And Dufva et al. (2017) also state, that platform businesses might have actually 

increased inequality instead of decreasing it exactly because of the “winner-takes-all” 

dynamics of platform markets and economy. 

 

Challenges occur within the context of labor as well. According to Srnicek (2017) leaping 

ahead of regulations and workers is the only reason why companies involved in sharing 

economy have been successful and when regulations addressing platforms and sharing 

economy catch up along with the mobilization of workers (gig economy and freelancing), 

sharing economy companies are prone to become less viable financially instead of more. 

Sharing economy also brings about conflict such as accidents involving Uber drivers, 

which can result to an offloading of risk to the users making them easily the one who 

pays (Malhotra & Van Alstyne, 2014). 

 

The interdependency of products and services and the growing ability to innovate by an 

increasing number of actors and the interaction between the two brings about three 

challenges concerning organizations engaged with platforms: the maintenance of 
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platform integrity, platform evolution and market leadership in platform environments. 

The maintenance of the platform integrity refers to control and how well it is built 

together and how the platforms integrity is protected as innovation constantly 

endangers the platforms internal mechanisms and their coherence. The next challenge 

refers to the ownership of the platform evolution and development and how the 

platform is being developed. The third challenge or perceived issue is related to the 

gaining and maintaining of market leadership within the platform landscape. The power 

balance can be very volatile due to constant innovation by component providers which 

can lead to the demand drivers being altered. This volatile situation of market leadership 

in unlike the challenges some dominant companies have faced in the past and ensuring 

market leadership is much different whether talking about technical or market-share 

leadership. (Gawer & Cusumano 2002, 3) 
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3. SOURCING 
 

This chapter gives the reader insight on some fundamental steps in sourcing and 

included are the supply market research, the tendering step and lastly the contracting 

step. Within the context of this study some other relevant steps normally associated 

with sourcing or strategic sourcing are left out purposefully. These three steps are 

chosen due to their general and comprehensive connection to digital tools used in 

sourcing. Another criterion for choosing is the possible application of platform solution 

for these specific steps. For example, establishing a company sourcing strategy does not 

have a connection to digital sourcing tools and is therefore left out. Additionally, some 

introduction to digital tools used in sourcing is given as well as some challenges 

associated with these three phases.  

 

Anderson and Katz (1998) state that the goods and services purchased outside, account 

for a large portion of a company’s costs of sold goods and services – covering as much 

as 80 percent of the total costs. Through sourcing, these costs can be managed. As 

Bichler, Lee, Kim and Lee (2001) explain, through sourcing, companies are able to tackle 

“critical decisions of what to buy, how much to buy, whom to buy from and how to 

manage relationship with supplier”. The sourcing process generally involves three major 

process steps and van Weele (2014, 8) describes them as defining the purchasing 

requirement, selecting the supplier(s) and formulating a contract. In figure 3 below, 

Bichler et al. (2001) have illustrated the three sourcing process steps in a more detailed 

manner, in which the process starts with developing a sourcing strategy and ends with 

either accepting or rejecting offers made by suppliers.  
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Figure 3. Sourcing Process Flow (Bichler, Lee, Kim, Lee 2001) 

 

 

Another notable distinction needs to be made for the context of this study – the 

difference between direct and indirect procurement or sourcing and can also be 

commonly referred to purchasing direct and indirect goods. According to Kim and Shunk 

(2004), materials that are used in the general production process of goods are referred 

to as direct goods and services and goods used in daily operations, such as MRO 

(maintenance, repair and operations), office supplier, IT equipment (computers, 

software etc.) as well as marketing and travel, are referred to as indirect goods.  
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3.1. Supply market research and supplier selection 

 

Scheuing (1989, 212) states that every purchasing organization is only as good as the 

suppliers it uses and often the organization’s purchasing function is evaluated and 

criticized based on the suppliers being managed. Gadde and Håkansson (1993, 40) also 

explain that due to growing focus on the core of organizations and their specialization, 

on average, suppliers account for as much as half of the turnover of the purchasing 

company.  This raises a challenge for the procurement professionals to bring together 

the needs and requirements of their company with the offerings of markets, and the 

most critical point of this challenge is to clarify, which suppliers eventually get selected 

(Johnson, Leenders & Flynn 2011, 314). 

 

Identifying suitable and potential sources of supply is reliant on several sources of 

information according to Monczka, Trent and Handfield (2004, 209) and the degree of 

the search of information is affected by many factors, such as the capabilities of current 

and existing suppliers regarding quality, cost and other measurable and important 

variables along with the technological complexity and strategic relevance of the 

purchase. Examples of where purchasers and procurement managers can find 

information regarding new supply include their current suppliers, sales representatives, 

sometimes experience, various information databases, second party/indirect 

information, trade journals/shows/directories, internal sources and of course through 

internet searches. (Monczka et al. 2004, 209-212) 

 

They provide quick guidelines on what level of information search is required depending 

on supplier capabilities and the strategic importance of the purchase requirement. 

Minor/moderate search of information is sufficient in situations where the capabilities 

of the current suppliers are high, and the strategic importance of the purchase 

requirement is also valued highly, and the same level of information search also applies 

to when the both two factors are low. Minor level of search fits best to situations where 
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the existing suppliers have high capabilities and the importance of the purchase is 

perceived as low. Major degree of search of supply information is required when low 

capabilities lie with the current suppliers and the purchase is rated high in strategic 

importance to the business. (Monczka et al. 2004, 209) 

 

According to van Weele (2014, 33) the phases of the sourcing process can become 

intertwined. For example, evaluating costs and setting the technical requirements are 

defined when specifying the need of procuring something, but often enough in the 

development phases of a product or service and in the specification of technical 

requirements the purchasing personnel may already have some potential suppliers in 

mind who could deliver a solution. In the traditional way, procurement managers 

tended to select their suppliers purely based on the lowest offered price, which is still 

important today as well, however other criteria of supplier selections than price have 

become at least as important as price. (Hugos 2003, 64) Drawing from this, Baily, Farmer, 

Crocker, Jessop and Jones (2008, 201) state, that in order for procurement personnel to 

make the correct supplier selections, they have to know their markets. In today’s world, 

organizations seek suppliers with which they can establish a mutually beneficial business 

relationship, which can also bring about some sourcing situations where the suppliers 

are selected before (or during) having a clear definition and specification of the 

procurement need (Baily et al. 2008, 202). 

 

According to Baily (1987, 156) the four fundamental factors of selecting a supplier 

include quality, price, service and delivery, but also states that these four are not the 

only existing factors. In this context the quality of a product or service refers to the 

alignment of quality offered versus quality received. The purchaser’s job is to find out 

suppliers with good price and generally speaking the best suppliers tend to be more 

expensive, even though occasionally some suppliers can offer a lower-than-average 

price on a product/service that is above average. Service refers to the management of 

the flow of goods from the supplier to the buyer and the relationship between the two 

parties. Good service might include technical assistance before and after the transaction 
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depending on the type of purchase and accurate paperwork. Delivery factor includes the 

completion of order in the number of days promised, which makes future planning 

easier for the purchasing company and enables more flexibility for them. (Baily 1987, 

156-157) 

 

3.2. Tender process 

 

Baily (1987, 166) briefly addresses the dilemma of having one or several suppliers and 

states that one supplier is acceptable and promotes commitment but having one 

supplier poses supply risks and therefore several suppliers can become a viable solution. 

This could be taken into consideration during the tender process and ensuring supply. 

Johnson et al. (2011, 84) address that a procurement manager generally has four 

alternative ways to communicate with the suppliers before an agreement is signed 

between the parties; request for information (RFI), request for quotation (RFQ) based 

only on price, a complex request for quotation and an open request for quotation. 

