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This master’s thesis focuses on understanding digital supplier relationship management
(SRM) in a case company from the food and beverage industry. The aim is to find out how
digital tools can support the company’s SRM and how internal stakeholders from sourcing
and other supporting departments see the supplier relationships and what their needs are for
those. The research also aims to provide an understanding of the SRM tool markets, and
what the vendors are offering.

The research is conducted as a qualitative case study and data is gathered through multiple
interviews. There were 23 semi-structured interviews conducted to be able to gain a good
overview of the case company but also the SRM tool providers. To provide a comparison
for the case company’s SRM, there was also a benchmark interview conducted with another
company from the food and beverage industry.

The results show that stakeholders have a wide variety of requirements for an SRM tool, and
they expect the tools to bring efficiency and time savings to relationship management. One
of the most important aspects is to have a central place for gathering and sharing data about
suppliers both internally and externally. It is important that the tools support decision-mak-
ing by providing reporting and analysis opportunities to support various SRM processes.
There are multiple SRM tools in the markets and they serve quite different needs, thus it is
important for buyer organizations to recognize the goals and aims of their SRM to find the
best support for them. SRM tools can make the SRM processes and interactions around it
more efficient and enhance data-driven decision-making.
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Tadmai pro gradu -tutkielma keskittyy ymmartdmaan digitaalista toimittajasuhteiden hallintaa
(SRM) erddn elintarvike- ja juomateollisuudessa toimivan yrityksen ldhtokohdista. Tutki-
muksen tarkoituksena on tutkia kuinka digitaaliset tydkalut voivat tukea yrityksen toimitta-
jasuhteiden hallintaa ja millaisia odotuksia hankinnalla ja sitd tukevilla osastoilla on tydka-
luja kohtaan. Tutkimus pyrkii lisdksi lisddmédn ymmarrystd SRM tydkalu markkinoista ja
millaisia palveluita tarjoajilla on valikoimissaan.

Tutkielma on toteutettu laadullisena case tutkimuksena, ja tutkimusmateriaali on pdéasialli-
sesti keritty haastatteluilla. Puoli strukturoituja haastatteluita toteutettiin yhteensd 23, joista
suuri osa oli case yrityksen sisdisid. Lisdksi muutamia SRM tyokalun tarjoajia haastateltiin,
jotta saadaan tarkempaa tietoa heiddn tarjoamastaan. Antaakseen vertailukohtaa case yrityk-
sen toimittajahallinnalle, my0s toista saman teollisuusalan yritystd haastateltiin heiddin SRM
toiminnoistaan ja kdytetyistd tyokaluista.

Tulokset ndyttavit, ettd sidosryhmilld on melko paljon erilaisia tarpeita SRM tyokaluja koh-
taan, ja he odottavat niiden tukevan tehokkaampaa tyoskentelyd. Yksi tirkeimmisti asioita,
jossa SRM tyokalut voivat tukea yritystd on tarjota keskitetty toimittaja tietokanta, jossa
pystytddn kerddmédn ja jakamaan tietoa niin sisdisesti kuin toimittajillekin. Tarkedna néih-
dididn myos sujuva raportointi ja kerdtyn datan analysointi. Markkinat tarjoavat monenlaisia
tyokaluja erilaisella ydinosaamisella, siksi on tarkedd, ettd hankinta organisaatio tunnistaa
tarpeensa ja tavoitteensa SRM:ssd ja valitsee sen mukaisesti toimivimman ratkaisun. SRM
tyokalut tukevat modernia hankintaa ja tukea yritystd saavuttamaan tehokkaampaa ja data
pohjaisempaa paatoksentekoa sekd vuorovaikutusta sidosryhmien kanssa.
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1 Introduction

The world around us is constantly changing and providing us with new technologies, which
are reshaping the day-to-day activities of both professionals and consumers. This digital dis-
ruption is challenging traditional business models and creates pressure on managers to de-
velop their business processes while keeping up with the digital change to stay competitive.
(KPMG International, 2020) The ever-changing business environment, with increasingly
complex supply chains, creates both pressure but also opportunities for supplier relationship
management (SRM) (Breteau, 2021). Digital development offers various tools and technol-
ogies to help automate processes and make the supply chain more efficient, while the chal-

lenges and changes are ever-increasing (Deloitte, 2023).

Many technologies aimed to help procurement and sourcing professionals have been around
for decades, such as enterprise resource planning (ERP) systems, but still the adoption of
those technologies is lacking (Deloitte, 2023). Particularly in the area of SRM, there are a
lot of opportunities for development, which have especially been noticed due to the disturb-
ances in the supply chains, caused by, for example, the COVID-19 pandemic and political
crises around the globe (Breteau, 2021; Deloitte, 2023). By digitalizing their SRM functions,
companies can try to minimize their risks, improve decision-making, and so forth (Deloitte,
2023). There are multiple good reasons for businesses to advance their digitalization, but the

pressure of keeping up with the new technologies and choosing the correct tools is very high.

This research aims to support food and beverage companies in managing the complex pro-
cess of SRM, by providing research on digital tools developed for the purpose of managing
the supplier networks. The research focuses on a case company, which is a multinational
food and beverage company based in the Nordics. The case company has strong values of
sustainability, and they are constantly driving growth and innovation. The company wants
their suppliers to follow their values, thus it is crucial to have well-functioning SRM pro-
cesses. The case focuses on defining the company’s requirements for digital SRM and how
those can be achieved with the provided systems in the market. To support the case study,
literature is reviewed and studied to find a background for SRM and digitalization in the

arca.



1.1 Aim of the research

The case company is going through changes in their organization, and they are looking into
making the work of multinational departments as efficient as possible. As part of this pro-
cess, the different digital tools and supporting systems are thoroughly reconsidered. Thus,
the supplier management tools are also in need of reconsideration, and this study focuses on
discussing the current situation and the future hopes for the SRM tools. The aim is to dive
into the case company’s SRM functions and people working with the suppliers to gather
requirements for the SRM tool. Sourcing plays a huge part in maintaining supplier relation-
ships and thus the focus of this study is mainly on them, while also adding to their insights
with other departments working on supplier relationships. It is important to gain a good
overview of the topic to be able to present relevant results to the company and also to the

research community.