Request for information (RFI) consists solely of gathering information of the potential 

offerings and solutions of the suppliers. A request for quotation based on price is 

generally used for unambiguous and clearly defined procurement needs. A more 

complex request for quotation needs more input and enables the exploitation of 

supplier capabilities and their specialized knowledge to provide alternative ways for the 

purchasing organizations procurement need, such as various forms of collaboration and 

co-creation. An open request for quotation is similar to the previous one but requires 

more discretion regarding negotiations and price definition. (Johnson et al. 2011, 84-85) 

However, these are not the only methods of determining the suitable supplier. 

According to Erridge (1995, 154) the tendering process can be too formal and costly to 

the purchasing company depending on the strategic importance of the purchase, 

therefore simple bids with low-value purchase requirements sent to current and known 

suppliers can be a viable less expensive alternative. 
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Another alternative to go through with the selection of a supplier is auctions. Auctions 

and requests for quotations are often complementary towards each other or reciprocal 

when regarding the organizations need to minimize costs related to their purchasing. A 

reverse auction can be considered as an alternative method to requests for quotations, 

one-time purchases and face-to-face negotiations. (Puschmann & Alt 2005; Johnson et 

al. 2011, 107) For example with electronic auctions companies can impact the final price 

by creating competition between the bidding suppliers (Puschmann & Alt 2005). For 

example, Smeltzer and Carr (2003) state that due to the growing relevance of 

economical and efficient electronic capabilities reverse auctions have become popular.  

  

3.3. Contracting 

 

After the potential tender process has concluded the supplier is selected which is the 

most vital phase in the purchasing organizations sourcing process according to Erridge 

(1995, 151). The final selection of a supplier is the defining moment of the relationship 

between the two parties, but the decision also affects the relationships the purchasing 

organization has and will have with other suppliers that may or may not have 

participated in the tender process. (Lysons & Farrington 2006, 368) The supplier 

selection decision may include choosing the number of suppliers (there can be many), 

but also the distributor and manufacturer involvement, geographical location of the 

supplier(s), size of the supplying company and the potential for supplier development 

initiatives if a suitable supplier is not found immediately (Johnson et al. 2011, 322). Not 

long ago, bigger firms were more attractive due to their large production operations and 

the ability to provide in-depth support to research and development agendas, but 

smaller companies have become attractive as well, since they tend to represent lower 

prices and good service along with fast delivery. Smaller companies also have to work 

hard to compete with larger corporations to hold contracts and prove their quality 

whereas bigger companies might be able to afford more for setbacks. (Baily 1987, 165) 
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In many cases the purchasing company might have internal policies within their 

organization concerning certain suppliers or products or might have binding 

partnerships that undermine the necessity of the tender process and therefore doesn’t 

need various RFx’s in these cases. The tender process can also be skipped in cases where 

contracts are renewed with the same specifications or otherwise do not require the 

purchasing company to follow-through the specifications of tender process. (Erridge 

1995, 170) Negotiations can play a major part to guarantee the terms agreed between 

the parties and Scheuing (1989, 280) states that the art of negotiation is a skill every 

purchasing manager should obtain and according to him,  negotiation covers the 

alignment of the different views of the purchasing organization and the supplier through 

efficient communication. All contracts and agreements share the same characteristic, 

that the it needs to be clearly defined and specified, how to handle the occurrence of a 

delivery or service failure or imperfection. Simultaneously, both parties need to make 

sure that the contract or agreement ensures security for both sides in the occurrence of 

possible violations or breaches of contract. (Erridge 1995, 174) 

 

3.4. Digital and electronic sourcing tools 

 

According to Dai, Narasimhan and Wu (2005) adopting the electronic sourcing and 

procurement tools has been a global trend for the past years mainly due to technological 

innovation along with the changes of market environments and the ever-growing 

degree of competition. The internet offers a natural plateau for buyers and suppliers to 

find each other more easily and exercise the exchange of goods and services according 

to Johnson and Whang (2002). Today the internet enables many new applications to 

arise and its features are being harnessed in more capable ways to establish and 

maintain relationships by making phone calls and using the fax machine obsolete (Bauer 

2001, 30).  

 



29 
 

Electronic sourcing can come in many forms and de Boer, Harink and Heijboer (2002) 

have defined six different forms of electronic sourcing; maintenance, repair and 

operations (MRO) related sourcing, the web-based enterprise resource system (ERP), 

electronic identification and analysis of suppliers, electronic requests of information and 

quotations/proposals, electronic reverse auctions and electronic sharing of information. 

However, Hawking, Stein, Wyld and Foster (2004) define it in a briefer manner as 

publishing and executing tenders, sharing of information between buyers and suppliers 

and ordering electronically.   

 

Electronic sourcing tools have the ability to enhance the sourcing/procurement process, 

but as Kalakota and Robinson (2001, 322) state, implementing an electronic sourcing 

solution requires a rebuild or a rearrangement of a company’s sourcing process. 

Procurement related solutions have gained growing attention and Schoenherr (2012) 

explains, that the rapid rise in supply of the electronic procurement solution market is 

due to the identification of multiple benefits associated with these electronic solutions. 

Even though current spectrum of electronic sourcing and procurement solutions, such 

as RFx application, electronic auctions and catalogues are directed at improving 

procurement and sourcing performance, they are not considering the integration of 

business processes between companies. They also raise the potential of internet B2B 

solutions that can offer lower cost solutions through providing access to broader 

markets, automate business processes and even promoting healthy competition among 

suppliers. (Cagliano, Caniato & Spina 2005) Not only does implementing such solutions 

improve sourcing and procurement processes, according to Angeles and Nath (2007) the 

implementation of electronic solutions can be a key source of potential savings for the 

implementing company.  
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4. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 

This chapter introduces the methods and methodology applied in this study, which is 

conducted in a qualitative manner. As Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2009, 3) explain 

the distinction between methods and methodology, where methods refer to procedures 

and techniques used to gather and analyze data and methodology refers to the theories 

how a research should be conducted. Silverman (2005, 99) describes methodology as 

the planning of how a research is conducted including what to study, what methods to 

use and how to analyze the data gathered. Methods are research techniques and in 

qualitative research these can include interviews, observation and audio-recording. And 

both methodologies and methods are not true or false, but more or less useful in the 

contexts of the research’s theories, methodology, hypotheses and the research topic 

itself. (Silverman 2005, 99) 

 

4.1. Qualitative research 

 

According to Saunders et al. (2009, 480), qualitative data is not data that is in numeric 

form or otherwise quantified. Qualitative data can come in the form of transcripts of 

interviews or a list of responses to an online questionnaire and through qualitative 

analysis of the data, the goal is to develop theories based on the obtained and analyzed 

qualitative data. Qualitative data is complex and non-standardized which needs to be 

summarized, grouped and/or restructured to support meaningful analysis. (Saunders et 

al. 2009, 482) 

 

One of the characteristics of qualitative research is that it often does not abide by a tight 

plan. Since qualitative research holds methodological and philosophical commitments, 

it is common for deviations and surprises in collection of data and analysis as well as 

changes in the research settings to appear within qualitative research design. (Eriksson 

& Kovalainen 2008, 26) 



31 
 

Flick (2007, 45) makes clear distinctions between some basic research designs normally 

associated with qualitative research and states that longitudinal and cross-sectional 

studies are distinct from one another based on how many contacts are made with a 

certain field. Cross-sectional studies tend to visit the empirical field with cases on only 

one occasion whereas the longitudinal studies return to the same empirical field twice 

or more to repeat the collection of data in order to introduce development and change 

over a longer period of time. True longitudinal studies are uncommon within qualitative 

research and for example are conducted through repetitive interviews with the same 

respondents over longer time periods. (Flick 2007, 45) In the figure 3 below Flick (2007, 

110) has illustrated roughly the link between basic qualitative research designs and the 

methods commonly used. The methods are scattered close to a certain basic research 

design where they are most commonly used, and some methods are applicable to 

several research designs and being more flexible when other methods are closer to a 

single research design. For example, interviews are flexible and applicable in most 

research designs and focus groups are mostly connected to comparative studies. (Flick 

2007, 110) 

 

 

Figure 4. Methods and basic designs in qualitative research (Flick 2007, 110) 
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4.2. Data collection 

 

The data is collected through semi-structured interview, where a general layout of 

questions regarding the thesis topic acts as a basis for the interview, but the interview 

is closer to an open discussion between the interviewer and the interviewee(s). 