To be able to understand the SRM tools, how they work, and what they can offer to the users,
it is also important to research the markets of the SRM tools. The aim is to help the case
company make decisions and further discuss the possibilities with SRM tools. The aim is
not to provide the best possible tool for the case company but rather to provide options from
the markets and comparisons between different kinds of tools. It is important to understand
what is offered and what is needed before starting discussions about choosing a new tool or

possibly developing the current tools.

1.2 Introduction to SRM

In order to conduct the study, it is essential to understand what previous literature says about
supplier relationship management and establish a conceptual framework to help guide the
research. This chapter discusses SRM and aims to provide an explanation for the main con-

cept of the study. The theory of the research is further discussed later in the study.

Managing a company’s purchasing, and thus suppliers, was for a long time seen as a support
functions, and insignificant in creating value for the company (Kdhkoénen and Lintukangas,
2012; Reid and Plank, 2000). The interest in supply management has been increasing since
then, especially the strategic importance and value-adding aspects have interested scholars

through the past few decades (e.g., Cousins and Spekman, 2003; Ellram and Carr, 1994;
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Kéhkonen and Lintukangas, 2012; Sako and Helper, 1998; Zheng, Knight, Harland, Humby
and James, 2007). The focus of purchasing and supply management has changed, from only
finding the cheapest options to creating value for the company. Value is created by finding
the most suitable and valuable suppliers for the company as well as being efficient in the
supply process, improving the performance of the supply chain. (Cousins and Spekman,
2003; Kahkonen and Lintukangas, 2012) To achieve this companies are starting to utilize
cross-functional decision making, and through that focusing on creating value focused strat-

egies rather than only pursuing cost savings (Schuh, Strohmer, Easton, Hales and Triplat,

2014).

As supply management has gained strategic importance, scholars have identified different
supply chain processes and how to strategically manage those. In efforts to create an industry
standard, Lambert and Cooper introduced eight supply chain management (SCM) processes
based on their research since 2000. Their model includes, for example, customer relationship
management (CRM), customer service management, demand management, and order ful-
fillment. (Lambert and Cooper, 2000; Lambert and Enz, 2017) One of the processes is sup-
plier relationship management (SRM), which has been a growing interest in the academic
community (e.g. Choi and Krause, 2006; Cox, 2004; Hughes, 2008; Park, Shin, Chang, and
Park, 2010). Together with Pohlen, Lambert talks about how SCM is mainly about relation-
ship management and how relationships link everything together in the supply chain, which

makes SRM a vital part of SCM and the whole business process (Lambert and Pohlen, 2001).

Even with SRM being a popular topic among scholars and business studies, Schuh et al.
(2014) point out that there is still a lot of confusion about the meaning of the term. Lambert
and Schwieterman (2012) see SRM as a business process that provides the base for devel-
oping and maintaining relationships with suppliers. They argue that businesses should focus
on creating partnerships with key suppliers and standardize business with others (Lambert
and Schwieterman, 2012). Schuh et al. (2014) add to this by suggesting that SRM should
always consider both the top-line and bottom-line goals of the company, which should in-

clude innovation, risk, cost, quality, and responsiveness.

To explain SRM Park et al. (2010) propose a framework, which includes five main pro-
cesses: purchasing strategies, supplier selection, collaboration as well as supplier assessment
and development. The framework provides a good understanding of SRM processes and how

those are linked together. Similarly, Lambert and Schwieterman (2012) have provided a
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framework, which separates the SRM process into two main parts: strategic process and
operational process. The strategic process aims to provide a good background for the SRM
decision-making, by creating clear strategies, guidelines, and frameworks for the operational
process of maintaining and developing the relationships. The authors see that to be efficient
in SRM there needs to be clear strategies for different segments of suppliers since it helps
the operational level to conduct the correct activities with the suppliers. (Lambert and
Schwieterman, 2012) These two frameworks can be seen as complementary to each other,

bringing different points of view to a similar problem.

The concept of SRM can be discussed further with Forkmann, Henneberg, Naudé, and Mi-
trega's (2016) perspective of thinking of SRM as a dynamic capability. The authors see that
SRM can help companies recognize the capability of their current supplier base, while pro-
actively reconfiguring their network to find the best options for the supply chain. In compar-
ison to the already introduced explanations, Forkmann et al. (2016) focus on three main
processes: initiating, developing, and ending supplier relationships, which give a wider view
of the whole relationship journey. Capability thinking heavily relies on considering the
whole supplier base, thus companies should also remember the suppliers that they may not
have direct contact with or even knowledge of, such as third- and fourth-tier suppliers, when

making strategic decisions (Choi and Krause, 2006).

Moeller, Fassnacht, and Klose (2006) have studied a similar view to Forkmann et al. (2016)
where they consider all different stages of supplier relationships rather than only focusing
on creating, developing, and maintaining relationships. Moeller, Fassnacht, and Klose
(2006) provide a good definition of SRM which can also be utilized in this study:

“Supplier Relationship Management (SRM) is the process of engaging in
activities of setting up, developing, stabilizing and dissolving relation-
ships with in-suppliers as well as the observation of out-suppliers to cre-
ate and enhance value within relationships.” (Moeller, Fassnacht and
Klose, 2006)

The definition provides an understanding of different stages of SRM and gives an interesting
point of view to considering suppliers as being either in or out-suppliers. In-suppliers have
an established relationship with the focal company, which should be built and managed de-
pending on the value enhancing opportunities. Out-suppliers, on the other hand, do not have
an existing relationship but they are available in the market for the focal company to con-

sider. With this categorization, the authors want to emphasize how companies should not
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forget to evaluate their suppliers and continue to research the market for other options based

on strategic decisions. (Moeller, Fassnacht and Klose, 2006)

1.3 Conceptual framework

To be able to efficiently conduct this study, it is important to define SRM in the context of
this study. Based on the introduction to SRM, it is agreed that SRM is an important part of
the SCM process, giving tools for managing the whole supplier relationship cycle, from se-
lecting to ending the relationship. This idea is the base of the conceptual framework built for
the study, which is introduced in Figure 1. As can be seen, SRM consists of creating pur-
chasing strategies and setting clear supplier segments, supplier selection, and after that main-
taining the relationship by setting supplier assessments and development goals. An important
part of the SRM in the context of this study is also sustainability, which creates different
aspects for all the processes in the SRM framework by bringing the thinking of TBL into all
the decisions. These processes are addressed towards the supplier network, which consists
of those suppliers that are already part of the supply chain, but also those that could be con-
sidered as possible suppliers (Moeller, Fassnacht and Klose, 2006). To make the process of
SRM and supplier communication efficient, the study focuses on researching digital tools

and technologies, which can work both in internal processes and externally with suppliers.

Supplier Relationship Management

Purchasing strategies

and supplier
segmentation .

. Supplier Network
Supplier Selection i

IN-suppliers

Supplier monitoring and <:> )
development OUT-suppliers
Sustainability

Supplier dissolvement

Figure 7 Conceptual Framework of SRM
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The framework above (Figure 1) aims to provide a structure for this research and a back-
ground for building the theory for the study. It helps to keep the focus of the research on the

main concepts during the data collection and analysis.

1.4 Research questions

Based on the conceptual framework and aims of this study the following research questions
have been generated. The questions bring understanding to the chosen research topic and
guide the research together with the presented research framework. The main question of the

study is as follows:
How can digital tools support a company’s supplier relationship management?

The main question is supported with the following secondary questions to help further guide

the study:
1. How are digital SRM tools currently utilized?
2. What requirements do stakeholders have for digital SRM tools?

3. What are the SRM tool providers offering?

1.5 Research methodology and limitations

This study is conducted as qualitative research focusing on one case company. This is done
to provide a deeper understanding of the SRM tool requirements, while also adding infor-
mation by utilizing knowledge in the SRM tool markets. The qualitative data is mainly col-
lected with interviews from various stakeholders in the case company as well as a few SRM
tool providers. The interviews are utilized as a data collection method to gain a good under-
standing of different stakeholders’ ideas and opinions. Also, a benchmark company is inter-
viewed to gain an understanding of how different companies in the food and beverage in-
dustry are conducting their SRM and what kind of tools they are utilizing in supporting their

processes.

The research material consists of 23 interviews of which 19 were with employees of different

departments in the case company. The focus is on the direct sourcing of the company,
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limiting indirect sourcing out of the research. This is done to keep a clear focus on the re-
search, but also due to the difference of purchased goods in these sourcing areas. The limi-
tation is also done to make sure there is enough time to analyze the gathered data and to keep
the focus of the study since the maturity level of the indirect sourcing is not as high as in the
direct sourcing and that would take a bit of the focus from the SRM tools. The limitation
provides a possibility to have a deep dive into direct sourcing and how the relationships are

managed there.

Four of the interviews are done with the SRM tool providers to gain an understanding of
what the market is offering. The number of interviews is limited to four since the focus is on
gathering the case company’s requirements for the study. It is also good to note that this
research is a master’s thesis study with limited resources and thus it was decided that choos-

ing four different SRM vendors would be sufficient for the nature of this study.

1.6 Structure of the study

This research is divided into four main sections: To start, the research literature is reviewed,
and theory is gathered about supplier relationship management and the digital tools around
it. The literature review is structured based on the conceptual framework introduced previ-
ously in Figure 1. After the literature is reviewed, the research methodology is thoroughly
explained, and the gathered data is introduced and analyzed. The third section brings together
the theoretical and empirical findings to discuss the results and create consensus on the re-
search. In the end, the results are concluded by answering the research questions. Also, the

limitations of the research and possible future research are discussed shortly.
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2 Supplier relationship management

Supplier relationship management (SRM) helps companies create strategies and plans on
how to develop and maintain relationships with their suppliers (Lambert and Schwieterman,
2012). According to Lambert, Cooper, and Pagh (1998), SRM is an important part of the
supply chain management (SCM) process, which is about managing the different relation-
ships in the network of various stakeholders throughout the supply chain. To be able to man-
age the whole supply chain, companies need to have clear processes set in place. Companies
that have the most efficient and value-adding relationship management systems have a com-

petitive advantage in the market. (Lambert, 2014)

In regard to SRM, it is also important to understand the concept of supplier lifecycle man-
agement, which supports the idea introduced in the conceptual framework (Figure 1). The
idea of lifecycle guides the relationship from the initial discovery of supplier and supplier
selection through onboarding and ongoing maintenance to the termination of the relation-
ship. The SRM work does not end in terminating a relationship, but rather the cycle starts
again and thus moves forward. It is important to understand both individual relationships,

but also the entity of supply chains and supplier base. (Durivage, 2016)

This chapter focuses on explaining SRM processes and concepts around those. Sustainability
is seen to add value to the topic since it is one of the core values in the case company, also
it has growing attention from the literature. It is also important to understand how digitali-
zation regarding SRM has been studied and whether there are frameworks developed, which
can be utilized in this research. The aim is to create a good base for the empirical study and
help see the whole picture of digital SRM. This literature review also provides more under-

standing of the research gap of digital SRM and thus supports the relevance of this study.