According to Flick (2009, 150) the semi-structured interviews are widely used because 

their perceived ability to extract the interview subjects’ perspectives better through an 

open interview compared to questionnaires and standardized interviews. 

 

The formulation of the strategy to collect data started with a discussion with the 

supervisor of this thesis where options for data collection were considered. Depending 

on the questionnaire formulated, the data collection is initially conducted via semi-

structured interviews with selected subjects. The subjects were selected from Finland 

due to scarcity of research resources and selection criteria for the subjects include 

having an procurement function in the subjects company, procurement professionals as 

interviewees (occupational titles are irrelevant as user experience is more valuable and 

insightful) and electronic sourcing tools used in the three sourcing steps described 

before are in use. The questions for the interviews and the findings from them were 

written and conducted in Finnish, because the occupational vocabulary is better and 

clearer in Finnish in the selected companies compared to their English counterparts. The 

interviews were recorded and transcribed and translated afterwards.  

 

The interviewees (one representative of each company) represent two of the biggest 

retailers in the Finnish trade/retail industry, however also being involved in other 

business landscapes such as banking services. Notable is also the fact, that the responses 

are limited to indirect sourcing of products and services with both companies. The 

interview questions were sent in late December for the interviewees to prepare 

themselves for the recorded interview along with an article referred already in this 

thesis by Maltaverne (2017). The interviews were held in early January of 2020 and were 
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constructed as a semi-structured interview to engage in an open conversation of the 

topic and questions. The interview questions themselves can be found in the Appendix 

1 and reviewed along with the respondents’ answers more thoroughly in the next main 

chapter. The responses are divided by the different companies to companies A and B for 

clarification of the slight differences in responses. Below is table x to give information 

about the interviews conducted for this study and the interviewees’ job titles. For both 

of the subject companies, only one interviewee was contacted and selected.  

 

Table 3. Interview Information 

Company Job Title Industry Interview length 

A Senior 

Sourcing 

Manager 

Trade/retail 51 mins (face-to-

face) 

B Category 

Manager 

Trade/retail 45 mins (face-to-

face) 

 

 

 

4.3. Reliability and validity 

 

Credibility of the findings of the research play an important part in the feasibility of the 

research and addressing the reliability and validity of the data collected and the findings 

of one’s research are essential to ensure the credibility of findings. Reliability covers the 

consistency the research findings will yield through the data collection and analysis 

applied and does the results change if the research setting is changed (i.e. different 

researcher, different research subject etc.). Errors and biases can occur from either the 

researchers end, or the subjects end, and these can threaten the reliability of the data 

and consequently the research findings. (Saunders et al. 2009, 156-157) 
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Validity refers to the notion if the research findings are truly what they appear to be and 

also if the research findings can be generalized externally, meaning if the findings can 

be applicable to other organizations similar to the initial research subject. This can be 

threatening to the validity of the research if the research subject is a single organization, 

which makes the generalization of the findings difficult related to other organizations. 

(Saunders et al.2009, 157-158) Regarding generalization, Flick (2007, 41) states that the 

intended level of generalization can have an effect when constructing the research and 

it’s common for a research to state its generalizability; i.e. with case studies a statement 

is made, followed by some findings and conclusions also relevant to life beyond the 

research situation and the data collected for a specific study. According to Seale (1999, 

107) generalization is the selection of samples for one’s research and developing ideas 

about the possibility and probability of the research findings occurring outside in similar 

cases such as the sample study.  
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5. PLATFORM POTENTIAL IN SOURCING FUNCTION 
 

In this chapter the responses given by the subject companies in the trade/retail industry 

are reviewed theme by theme, followed by an analysis of the given responses. After the 

analysis of responses, the feasibility of utilizing platforms in the sourcing function is 

summarized and mirrored to the existing theory of platform models and the three 

primary phases of sourcing.  

 

5.1. Review of interview questionnaire and responses 

 

This chapter is also divided to the three fundamental phases of the sourcing process, 

that helped in the orchestration of the interviews. The interviews started by the 

interviewees stating their positions within their companies and their educational 

backgrounds to make a statement of their preliminary competences that also can 

influence the validity and reliability of their answers.  

 

1. Tell us about your job title at the subject company and your educational 

 background. 

 

The interviewees both have and educational background from business studies and hold 

degrees of Master of Business Administration, but from two different levels – from a 

university level (company A) and the other from university of applied sciences (company 

B). The representative from company A acts as a Senior Sourcing Manager in IT sourcing 

category and the representative of company B acts as a Category Manager in real estate 

maintenance sourcing category.  
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5.1.1. Supply market research/supplier selection 

 

The following questions focused on researching the supply market and finding and 

preselecting suitable suppliers to go further with: 

 

2. Describe your company’s current process of supply market research/supplier 

 selection. 

3. What tools do you use during supply market research/supplier selection? 

4. What areas or specific things in this sourcing step have room for improvement 

 or you encounter difficulties? 

5. Give you view on the possibility of using platforms to improve supply market 

 research and supplier selection. 

 

With company A, the basic principle is that they prefer contractual partners who they 

already have a collaboration agreement or a frame contract in place. These suppliers are 

considered to be trustworthy and known for good delivery. In some cases, contingencies 

might be in place. The essential factor is that company A and the supplier are familiar 

with each other and how they do business, which makes the collaboration more 

pleasant. However, in situations where the requirement  is not met by a suitable supplier 

or the market has changed, suitable suppliers are found often through general practices 

such as through colleagues, using Google and Gartner’s Magic Quadrant, their events 

and articles to find suitable suppliers that have good ratings or are most used. Most 

often when finding a suitable supplier, colleagues and their experiences with suppliers 

can become fundamental, but sometimes even suppliers themselves can provide 

information of their market competitors, and often times the recommendation of a 

colleague is more valuable to an alternative supplier for which only contact information 

and no references is found from the web. As for company B, often times the suppliers 

themselves contact the buyer, company B. Depending on the requirement, suitable 

suppliers can be found through various search engines in the web but also utilizing 
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existing billing information provides useful historical data on how something was 

sourced previously. Company B generally seeks to gather a larger pool of potential 

suppliers first, and then continue to filter through them until suitable suppliers are 

identified. Often suppliers barely make the preliminary selection before a tendering 

phase (if that is required), however, chances of being selected by the buyer are still given 

to the smaller suppliers as well. Company B also incorporates preliminary and 

fundamental background checks in their supplier selection process, such as checking the 

supplier’s credit report or e.g. significant changes in management and personnel to 

manage the risks within this sourcing phase. Similar background checks are also is use 

with company A.  

 

As for the tools that are in use when finding and selecting a supplier, both companies 

rely on traditional tools such as searching the web, email and phone calls. Company A 

also points out that industry related forums are a good way to meet colleagues from 

different companies who might have experience on sourcing and procuring similar 

products and services, which they are looking for – so it is a great opportunity to 

benchmark best solutions for various requirements. Notably, one needs to be careful in 

these situations to avoid saying something ill-advised when speaking from a legal and 

confidentiality perspective. Neither company have implemented a portal, where 

suppliers have registered, and collaboration with them could happen through the portal. 