2.1 Purchasing strategies and supplier segmentation

To be able to efficiently manage supplier relationships, companies need to have a good cat-
egorization system for different levels of relationships. It is crucial to differentiate between
different levels of supplier relationships to be able to use the sourcing department’s resources

as efficiently as possible. Scholars have offered many ways of segmenting suppliers and thus
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creating different strategies for each category. (Lambert and Schwieterman, 2012) Often
purchasing categories are classified into two types, which are the competitive approach and
the cooperative approach. A competitive approach focuses on finding the needed goods at
the minimum price, while a cooperative approach focuses on forming strategic relationships
with suppliers to gain long-term achievements. (Chandra and Kumar, 2000; Park et al., 2010)
Many strategy frameworks are based on Kraljic’s purchasing portfolio approach (Table 1),
which has been modified and extended to serve today’s business environment (Gelderman
and van Weele, 2002). By combining different strategic approaches, companies are able to

create strategies that fit their processes and industries.

Table 10 Kraljic's portfolio model (Kraljic, 1983; Park et al., 2010)

High | Leverage items: Strategic items:
- Standard, substitutable - Strategically important
3 - Multiple suppliers available - Difficult to substitute
) - High volume or cost - No alternative suppliers
g Non-critical items: Bottleneck items:
E - Standard, substitutable - Substitution difficult
- Multiple suppliers available - Monopolistic market
- Low volume or cost - Critical items
Low
Low » High
Supply risk

Before creating purchasing strategies, it is important that the SRM team understands the
corporate strategy since it is the basis for all decision-making in the organization. It is crucial
to identify the critical processes and items for the organization’s success both now and in
the future. (Lambert and Schwieterman, 2012) Park et al. (2010) introduce a three-step
method for shaping the purchasing strategies. It starts with utilizing the portfolio model to
classify materials based on supply risk (Park et al., 2010). As can be seen from Table 1,
Kraljic’s portfolio model divides purchased items into four segments based on the profit
impact of the supply item and the supply risk. The profit impact of an item depends on the
volume purchased, the percentage of total purchase cost, and the impact on product quality
or business growth. Supply risk, on the other hand, depends on the number of suppliers,
competitive demand, make-or-buy opportunities, and substitution possibilities. The different

segments of items need to be addressed in distinct strategies and approaches, to be able to
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perform efficiently. (Kraljic, 1983; Park et al., 2010) Park et al. (2010) suggest, that for high-
risk items a cooperative strategy should be utilized, while for the low-risk items competitive
approach fits better (Park et al., 2010). It is still important to remember that the segmentation
criteria should be decided based on the specific needs and goals of the organization. The
created segmentation scheme can then be utilized in the operational work of the SRM team.

(Lambert and Schwieterman, 2012)

In the second step of creating purchasing strategies, all the high-risk items are re-categorized
based on supplier relationships (Park et al., 2010). These relationships can be analyzed and
evaluated based on two aspects: the relative attractiveness of a supplier and the strength of
the relationship. Relative supplier attractiveness describes factors that companies use when
making decisions on suppliers, such as financial and economic factors, performance, and
technological factors as well as organizational culture and strategy factors. On the other
hand, the strength of the relationship between the buyer and supplier is based on factors such
as economics, character of the exchange relationship, cooperation, and distance between

supplier and buyer. (Olsen and Ellram, 1997)

After items and relationships have been assessed and segmented, it is time to develop action
plans. For the low-risk materials strategies should be decided based on the portfolio model.
For example, strategies for non-critical items could include efficient processing, systems
contracting, standardization, and consolidation, while for leverage items strategies could in-
clude exploitation of power, driving profit, and leveraging volume. For high-risk materials,

strategies should be developed depending on the relationship analysis. (Park et al., 2010)

2.2 Supplier selection

Supplier selection process is complicated, but very important for efficient procurement as
well as manufacturing (Park et al., 2010). Park et al. (2010) point out two reasons why the
supplier selection process is complicated: Firstly, there are multiple criteria that can be uti-
lized in supplier evaluation. Secondly, each of the suppliers has a different specialty and thus
they fulfill different criteria. In addition, Demirtas and Ustiin (2008) bring up two selection
problems: In the first type of supplier selection, there is one supplier that fulfills the buyer’s
needs, which is called single sourcing. Secondly, there is multiple sourcing, where there is

no supplier that can satisfy all the buyer’s needs. In single sourcing, there is only one decision
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to be made and it is to choose which supplier is the best. While in multiple sourcing there is
a need and want to split the order quantities between two or more suppliers. (Demirtas and
Ustiin, 2008) Based on the problems and previous studies Park et al. (2010) present two
issues to be considered before starting the supplier selection process: identification of criteria

and choosing the techniques for the evaluation of suppliers.

Many studies focus on providing different criteria to utilize in the selection processes. Al-
ready Dickson (1966) gathered 23 meaningful criteria, including quality, delivery, perfor-
mance history, price, technical capability, and financial position, which are still relevant
even today. In their literature review, Ho, Xu, and Dey (2010) have identified over 100 cri-
teria that have been utilized, where the most popular criterion is quality. They also listed
criteria such as manufacturing capability, research, and development as well as reputation.
Today companies are also focusing more on environmental criteria as well as risks. (Ho, Xu

and Dey, 2010)

By having clear and aligned supplier selection criteria, the buyer can make sure the outcomes
and responses stay predictable (Nair, Jayaram and Das, 2015). Ghodsypour and O’Brien
(1998) suggest that the level of buyer-supplier relationship and integration should define the
important criteria. For example, on level one there is no integration between buyer and sup-
plier, thus price and quality are the important criteria. In level five, where business partner-
ship is desired, it is important to know the supplier’s strategic directions and whether those

align with the buyer’s business. (Ghodsypour and O'Brien, 1998)

What comes to the techniques of decision-making in the supplier selection process, there are
multiple introduced in the literature, which can be shortly discussed without going into de-
tails. Ho, Xu, and Dey (2010) suggest that the most popular approach to supplier selection
is data envelopment analysis (DEA), while the analytic hierarchy process (AHP) approach
is often integrated with others, such as goal programming (GP). DEA has previously been
used only for quantitative data, but it has been modified to also handle quantitative data in
order to perform the selection process. AHP approach is utilized since it allows the utilization
of both tangible and intangible attributes, it provides a way to structure problems in a hier-
archical way to support decision-making and it allows to monitor of the consistency of de-
cision-making (Muralidharan, Anantharaman and Deshmukh, 2002). Both approaches offer
supplier rating possibilities, that can be utilized in decision-making (Ho, Xu and Dey, 2010).
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Different authors utilize various criteria in their models, for example, Muralidharan, Anan-
tharaman, and Deshmukh (2002) offer a five-step model concerning nine evaluating criteria.
The model focuses on group decision-making since most purchasing decisions are made
multifunctionally involving individuals from functions, such as quality, sourcing, and pro-
duction. Thus, the first step is identifying active participants to be involved in the decision-
making. Next, it is important to set significant criteria that will enable the organization to
select the best supplier. Then the possible suppliers are chosen to be rated, after which the
alternatives are rated based on the criteria. The final step is to obtain the consensus ranking
by summarizing the individual preferences. It is important to see the differences and agree
on how the compromise is found between individuals’ preferences. (Muralidharan, Anan-

tharaman and Deshmukh, 2002)

Park et al. (2010) introduce a supplier selection model where they divide the selection pro-
cess into two phases. In the first phase, a supplier pool is created, and suppliers are selected
based on criteria such as financial status and technological capabilities. In the second phase,
the suppliers to supply materials are assigned, thus utilizing criteria, such as cost, delivery,
and quality. The authors see that it is important to constantly look for new suppliers and add
them to the pool of possible suppliers, but it is also important to evaluate existing suppliers
and award or penalties depending on their performance. Material suppliers can then be cho-

sen from the supplier pool or continue to work with current partners.

Forkmann et al. (2016) take a broader perspective and talk about supplier relationship initi-
ation capability instead of just supplier selection. They suggest that in addition to new sup-
plier selection, buyers should also consider new supplier attraction processes. Assessing the
attractiveness of a supplier is the main part of supplier selection, but it is important to also
consider how attractive the suppliers see the buying company to be. (Forkmann et al., 2016)
Company’s reputation is important in suppliers’ decision on whether they want to engage in
a relationship or not (Eisenhardt and Schoonhoven, 1996; Mortensen, 2012). Supplier rela-
tionship initiation capability helps companies to continuously develop their supplier base by
adding new suppliers and rethinking the current suppliers. Due to changing regulations and
customer needs as well as developing technology the buyer company needs to stay up to
date, and often it requires expanding the supplier base to find the missing skills and know-

how. (Forkmann et al., 2016; Johnston, McCutcheon, Stuart and Kerwood, 2004)
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2.3 Supplier monitoring and development

The management of suppliers during the relationship is an important part of enhancing value
creation and to fully leverage the capabilities of suppliers, it is crucial to develop the rela-
tionships continuously (Forkmann et al., 2016; Moeller, Fassnacht and Klose, 2006). As
already explained earlier it is important to note that not all suppliers can be treated the same
since they have different potential to enhance value. Thus, managing in-suppliers, meaning
those suppliers that have already been selected to be part of the buyer’s supplier base, needs
to be based on the set segmentation and created sourcing strategies. (Moeller, Fassnacht and

Klose, 2006)

Moeller, Fassnacht, and Klose (2006) introduce four elements in managing suppliers: set-up
management, development management, contract management, and disturbance manage-
ment. Set-up management focuses on establishing the relationship with the suppliers after
they have been chosen. When setting up relationships it is important to consider the segmen-
tation and think about which suppliers are chosen for closer cooperation. Different levels of
suppliers should receive different training and treatment, for example, with strategic suppli-
ers it is important to focus on value, while with less important suppliers the focus is more
skill oriented. It depends a lot on the supplier and the aimed relationship, how much invest-
ment is put into building the relations, and how much information is shared. (Heide, 1994;
Moeller, Fassnacht and Klose, 2006) This also depends on trust, which needs to be built
from the beginning of the relationship. When both parties can trust each other, it is easier to
share ideas and information as well as handle problems and set up goals together. (Jap, 1999;

Moeller, Fassnacht and Klose, 2006; Zajac and Olsen, 1993)

After the supplier has been selected and the relationship established it is important that the
buyer continues to actively measure and monitor the suppliers’ performance. It is also crucial
that the supplier is informed about the results and what expectations there are for perfor-
mance. (Zimmer, Frohling and Schultmann, 2016) Development management focuses on
finding potential improvements, evaluating those, and creating a plan to enhance the situa-
tion (Moeller, Fassnacht and Klose, 2006). By giving suppliers feedback on their actions and
providing development suggestions, a buyer can help the suppliers to see how they can better
meet the demands and set requirements (Moeller, Fassnacht and Klose, 2006; Zimmer, Froh-

ling and Schultmann, 2016) Kleingorge, Schary and Tanner (1992) suggest utilizing DEA
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to monitor the performance of the selected suppliers, thus it can be concluded that similar
methods can be utilized to evaluate suppliers’ performance as in the supplier selection pro-

CESS.

Moeller, Fassnacht, and Klose (2006) remind us that development activities should not be
followed with all suppliers. It is important to follow the performance of all active suppliers,
but time for developing them should be reserved for high-importance suppliers, those that
create and bring high value to the buyer. These are suppliers that are crucial to the buyer,
and it would create greater costs to find a replacement. (Moeller, Fassnacht and Klose, 2006)
The development activities require commitment from both sides and trust in both parties

keeping their promises (Moeller, Fassnacht and Klose, 2006; Morgan and Hunt, 1994).