The portal would also assist in searching suitable suppliers that have or have had existing 

collaboration with the purchasing company. However, many different solutions, portals, 

exist and are in use, so it can be cumbersome for suppliers to be registered and involved 

in several different portals.  

 

Company A representative states, that one of the major challenges in this phase is to 

find suitable references of suppliers. They wish to know whether the supplier can deliver 

as it promises, if their solutions are feasible and work in practice. Additionally, the 

information about a supplier’s delivery ability needs to be up to date because if the 

information is old, the information can be outdated and inaccurate, which doesn’t help 
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neither the buyer nor the supplier. Also, finding suppliers from a niche market is difficult. 

Company B representative states that finding and selecting suppliers poses challenges 

mostly due to its dependence on the competences of the sourcing manager and their 

knowledge over a specific sourcing category or market. Finding and selecting suitable 

suppliers in relatively subjective and dependent on information searching skills and the 

ability to utilize their own professional networks. In company B’s case, they have internal 

auditing the processes and performances of their sourcing unit, to verify their sourcing 

practices are transparent and well documented. Company B also raises the potential 

challenges that come from handling ill-performing or non-suitable suppliers, so that they 

don’t negatively influence the sourcing project or the company itself or its image.  

 

Platforms could have utilization possibilities especially for in sourcing cases that are not 

dependent on location, according to company B. They also state that the question is 

whether the platform can deliver added value to the sourcing function. From product 

perspective, platforms could prove to be useful, due to wider access to suppliers around 

the world, but for services it can be more difficult. Company B gives an example of the 

maintenance of cooling equipment and machinery, in which case there might not be 

many international suppliers available and the service needed is needed in a single 

location. The internationality and location independency are vital conditions for a 

platform to succeed. Building the critical mass is essential for a platform to work and 

both companies A and B concur with this, with company B adding that the critical mass 

is easier to create for suppliers of products than services due to the location 

independency. Not only is having the critical mass of users an essential factor, the 

platform should be reliable and cost efficient, meaning that that the entry barrier to use 

the platform is low or non-existent, according to company A representative. Company 

A also states that the requirement for better finding and selection is identified, a 

platform or a solution that makes the supplier search easier and more accurate, but 

some of the existing solutions are missing usable references and ratings that are reliable. 

The suppliers can also create a disadvantage for themselves by only offering their 

contact information, which can also be outdated, according to company A 

representative.  
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5.1.2. Tender process 

 

The following questions covered the tender process and the identifiable bottlenecks and 

platforms potential in this phase:  

 

6. Describe your company’s current tender process. 

7. What tools do you use in your tender process? 

8. What areas or things in your tender process have room for improvement or 

 you encounter difficulties? 

9. Give your view on the possibility of using platforms in the tender process. 

 

Company A’s tender process start by defining the requirement as accurately as possible, 

and the decision of advancing to sending various requests (requests for 

information/proposal/quotation) or not is made. If the sourcing project advances to 

these tender methods, the availability, timeline, the suitability and number of suppliers, 

the novelty of the requirement, previous experiences, and the pricing and costs are 

factors that are defined and all of them can affect the tender process. For example, the 

RFP is a viable alternative if knowledge of the market pricing is missing, regular suppliers 

are non-existing, or the manager wants to generate some competition. Sometimes 

testing the market price can be the solution in e.g. cases where the current contract is 

outdated. The process itself starts with preparation and planning, then the requests 

(RFI/RFP/RFQ) are sent to selected suppliers with limited time to provide and answer, 

which varies, but two weeks is generally the preferred option and one month is too long 

for a response time. Understanding the purchasing need and communicating it correctly 

to potential suppliers is critical. After suitable candidates have been selected, they 

present their solutions with some room for modifications or amendments. After that, 

the final decisions are made and contract negotiations follow, and the solution and 

contract are verified, and the process is finalized by the signing of the contracts. 

Company B’s tender process is similar, as many companies follow a similar sourcing 
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process introduced in chapter 3, however their sourcing process varies between 

sourcing categories. Additionally, what makes company B’s sourcing process special is 

their cooperative business model (cooperative society), a sourcing is partly done by each 

co-op by themselves and partly centralized as the whole group’s sourcing. Company B 

representative also states, that sending requests of information to suppliers might not 

be necessary if there is enough in-house knowledge and clarity of the sourcing 

requirement.  

 

Both companies A and B have electronic sourcing tools in use during the tender process 

and company A uses a tool called Noventia that has RFx and electronic auction 

functionalities, but the solution itself is quite outdated. The problem with the solution 

(and many other similar solutions) is that it only covers one specific phase of the sourcing 

process and it is not connected or poorly connected to the other phases. Additionally, 

the solution is not used extensively within the company and since it is not in use daily, 

the personnel have a tendency to lose the ability to use the solution. This is due to the 

solution not being very user-friendly and the user interface of a solution needs to be 

easy and effective for its usage to bring any added value to the sourcing process and the 

daily work. As for company B, they have a Scanmarket solution is use in this sourcing 

phase and they face similar problems as company A, such as the usage of the tool 

between personnel vary a lot,  which means the solution is not used in the most optimal 

way during this phase. With the solution, company B’s sourcing personnel can 

communicate with potential suppliers through the solutions functionalities and present 

solutions to a sourcing requirement as well as answer questions regarding the sourcing 

project. With the Scanmarket solution, they can document every detail related to the 

sourcing project and have the possibility to mass-communicate to several suppliers and 

stakeholders at once. Another notable quality of the solution in use is the price 

comparing functionality which brings value to their sourcing process as well as the 

possibility to modify the project easily to an eAuction if price negotiations want to be 

avoided. Adding to the previously mentioned electronic tools in use for both companies, 

they also use daily the more traditional tools such as Microsoft Office tools such as 
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Word, PowerPoint, SharePoint and Outlook and of course the phones. Much of their 

work is through these basic tools.  

 

This sourcing phase can pose some challenges and the key factor in this phase is to make 

the tender process as simple and direct as possible, and often times using phone calls 

and emails is the best solution. Sometimes, engaging in a complex and cumbersome RFI 

or RFP process is not necessary if a suitable candidate is already found. After all, the RFx 

are essentially just part of a sourcing managers toolbox to use and unfortunately, they 

can be sometimes misused and are not the only existing correct solution in every single 

sourcing case, according to company A. Often times the tender process with RFx 

(request for x) is very time and resource consuming also for the supplier. For example, 

if you keep sending RFI to a supplier over the course of several years and several 

projects, and disregard them mostly, their significance in the suppliers perspective 

diminishes and it can result to growing disinterest towards the purchasing company, 

according to company A. Generally, the larger the sourcing requirement/project, the 

more challenging it is, since more suppliers are involved, the project and tender process 

is time consuming, no viable automatization in use and the communication becomes 

heavy and things are more prone to mistakes. To follow through the tender process 

becomes cumbersome, when a number of different tools are in use simultaneously, 

between which you have to import and export documents back and forth and giving 

permissions to involved parties for viewing and modification of those documents. The 

tools used in the tender phase are limited and only cover a part of the entire sourcing 

process, and the true potential of the tools is missed, according to company A. As for 

company B, the Scanmarket solution they use poses challenges due to its usability 

throughout the company’s personnel and it might not be used in the level it should be 

or it simply doesn’t provide any added value. Not only is there a need for a more intuitive 

solution, the sourcing personnel differ from each other in the ability to use different 

technologies and electronic tools required or available in their daily work.  
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Platforms can have potential to enhance the entire sourcing process and according to 

the company B representative, the solutions developed for different phases of the 

sourcing process lack in the fact that they are often separated from other solutions and 

systems, which causes unnecessary manual work. The current solution market has 

emphasis on P2P solutions (Purchase-to-Pay) which are directed to the operational 

function of procurement, and the S2C (Source-to-Contract) strategic function of 

procurement gets somewhat neglected in this sense. With the utilization of platforms, 

sourcing personnel could e.g. compare and benchmark price information – whether the 

price offered by a supplier is over or under the current market price. The main goal for 

acquiring and utilizing a platform is that the solution brings actual added value from a 

sourcing perspective, company B representative states. According to company A 

representative, platforms could provide more control, clearer communication and 

general reliability to the sourcing process and tender process. A clear need is identified 

for viable solutions, that avoid the trap of comparing large excel sheets of prices and the 

number of mistakes can be lowered with transparent logs of actions and performance 

information.  

 

5.1.3. Contracting 

 

The following questions covered the contracting phase and the bottlenecks and 

possibilities identifiable in this phase: 

 

10. Describe your company’s current characteristics of contracting. 

11. What tools do you use in the contracting phase? 

12. What areas or things in your contracting phase have room for improvement 

 or you encounter difficulties? 

13. Give your view on the possibility of using platforms in contract management. 
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Company A utilizes various contract templates specific to different categories as well as 

terms and conditions for different purposes. In addition to these, the use web-based 

contracts as well which allows the company’s different stakeholders to view and amend 

them. However, in some cases the contracting phase is reflected on previous purchase 

orders, which give insight on the contracts previously used in specific purchases – e.g. if 

a frame agreement is in place and what specific terms and conditions are in place. 

Company B also utilizes frame contracts with its suppliers, however in addition to that 

they implement separate delivery agreements. This is due to their co-op business model, 

where if a co-op wishes to utilize a supplier with and existing frame contract, they make 

a separate delivery agreement with the supplier. All the necessary contract templates 

are available but rarely amendable. Both companies have electronic contract signature 

software in use in addition to traditional tools such as MS Office tools to modify and 

share the documents.  

 

One of the major challenges in the contracting phase is to have the supplier more 

involved in the process, according to company A. There exists an opportunity to develop 

a tool for several parties to make changes and view the contract document 

simultaneously (both company stakeholders and suppliers). The “living document” as 

company A representative coins it, should possess the option to lock specific areas of 

the document while also keeping a transparent log of changes made and approved. This 

is a much better alternative to a document being sent via email to one party to another 

and each making their own changes to the document. Company B representative notes 

that the electronic signing software shouldn’t be separate from the other electronic 

tools used in the sourcing phase or the contracting phase, but part of a larger and holistic 

solution to avoid unnecessary and manual transfer of documents. Company A concurs 

with this and add that the current solutions are not integrated well enough to the 

sourcing process or the other solutions used in the sourcing process. Company B also 

discusses the possibility of utilizing platforms with contracting and states that having a 

platform that is agile and fits well with other solutions and sourcing phases does make 

the contracting phase simpler and quicker. Company A representative also mentions the 
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importance of a well-functioning contract archive that has search functions that bring 

value to the sourcing managers’ daily work.  

 

There was also an additional question, that focused on the possibilities of platform 

utilization outside the sourcing process, i.e. the operational purchasing section covering 

more day-to-day activities found in the procurement function, such as ordering. Also, 

this question brought about other mentions and ideas on a platform potentially used in 

sourcing and procurement.  

 

Give your view on the possibility of using platforms in other areas of 

sourcing/procurement? 

 

Company B states that there are a number of viable solutions in the P2P (Purchase-to-

Pay) side of procurement – the operational procurement that have been integrated to 

other systems and tools far better than tools directed at the strategic sourcing side. The 

representative of company B also states that a more generic sourcing requirement (a 

product or a service) could be automatized thoroughly through the use of platform. Both 

companies state that the threshold to register and use the platform should be low 

enough, regardless of the size of the company and company B adds that this type of 

platform could be successful if the frontiers or functional barrier of the sourcing process 

can be made as narrow as possible or even non-existing. According to the company A 

representative, there can be resistance from suppliers to register to a platform, because 

many existing solutions exist in the market for sourcing tools and being registered to 

several different sourcing tools of companies can become costly and is cumbersome and 

difficult to administrate from the supplier perspective. Customer reviews and their 

validness are essential for a successful platform in their view to select suitable supplier 

and the possibility to rate suppliers or customers in varying areas which would make 

filtering potential supplier/customers much easier for all parties. This also acts as a 

motivator to focus on delivery quality, because bad reviews and ratings have a negative 
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effect on business. Other notable mentions from company A representative include the 

thought of having a platform for sourcing function that includes notifications on e.g. 

successful deliveries and billing. This could prove to be useful to the purchasing 

company’s stakeholders who can be involved in many different sourcing projects and 

using only their emails might not be the most ideal solution. Another desired 

functionality for a platform would be the transparency of throughput of tasks and 

phases during the sourcing process and also utilizing logs of actions that play along the 

current GDPR rules.  

 

5.2. Analysis of responses 

 

Both companies gave similar responses to the interview questions and they also fueled 

further discussion on ideas over the possible platform that could be helpful to the 

sourcing function. To summarize the responses given by the companies’ 

representatives, tables 4, 5 and 6 are given below to provide the responses in a concise 

manner. The analysis of the responses follows the tables, tackling the different aspects 

of the sourcing process described by the subject companies and the potential platforms 

have to improve sourcing process.  
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Table 4. Summary of responses, supplier selection 

 Company A Company B 

Searching/ 

selecting 

suitable 

suppliers 

Prefer existing 

partners with 

agreements, 

asking from 

colleagues, 

suppliers give 

information, 

audited suppliers 

with good ratings 

Partially suppliers contact 

them, existing billing data 

can be utilized, experiences 

of colleagues, different 

audits exploited to check 

suppliers, generally have a 

larger pool of suppliers to 

choose from in each case 

Tools 

Colleagues, 

Gartner, 

Forrester, Google, 

Phone, Email 

Colleagues, Google and other 

search engines, email, phone 

Challenges/ 

bottlenecks 

To get suitable 

references, 

evaluating 

suppliers’ 

solutions and 

delivery 

capabilities 

(outdated 

information, 

inaccurate 

reviews) 

Finding suitable supplier, 

relies on the sourcing 

managers competences and 

market knowledge, supplier 

selection is subjective 

(depends on the skills and 

knowledge of manager), 

dealing with non-preferred 

suppliers (or those with poor 

performance) 

Platform 

potential 

Needs critical 

mass of users, 

needs to be 

reliable and cost 

of entry needs to 

be low 

Potential for purchases not 

location dependent, needs 

critical mass of users, 

differences between 

products and services, 

internationality and user-

friendliness are vital 

conditions 
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Table 5. Summary of responses, tender process 

 Company A Company B 

Tender 

process 

Complex RFx process not 

always necessary, 

definition of sourcing 

need, preparation, 

planning, sending 

requests, answers, 

presentations, possible 

changes, decisions, 

negotiations, 

verifications and 

signatures 

Varies between 

categories, partly done 

centralized, partly done 

by co-ops individually, 

definition of need critical 

(is there enough 

information and 

capability in-house) 

Tools 
Noventia (RFx and 

eAuction), email, phone, 

MS Office tools 

Scanmarket (RFx and 

eAuction, 

communication through 

tool), MS Office tools, 

email, phone 

Challenges/ 

bottlenecks 

Large projects 

challenging (more 

suppliers, takes time, no 

automation, 

communication is 

cumbersome, more likely 

to encounter mistakes), 

throughput of the 

process is heavy, tools 

are limited  

Different level of use 

with Scanmarket tool, 

different levels of IT 

knowledge and skills 

between personnel, the 

solutions are separate 

from other systems and 

process steps 

Platform 

potential 

Better control of the 

process, communication 

and reliability clearer, 

less mistakes, 

transparency of actions 

Platforms can help 

solutions become more 

integrated to other 

process steps and other 

systems, better use of AI 

to make an intuitive 

software, main point is 

to create value for 

sourcing 
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Table 6. Summary of responses, contracting 