For suppliers that have minor strategic importance, Moeller, Fassnacht, and Klose (2006)
suggest utilizing a contract management perspective. These suppliers have low potential of
creating extra value for the buyer and their absence would not leave the company in struggle,
but rather there are other options available in the markets. Contract management refers to
having clear contractual agreements with the suppliers and, rather than creating strong rela-
tionships with them, referring to the contracts and what has been agreed there to keep the
performance at the demanded level. The relationship is secured with the agreements, while
in the development management suppliers’ contribution to the buyer is secured by having

mutual investments in the relationship. (Moeller, Fassnacht and Klose, 2006)

Relationships can be endangered throughout their existence, and thus disturbance manage-
ment 1is utilized before there is a need to dissolve a relationship (Moeller, Fassnacht and
Klose, 2006). The aim is to avoid breaking continuous relationships, but at the same time, it
is important to knowledge that relationships can also end due to a reason that neither party
purposely made or could predict, such as bankruptcy or natural disaster (Halinen and
Tahtinen, 2002; Moeller, Fassnacht and Klose, 2006). The earlier a problem is detected the
easier it is to manage them carefully and proactively. The buyer can utilize various methods
in managing the situation and preventing it from escalating, such as cooperative meetings
with the suppliers and renegotiating contract conditions. (Moeller, Fassnacht and Klose,

2006)
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2.4 Supplier dissolvement

Forkmann et al. (2016) highlight that ending a supplier relationship is part of a company’s
SRM capabilities. They remind it is important to keep it as an option in addition to improving
the relationship and remind the supplier base that it is also an option if improvement actions
do not work and can motivate them to engage (Forkmann et al., 2016). There are multiple
ways supplier relationship can end, and Halinen and Téhtinen (2002) discuss three ways:
chosen, forced, or natural. Ending the relationship can be decided by only one party or mu-
tually and it is then called a chosen ending for the relationship. On the other hand, relation-
ships can end without any purposeful decisions made by either party, this is called forced
ending. Forced ending might be caused by other parties in the network due to changes in the
network for example or it can be due to a bankruptcy or other sudden change in the organi-
zations. Lastly in the natural ending, the relationship diminishes gradually as the need for
business exchange no longer exists, this happens without either party making a purposeful

decision. (Halinen and Tahtinen, 2002)

The authors continue with discussing factors that might influence relationship ending and
gather three categories, which are predisposing factors, precipitating events, and attending
factors and events. Predisposing factors refer to aspects that already exist when companies
enter a relationship, which can leave it to be more vulnerable. These factors are often under-
lying and structure-like, which can be hard to spot since they can be quite static. An example
of this kind of factor can be for example corporate culture, which can be behind employees’
actions and decisions. (Halinen and Téhtinen, 2002) Forkmann et al. (2016) discuss the im-
portance of proactively reconsidering these factors and to evaluate the performance of sup-
plier base to find the non-performing relationships and those who are not willing to partici-
pate in development activities. In addition, there can be precipitating events, which occur
during the relationship and can create changes to the existing procedures. These events can
be quite sudden and lead to a want to determine the relationship. Lastly, there are attenuating
factors and events that moderate the effect of predisposing factors and precipitating events,
in other words, those can be called exit barriers. This can cause the buying company to have
to think about other ways to move forward if there are important attenuating factors, such as

a lack of alternative partners. (Halinen and Téhtinen, 2002) Moeller, Fassnacht and Klose
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(2006) emphasize the importance of managing the dissolution of suppliers and focusing on

that part of supplier lifecycle as much as others.

2.5 Sustainable SRM

SRM is an important part of creating a sustainable organization, as Krause, Vachon, and
Klassen (2009) bring up “a company is no more sustainable as its supply chain”. Sustaina-
bility is often seen through the triple bottom line (TBL) concept, which was developed by
Elkington (1999). TBL thinks of sustainability from three perspectives, which are economic,
environmental, and social. These provide a very broad view of sustainability aspects com-
panies should be considering when making strategic decisions. (Elkington, 1999) Many au-
thors base their definitions of sustainable SCM (SSCM) on this concept, by thinking that
supply chains should be developed based on goals set on the three perspectives of sustaina-
bility (Carter and Rogers, 2008; Seuring and Miiller, 2008). On the other hand, Walker, and
Jones (2012) as well as Touboulic and Walker (2015) also see SCM and procurement as the

means to achieve the sustainability goals set by the company.

An important part of achieving the sustainability goals through SCM and purchasing is col-
laboration with suppliers. As Ashby, Leat, Hudson-Smith, and Wilding (2012) state in their
literature review supply chain relationships can be the key path to influence a company’s
sustainability, especially environmental sustainability, but as the authors find it is still very
little studied phenomena. Often authors talk about supplier relationships as one part of the
SSCM, it is seen as an important part of sustainability but not as much as a separate topic.
For example, Carter and Rogers (2008) divide SSCM into four supporting facets of sustain-
ability: strategy, organizational culture, risk management, and transparency. At least two of
the facets are quite clearly affected by suppliers and supplier management, as the authors
describe how risk management consists of, for example, supply disruptions and transparency

of supply chains depends on supplier operations. (Carter and Rogers, 2008)

Leppelt, Foerstl, Reuter, and Hartmann (2013), on the other hand, have focused mainly on
sustainable SRM (SSRM), while they address that their study has its limitations since the
focus is on the chemical industry, the study provides a good background for the topic. They
are looking at the topic through the sustainable business practices framework developed by

Svensson, Wood, and Callaghan (2010), which divides the practices into four main
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categories: foundation, communication, guidance, and outcome. The authors found that to
be able to implement SSRM it needs to be part of the focal company’s strategy to reach all
the suppliers as well. They are reminding us that not all companies are able to choose be-
tween more sustainable suppliers, but rather they must focus on collaboration and develop-
ing the suppliers, which makes supplier management even more important in helping com-

panies achieve their sustainability goals. (Leppelt et al., 2013)