 Company A Company B 

Contracting 

Contract templates and 

frame contracts in use, 

web-based contracts 

(for other stakeholders 

to use) 

Frame agreements 

with suppliers, 

separate delivery 

contracts through co-

ops, all templates 

available  

Tools 
Electronic signing 

(Signum) in use, MS 

Office tools  

Electronic signing 

(eSign) and traditional 

tools (MS Office tools) 

Challenges/ 

bottlenecks 

Getting the supplier 

more involved, contract 

document being sent 

forward to several 

parties and back, not 

being fully integrated 

to other systems/tools, 

contracting tools not 

being used daily, 

relying on traditional 

practices 

Better use of eSign 

needed and 

integrating it to other 

systems, integration 

with P2P solutions as 

well 

Platform 

potential 

“Living document”, 

which can be modified 

simultaneously by 

many, and actions are 

logged and transparent 

Heavy use of lawyers, 

platform offers a 

more agile solution, 

simultaneous contract 

modification to speed 

up the process 

 

 

Both companies have similar steps and practices regarding their sourcing process and as 

company A representative states, the sourcing processes tend to be quite similar 

between companies regardless of industry. However, these subject companies have 

differences, mainly due to company B’s difference in their business model – the 

cooperative business model – which results to slight differences in practices throughout 

the sourcing process, such as in the contracting phase.  
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One of the major points that comes from the companies’ responses, is the variability 

and difficulty in finding suitable candidate suppliers through the current tools and with 

the varying skills of the sourcing managers. The personnel searching for suppliers varies 

in their skills, market knowledge and ability to leverage their tools and professional 

networks – which presents differences in the outcomes of supplier selection. There 

exists a dependence between the supplier selection and the capabilities of the sourcing 

manager that affect the outcome of a sourcing project. Currently, the subject companies 

rely heavily on colleagues’ experiences and knowledge and ability to utilize web search 

to its maximum, making their success with sourcing projects (and ultimately, sourcing 

department) heavily dictated by their environment and personal IT skills. There appears 

to be a window for a third factor that would boost the success of sourcing managers, if 

created and utilized to its upmost potential. With a suitable and value adding tool for 

sourcing managers to use to find suitable suppliers, they could have the ability to access 

an abundance of new resources that were previously unknown or out-of-radar. The 

current electronic tools used to search suppliers isn’t allowing the sourcing managers to 

do their work the most effective way. Not only does this affect the sourcing managers’ 

daily work to be working with tools that have room for improvement, the suppliers 

(especially smaller ones) could also benefit from a tool that would allow them to be 

found more easily by sourcing managers or suppliers finding potential clients better. 

 

Since finding and vetting suitable suppliers is difficult and something sourcing managers 

have to do manually with their current toolkit, there exists a gap that could be filled with 

a platform that incorporates auditing and vetting of suppliers beforehand along with 

usable references that are up-to-date and reliable. The suggested platform filling this 

gap could remove the sourcing managers’ or companies’ duties of auditing the suppliers 

by themselves, which costs time and resources.  

 

There also appears to be a consensus between the companies of creating a critical mass 

of users for the potential platform used in the sourcing function and both companies 

noted that the threshold to register and use the platform should be easy and low-cost. 
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Suppliers can be a part of several different systems administrated by several companies 

during the sourcing process and this can prove to be costly have many systems operating 

for the same purposes. This appears to imply that there already exists too many vendors 

for these supplier “portals” or that purchasing companies have implemented their own 

which operates in a closed setting, meaning the suppliers involved with the company 

and the portal have been pre-selected and invited to the portal. And this in turn may 

implicate, that a need for a universal portal or platform exists, which would eliminate 

closed settings during sourcing processes and the multiplication of similar portals doing 

the same tasks facilitated by several companies.  

 

In the sourcing processes, the subject companies have identified that whether they 

utilize electronic sourcing tools i.e. for tendering and supplier management or contract 

signing, or not, these sourcing process steps appear to be separate from the other steps. 

Meaning they haven’t implemented a solution that provides a level of automation 

through the sourcing process that adds value, but neither solutions that are optimally 

integrated to the sourcing steps and process or the other systems and solutions used in 

the same process. The solutions do not communicate with each other agilely enough, 

which results to more time and manual effort put by the sourcing managers to follow 

through their sourcing projects. This can result to greater risk of errors during the 

sourcing process, especially with larger sourcing projects. Additionally, the similar to the 

search and selection of suppliers, both companies experience variance in the ability to 

use their electronic sourcing tools targeted at the tender process. This tells us the poor 

usability of the current solutions that should be easy enough to be used consistently and 

at a high level by all sourcing managers and necessary personnel during the sourcing 

process (if a tender process is necessary). The varying usage-level of the solutions 

directed at the tender process results to the purchasing personnel to rely more on 

traditional methods of communication during the tender process, such as email, phone 

calls and MS Excel for price comparisons.  
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With contracting, both companies use contract templates and frame contracts when 

necessary, and company B having their own business model -specific differences in the 

contracting phase with separate delivery agreements through co-ops. Even though 

company A reports that they have a web-based solution for contract documents, that 

are viewable also by other relevant stakeholders, contracting still doesn’t engage in 

electronic solutions heavily apart from electronic signing solutions and contract 

management. Both solutions also not integrated to other systems and also the level of 

usage differs between users. And again, traditional tools, such as MS Office tools, email 

and phone calls are mostly used during contracting, often times involving lawyers. The 

companies face similar challenges also with the contracting phase that it is separated 

from the other sourcing process steps, especially the electronic signing tools they use. 

Another notable challenge from company A was given that the suppliers could be more 

involved with contracting and the same goes to the purchasing company’s other 

stakeholders involved with the sourcing projects. In these cases, the contract document 

tends to be modified or amended by several parties, not simultaneously or with effective 

communication, but sent from the sourcing managers to other company stakeholders 

for reviewing and then sent to suppliers for reviewing and continuing this back and forth 

through traditional tools such as email. This, however, is not the case in every sourcing 

project.  

 

Both companies do think there is room for a platform that tackles the challenges they 

reported, the main desired functionality is simultaneous modification of the contract 

document, which would streamline the contracting phase by reducing the back and 

forth sending of emails containing over-modified documents. Company A adds to this, 

coining the term “living document”, in which viewing and modifying parties (potentially 

including suppliers as well) can operate on the same contract document simultaneously 

and the changes made to the document are transparent and logged for others to review 

the changes made. The living document would remove unnecessary emails regarding 

the latest version of contracts. Another notable point is the use of lawyers in the 

contracting phase, which is necessary at the moment with many companies, but can 

take up a large portion of the time spent with the entire sourcing projects. However, 
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this applies to some cases, newer ones especially, but with renewals and renegotiations 

of contracts can also be an example of this.  

 

5.3. Feasibility of platforms in sourcing 

 

The majority of platform potential resides in the supplier research phase of the sourcing 

process. With a viable platform, sourcing managers could have access to a wider range 

of options in their supplier finding and selection. As confirmed by the subject companies’ 

representatives with their responses, the current level of finding and selecting suitable 

suppliers rely heavily on the competence and specific market knowledge of a sourcing 

manager. Additionally, the sourcing managers skills with their current tools also vary 

within different companies and sourcing functions. The current tools used to find 

suitable suppliers in the context of this study, aren’t used to their full potential, but the 

non-optimal level of utilizing current tools is not entirely caused by the technology itself 

or the competences of sourcing managers. The suppliers also have an impact on creating 

a connection between buyer and supplier. Company A representative pointed out that 

e.g. smaller suppliers do not possess similar marketing capabilities as larger suppliers, 

nor do they engage the same way. Smaller suppliers then easily get less attention when 

sourcing managers search for suitable suppliers. Another point made, was that smaller 

suppliers also might not even have a company website (depending on the 

category/industry) which makes the suppliers even harder to find and contact, with only 

limited contact information existing in some cases.  