While Leppelt et al. (2013) provide a framework based on sustainable business practices,
Zimmer, Frohling, and Schultmann (2016) introduced a framework for sustainable supplier
management mainly focusing on the three main processes of SRM through TBL: supplier
selection, supplier development, and supplier monitoring. Leppelt et al. (2013) define the
foundation of SSRM to be about having sustainability standards set in the organization, such
as codes, policies, and guidelines, which lead the work of relationship management. They
stress the importance of communication between the suppliers and focal company as well as
other stakeholders to be able to efficiently ensure that everyone understands what is required.
Zimmer, Frohling, and Schultmann (2016) focus more on selecting suppliers that are per-
forming best and could already support the supply chain in their sustainability, while Leppelt
et al. (2013) see that companies should be ready to help their stakeholders and suppliers to
perform well in their sustainability efforts. Both frameworks agree that it is important to set
practices to measure and follow the progress and performance of the suppliers to be able to
recognize the best and worst performing suppliers and make changes accordingly (Leppelt

et al., 2013; Zimmer, Frohling and Schultmann, 2016)

2.6 Digital SRM

As can be seen, SRM is a widely studied field, which has developed through the decades.
One of the growing fields of study is the digitalization of procurement and supply manage-
ment, as digitalization has touched almost every part of human life, greatly also affecting all
organizations and supply chains (Buyukozkan and Gocer, 2018). There are multiple studies
about different technologies available for supply chains, such as blockchain technology (Sa-
beri, Kouhizadeh, Sarkis and Shen, 2019), fourth industrial revolution (Industry 4.0) (Koh,
Orzes and Jia, 2019), cloud-based technologies (Lin, Lin and Chang, 2021) and so forth.

Scholars have also been interested in what it takes from organization to be able to embed
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digital technologies in their processes as well as how it can affect the performance and ca-
pabilities of both organization and supply chain (Rasool, Greco and Grimaldi, 2022; Lopez-
Morales, Gutierrez, Llorens-Montes, Francisco, and Rojo-Gallego-Burin, 2023; Karttunen,

Lintukangas and Hallikas, 2023)

Buyukozkan and Gocer (2018) provide a comprehensive definition of digital supply chains
based on their literature review:

“An intelligent best-fit technological system that is based on the capability of mas-
sive data disposal and excellent cooperation and communication for digital hard-
ware, software, and networks to support and synchronize interaction between or-
ganizations by making services more valuable, accessible, and affordable with con-
sistent, agile, and effective outcomes.” (Buyukozkan, Gocer, 2018)

Even though the authors found digital supply chains to be the key to success, especially for
global organizations, there are still relevantly few studies providing clear frameworks to help
managers transform, implement, and adopt digitalization in their procurement and supply

management processes (Buyukozkan, Gocer, 2018).

Frohlich and Steinbif3 (2020) aim to understand the digitalization of SRM and base their
research on a conceptual model called “Procurement 4.0”. The authors see that digitalization
in procurement starts from purchasing processes and continues to strategies, all the while
affecting the way in which buyer-supplier relationships need to be established in the future
(Frohlich and Steinbif3, 2020). The focus of supplier relationships is on integrating the sup-
pliers’ resources into the buyer’s supply chain to benefit from the assets and competencies
the supplier provides (Frohlich and Steinbif3, 2020; He3, 2017). Thus, it can be seen that the
focus has shifted from cost driven supplier management to finding the innovative power

supplier can bring to the supply chains (Frohlich and Steinbif3, 2020; Lechner, 2019).

Frohlich and Steinbil3 (2020) provide an understanding of the digital journey of SRM by
introducing the Digital Supplier Relationship Model (Figure 2). The digital journey starts
from offline business, where there is no digital connection between buyer and supplier. In
the next phase, the supplier and buyer are connected via, for example, company websites,
where suppliers have limited access to evaluation results or opportunities to participate in
online auctions. In the integration phase, buyers are already utilizing traditional e-procure-
ment solutions or isolated shop solutions for single suppliers. The integrated phase refers to
utilizing virtual supplier platforms or integrated supplier platforms, where suppliers support

each other in fulfilling the buyer’s requirements. The final phase of the digital SRM is a



26

digital business, where buyers are utilizing supply analytics, cognitive purchasing, or digital
price optimization models. Cognitive purchasing aims to, for example, better achieve the
goals of the buyer through suppliers by utilizing disruptive technologies. (Froéhlich and
Steinbil3, 2020)
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Figure 8 Digital Supplier Relationship Model (Frohlich and Steinbif3, 2020)

There are multiple different technologies introduced in the concept of Procurement 4.0, and
Frohlich and Steinbil3 (2020) notice in their study that there are several areas which are not
yet implemented, such as Cyber Physical Systems and Internet of Things. On the other hand,
they see that Cloud solutions are already well utilized in the SRM, since they support organ-
izations in managing and storing supplier information centrally. The authors recognize that
the Cloud systems can increase transparency of the supplier relationships as well as timely
management of required information and data. (Frohlich and Steinbif3, 2020) Mandl (2023)
reminds that now-a-days it is usual to utilize digital tools for tenders with different RFX
(request for anything) processes, such as RFI (request for information) for supplier scouting
and RFQ (request for quotation) for supplier bidding. Utilization of digital tools allows the
focal company to consider huge number of potential suppliers and analyze the results trans-
parently. These tenders often result in pre-selecting a few suppliers for supplier negotiations.
These negotiations and decisions should be supported by the gathered data to provide a fact-
based argumentation. (Mandl, 2023)
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Frohlich and Steinbi3 (2020) also introduce the utilization of Big Data technology to be a
good way to support segmentation and evaluation of suppliers as well as monitoring the
performance of the relationship. The technologies can be utilized to automate processes and
support the work of sourcing department. Mandl (2023) agrees that digital tools should be
utilized in evaluating suppliers’ performance regularly during the relationship. The author
reminds that there should be comparison between suppliers and competitors to make sure
the performance is at the correct level (Mandl, 2023). Frohlich and Steinbif3 (2020) also
recognize the opportunities in the utilization of Al-solutions, which can learn, for example,
negotiation behaviors and thus contribute to securing long-term relationships. There are a lot
of future applications that can provide for the SRM, but currently Al is mainly utilized in

supplier evaluations and master data maintenance. (Frohlich and Steinbif3, 2020)