 

To capture a wider range of suppliers, however, would require very sophisticated 

algorithms that connect buyers and suppliers through specific keywords – and creating 

a platform that provides greater value than the current tools used for finding suppliers, 

could prove to be difficult. The platform would need to utilize artificial intelligence to 

match buyers with suitable suppliers at a level that exceeds Google’s search engine, 

which is one of the primary tools for supplier search, according to the subject 
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companies’ responses. Another challenge for a platform to bring value to the sourcing 

function is to raise the level of automation in the sourcing process towards a more 

streamlined sourcing process with less unnecessary manual labor – and this would 

require the platform to be well integrated with other sourcing and procurement systems 

companies use. The poor integration between systems can cause some lag in the 

throughput of sourcing projects, since sourcing managers (and other stakeholder and 

suppliers) have to manually switch and move critical documents between several 

systems and involved parties during the project. There is a need for a more universal 

and coherent system that not only engages its users at a higher level than current, 

isolated solutions, but also covers the entire sourcing process from supplier search to 

contracting signing.  

 

Another large part of platforms being successful, is building the large user base – critical 

mass of users. With sourcing, there is no exception on this criterion, but since suppliers 

can be involved in several different tools administered by the purchasing companies, 

the suppliers could become stagnant from using these different solutions. The platform 

would also need to take into account the reliability of the suppliers within the platform 

and a solution for this could involve integration with government agencies to provide 

e.g. critical financial information about companies and have references with legal 

compliance and connections to the companies’ VAT numbers to verify the suppliers. This 

type of transparency promotes reliability between parties and the platform.  
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6. DISCUSSION & CONCLUSIONS 
 

This chapter summarizes and provides discussion based on the results collected from 

two companies representing the trade/retail industry in Finland. To summarize this 

study, the main and supporting research questions are answered in a short manner with 

discussion and given the context and limitations of this study, future research 

possibilities are also under discussion. This study aims to uncover the potential 

platforms have influencing sourcing functions by identifying possible bottlenecks within 

the sourcing process and the electronic solutions in use. The previous chapters have 

given information regarding platform business models, platform strategy and network 

effects associated with them. Also, the study has provided introductory theory on the 

sourcing process, which, in this study, is roughly divided to three major phases – supply 

market research/supplier selection, tender process and contracting. The purpose of this 

study is to provide insight what bottlenecks and challenges lie within the sourcing 

process and how platforms can influence the sourcing process.  

 

This study started by introducing the reader to academic literature covering platform 

business models also including platform strategy and network effects. In addition to the 

literature considering platforms, similar introduction was done to the sourcing process 

containing three major process steps – supply market research, tender process and 

contracting. These literature sections built the foundation and conceptual framework 

for the empirical study, which was conducted through two semi-structured interviews 

with the subject companies. 

 

Platforms within the context of this study are identified as intermediary facilitators of 

transactions between two or more parties belonging to same or different groups (Zhao 

et al. 2019; Shaughnessy 2016). Van Alstyne and Parker (2017) state that acquiring the 

critical mass of users for a platform is vital for the platform’s success and the two subject 

companies that were interviewed for this thesis concurred with this. The subject 

companies additionally explained that many of their suppliers are involved in several 
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different sourcing and procurement tools of maintained by their clients and this can be 

cumbersome and costly for business, which can create certain requirements for this 

theoretical platform. These requirements include for instance a low-cost barrier of 

entry/registration to the platform and a value-adding effect on sourcing/procurement 

process.  

 

Acquiring the critical mass of users/suppliers is one of the challenges especially early-

stage platforms face and it has an impact on network effects, which act as one of the 

driving forces of platforms. Positive and negative network effects, or as Cusumano 

(2010b) describe them as feedback loops, have significant impact on platform success 

and positive feedback loops where platform usage and number of users as well as 

complementary applications grow exponentially. Evans and Schmalensee (2010) 

explain, negative feedback loops can come in the form of unwanted competition 

between user groups for example and Kim (2016) warns about unwanted users and 

actions within the platform, that could result to the depreciation of the platform and 

users leaving – which is possible even with the acquired critical mass. The two 

interviewees of this thesis also pointed this out in the form of reliable and trustworthy 

information and references of suppliers. They point out that information about the 

suppliers’ previous business endeavors need to be reliable. This information could be 

vetted by a third party (i.e. a governmental body).  

 

According to Angeles and Nath (2007), Cagliano, Caniato and Spina (2005) and 

Schoenherr (2012), many benefits can be obtained from implementing electronic/digital 

sourcing tools performance-wise and e.g. in savings. However, when it comes to the 

sourcing process and the electronic solutions used in daily operations, according to the 

subject companies the tools are too complex to use, not well-enough integrated to the 

process step in question (other steps as well) or other systems in use. This results to 

poor usage of the electronic sourcing solutions (such as Noventia or Scanmarket in the 

subject companies’ cases). Also, the level of automatization doesn’t improve much when 

using these solutions, since they appear to be isolated from the rest of the sourcing 
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process. This is in alignment with what Kalakota and Robinson (2001, 322) state – that 

implementing electronic sourcing tools requires a total rearrangement or rebuild of the 

current sourcing/procurement processes. The implementation of sourcing tools 

shouldn’t happen in a void or in isolation from other process steps and systems, which 

might have been the case with the subject companies interviewed for this thesis. 

 

Considering the tools in use with the two subject companies and their level of use, one 

is left to wonder if the tools are somewhat defected and affect the sourcing process sub-

optimally or the generalized sourcing process described in the theory section by Bichler 

et al. (2001) is also up for review. However, the amount of collected data and context of 

this study is very limited, therefore generalization cannot be done on a satisfactory level.  

 

6.1. Conclusions 

 

In this chapter the findings of the semi-structured interviews are concisely reviewed 

through the research questions, first by starting with two supporting sub-questions and 

lastly answering the main research question.  

 

“What kind of bottlenecks appear in the sourcing process?” 

 

The first supporting research question aims to identify the major bottlenecks and 

challenges found within the subject companies’ sourcing functions and in their 

electronic solutions and what sourcing protocols they use with their tools. In the first 

phase of the sourcing process, where sourcing managers search for potential suppliers 

and select them, the major challenges the subject companies reported revolved around 

the difficulty of finding suitable suppliers with reliable references. Finding these 

supposed suppliers relies heavily on the skillset of an individual sourcing manager and 

the ability and level of use with their supporting electronic sourcing tools. Another key 
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response received from the subject companies is the electronic sourcing tools 

themselves, which are often separate from other sourcing systems or poorly integrated. 

This results to sourcing managers having manually input documents from system to 

system and send them around various stakeholders via email. There’s room for 

improvement with the sourcing tools, to align them better with the current sourcing 

functions instead of being stand-alone solutions that only cover a particular step of the 

sourcing process without taking the rest of the sourcing process into consideration. To 

be noted, the sourcing personnel also need to be concerned about developing their 

sourcing processes as a holistic function, instead of patching up individual sections of 

their sourcing process. End-to-end solutions might be a better alternative for improving 

sourcing towards a more streamlined process that minimizes the ill-time and negative 

effects of poorly integrated or separate solutions. 

 

In the tender process, obviously larger sourcing projects present a challenge, according 

to company A. Larger projects take more time, more suppliers are involved, the 

communication becomes heavy, the whole projects can become cumbersome and the 

risk of mistakes rises. And often times the tools used during the tender process can be 

limited and the lack of automation can generate more time wasted. Company B reported 

similar challenges regarding their tender process as in the selection of suppliers – which 

is the varying levels of use with their sourcing tools dedicated to the tender process. 

Additionally, the varying capabilities to use the supposed tools also affect company B’s 

sourcing function. Some sourcing managers are simply more capable with their toolkit 

than others. This variance can mean that the solutions themselves are not user-friendly 

or easy to use, which result to different level and ability to use it. Another aspect 

company B noted, that also recurs with the previous sourcing process step, is the 

separate nature of the sourcing tools.  

 

One of the major challenges in the contracting phase of the sourcing process is to involve 

the supplier better. Both subject companies reported also the separate nature of 

electronic signing tools and contract management tools, which affects the usage of them 
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through the sourcing and procurement personnel. This results to the sourcing managers 

to rely on the more traditional tools for contracting phase. The fact that contract 

documents are being sent between several stakeholders and suppliers for amending, 

presents a challenge for sourcing managers. For this, company A representative 

provided a considerable solution – a “living” document, which could be amended by 

several parties simultaneously and the actions within the document would be logged 

and transparent for other parties to review changes. Company B representative adds to 

these points, that the solutions dedicated more to the sourcing process should also have 

connection to the solutions in operational purchasing (P2P) – e.g. with billing 

information and history. 

 

“What areas of sourcing have potential benefits from utilizing platforms?”  

 

During the search of potential suppliers, platforms could prove to be useful, from the 

buyers and the supplier’s perspective. Currently sourcing managers rely on traditional 

tools to find suitable suppliers, such as Google’s search engine and the expertise of their 

colleagues, so their access to supplier information is limited to their capabilities to find 

correct suppliers. This can be difficult, since many smaller suppliers do not have the 

same coverage as larger suppliers. At times, suppliers do not have usable references or 

even up-to-date contact information, which can harm their business but also prevent 

the sourcing managers from finding smaller suppliers, that have the ability to become 

valuable. A proficient platform to find suitable suppliers could provide an abundance of 

options for sourcing managers and tap into resources previously unknown. And for the 

supplier, the platform could mean more coverage amongst larger suppliers. The 

platform could ease and level out the competition between the suppliers and mitigate 

the importance of the size of the supplier in sourcing projects.  

 

In the tender process, the platforms functionalities might not vary from the current 

solutions and their provision of RFx and project management as well as electronic 
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auctions, but could tackle the issues many electronic sourcing solutions have – their 

separate nature with other solutions and the sourcing process itself. Another aspect of 

the platforms to be noted, is their user-friendliness. Today’s platforms such as Uber and 

Airbnb rely on their easy-to-use user interfaces, which many solutions dedicated to 

various sourcing process steps appear to lack in, as stated by the subject companies’ 

representatives. The sourcing tools currently in place aren’t used daily or the value from 

using them is low and makes the daily work of sourcing managers too complex, leading 

the managers to rely on more traditional methods, such as their email and phone calls. 

 

Likewise, with the contracting step, the current electronic tools implemented and used 

are not well-enough integrated to other systems and to the sourcing process, which cuts 

back on the level of usage with the solutions. Company A representative interestingly 

suggested a “living” document that could be amended simultaneously by several parties 

and from a platform perspective, mitigating the communication gap between company 

stakeholders and suppliers, is viable solution for contracting to exceed its current status 

as a mere tool. The main attraction for using platforms and a “living” contract document 

is the agility they can provide to speed up the sourcing process.  

 

“How can platforms influence sourcing?” 

 

In sourcing, the processes haven’t changed much in the past decades and the electronic 

solutions that are dedicated to certain process steps, only compliment the process steps, 

essentially making the individual steps perform better. This happens due to the decrease 

of manual work associated with finding suppliers, tendering and contracting. Other than 

sourcing being fairly unchanged in the past few decades, there’s not many good holistic 

digital solutions available for streamlining the sourcing process. Platforms could prove 

to be a more holistic solution to enhance the sourcing process and connecting the 

process steps better as well as the involved parties within a sourcing project. Platforms 

have the ability to “cut out the middleman” in certain business aspects, and the sourcing 
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process is not an exception. This can be compared to what Uber did to the taxi service 

industry – making the producer and consumers of the ride service interact with each 

other. This could result to a much quicker sourcing process throughput regardless of 

project size.  

 

In the context of this study and the discussion with the subject companies – platforms 

present the most potential from a social perspective. Platforms such as Facebook 

connect people and businesses with each other in much efficient manner than simply 

searching contact information and acting on that – and connecting buyers and suppliers 

shouldn’t be any different from this. As the subject companies stated, the level of 

searching for viable suppliers is heavily dependent on the skillset (professional and IT 

skills) and utilizing their networks expertise. Utilizing the underlying mechanics of 

platform business models, where the platform acts as a facilitator for transactions, 

buyers and suppliers could become more connected similarly as Facebook contributed 

to making the entire population of the world more connected.  

 

6.2. Suggestions for future research 

 

The goal of this study was to unveil the potential of platform models and utilizing them 

in sourcing function and the findings imply that the current solutions used in the 

sourcing function are too complex to use and not well-enough integrated to other 

systems and/or process steps. The findings also imply that utilizing platform models 

have potential for buyers to have access to a broader range of resources. However, 

attaining the critical mass of users can prove to be difficult, for example many suppliers 

are currently involved in several different solutions facilitated by their clients, which can 

be costly and cumbersome for the suppliers. Some of these findings are also supported 

in theory, for instance Kalakota and Robinson (2001, 322) address the need to 

rebuild/rearrange the entire sourcing process when implementing an electronic 

sourcing solution and Van Alstyne and Parker (2017) emphasize the importance of 
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attaining the critical mass of users and engaging them on a high level for a platform to 

become successful. The implementation of an electronic solution in a 

procurement/sourcing process requires redefinition of their current processes that 

include their personnel (i.e. capabilities) and other systems. 

 

Given the delimitations of this master’s thesis, the research suggestions could include 

more industries and from different parts of supply chains, such as the suppliers or the 

manufacturers perspectives. This study concentrated on the sourcing process covering 

the search of suppliers, tender process and contracting, therefore, for future research 

suggestions, uncovering the potential platforms could have in operational procurement 

or how to connect strategic sourcing and operational procurement together more 

fluently through platforms, could be viable research areas. However, it appears that the 

current state of utilizing and implementing electronic and digital solutions in the 

procurement/sourcing process still requires more research to optimize sourcing and 

procurement processes with the use of various digital and electronic solutions. The 

solutions are becoming more common in the world, so implementing them correctly 

becomes important, but since they require a rebuild of processes, the 

procurement/sourcing processes themselves should be under review whether or not 

they should be completely broken down and remodeled to fit these solutions that are 

becoming more common.  
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APPENDICES 
 

Appendix 1. Interview questionnaire 

 

Interviewee background 

1. Tell us about your job title at the subject company and your educational background. 

 

Questions of sourcing process and utilizing platforms 

 

Supply market research/supplier selection 

2. Describe your company’s current process of supply market research/supplier selection. 

3. What tools do you use during supply market research/supplier selection? 

4. What areas or specific things in this sourcing step have room for improvement or you 

encounter difficulties? 

5. Give you view on the possibility of using platforms to improve supply market research 

and supplier selection. 

 

Tender process 

6. Describe your company’s current tender process. 

7. What tools do you use in your tender process? 

8. What areas or things in your tender process have room for improvement or you 

encounter difficulties? 

9. Give your view on the possibility of using platforms in the tender process. 

 

Contracting 

10. Describe your company’s current characteristics of contracting. 

11. What tools do you use in the contracting phase? 

12. What areas or things in your contracting phase have room for improvement or you 

encounter difficulties? 

13. Give your view on the possibility of using platforms in contract management. 

 

Give your view on the possibility of using platforms in other areas of 

sourcing/procurement? 

 