To be able to utilize the digital tools and technologies to the fullest, it is important for the
organization to focus on the people utilizing the tools. It is crucial that the employees receive
a good education and training for managing the digital tools, since one of the biggest prob-
lems in implementing new technologies is the lack of competence and necessary skills.
(Frohlich and Steinbif3, 2020; Kushida, Murray and Zysman, 2011) Wiengarten, Fynes,
Humphreys, Chavez and McKittrick (2011) also remind that it is important for suppliers to
support the use of digital tools. The value that tools can create to the focal company is highly
dependent on the other companies’ implementation of the tool in the supply chain. The sup-
pliers need be willing to engage with the provided digital tools for them to be able to make

the SRM more efficient. (Wiengarten et al., 2011)

The main part of the studies about the digitalization of procurement and supply management
focuses on supply chains and procurement processes, often forgetting the supplier relation-
ship management process. As Lechner (2019) states, suppliers make a strong contribution to
increasing the value of the focal company by for example increasing innovativeness through
collaboration. Radell and Schannon (2019) agree with this and see that collaboration with
suppliers seamlessly through digital tools leads to fast problem solving and value creation
for all parties. Many scholars similarly to Radell and Schannon (2019) are focusing on col-
laborative relationships when researching digital SRM. Patrucco, Moretto, Trabucchi and
Golini (2022) underline that it is not enough for companies to adopt new digital technologies,
but rather they should combine it with enhancing supplier collaboration to gain the best ben-

efits from the investments. The digital tools can help to maintain and enhance the
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collaboration, but to work they might also need the motivation from both parties to develop

the relationships (Soosay and Hyland, 2015; Patrucco et al., 2022).

2.7 Summary of theory

To have a clear understanding of the gathered theory, it is important to summarize it. As has
been introduced before, SRM is about building and maintaining supplier relationships (Lam-
bert and Schwieterman, 2012). Figure 3 presents the supplier lifecycle, which has been in-
troduced in the previous chapters. Purchasing strategies work as the base for all SRM pro-
cesses, that start from initiating and building the base for the relationship. The purchasing
strategies are based on the values and goals of the organization; thus, it is important to also
consider sustainability aspects, when building the strategies and segmentation. As Leppelt
et al. (2013) mention, to be able to influence their suppliers, companies need to have clear

strategies and aims for sustainability.

Purchasing
strategies

Supplier
monitoring and
development

Supplier
dissolvement

Supplier
selection

Figure 9 Supplier lifecycle

Once the supplier relationship has been established it needs to be maintained, monitored and
if necessary, developed based on the agreed requirements and conditions. If problems arise
or the supplier does not fulfill the buyer’s need, there might be a need to dissolve the rela-
tionship. When the work discontinues with a supplier, there is a need for a new supplier, thus
the lifecycle starts again. To be able to maintain the supplier lifecycle there are different

digital tools, which can bring great value to the company when implemented correctly. The
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tools can enhance collaboration and through that efficient problem solving and interactions

with the suppliers.

Review of the literature leads to the conclusion that it is crucial to make supplier relation-
ships as efficient as possible, making it an important focus point for digitalization studies. It
is also important for organizations to be able to understand which digital technologies and
tools would fit their needs the best since it can be difficult for managers to decide from a

wide range of different technologies and platforms.
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3 Methodology

This research is a qualitative study, where utilized data mainly consists of interview tran-
scripts but also company websites and other internet sites (Saldafa, 2011). Qualitative study
utilizes text instead of numbers as the empirical material and the focus is on studying the
perspectives of the participants and their knowledge referring to the topic being studied
(Flick, 2011).

Saldafa (2011) lists multiple styles and genres of qualitative research, such as ethnography,
content analysis, and mixed methods research, but this research utilizes case study research.
A case study is chosen to be able to focus on a single unit of analysis, in this context being
the case company. The focus of the case study could be any single unit, such as one person,
one group, or one event. Case study provides an opportunity for an in-depth analysis of the
unit and possibly draw conclusions that can be further studied with a broader audience. (Sal-

dafia, 2011)

The case study is chosen deliberately, since it presents a unique situation, or strategically,
since the case provides a typical representation of the situation (Saldafa, 2011). On the other
hand, Saldafia (2011) suggests that the case can be chosen purposively for convenience, such
as in this research since the case company needed research done on this topic. It can also be
argued that the case company has been chosen strategically since it represents quite a typical

multinational food and beverage company.

3.1 Case description

This study focuses on a large food and beverage company based in the Nordics, but they
have production around Europe with multiple loved food brands. This research focuses on
the sourcing department and functions around it, helping with successful supplier relation-
ships, such as quality and sustainability. The case company’s sourcing is quite centralized,
having three different sourcing areas, which are packaging and two different areas focusing
on raw materials. The other raw material area also has a focus on contract manufacturing
since some of the products are bought as ready made from various suppliers. The different

raw materials have been divided based on how they are purchased and how the contracts are



31

made. The sourcing department has employees from all different production sites; thus, it is

important to have well working digital tools to be able to work together efficiently.

The case company is going through a business transformation where the aim is to bring all
the different business units together by utilizing the same systems and having a shared data-
base. Thus, as part of the bigger transformation sourcing also has to think what are the best
options for their unit. Supplier relationship management is a crucial part of well working
sourcing as well as the whole procurement, and thus it is seen as important to examine what
the needs and wants are for the SRM tool. It is important to know what is needed before
making decisions on finding a new tool or maybe seeing that the current way of working is
sufficient. The aim of the research is to create a good understanding of the requirements

there are for SRM tools and how the markets compare to those.

3.2 Data Collection and analysis

Data collection was mainly done by interviewing stakeholders in the case company as well
as different SRM tool providers. In addition, one benchmark interview was conducted to
understand different ways of doing SRM and providing a comparison point. The interviews
aim to create a good understanding of the needs and wants of different people working with
SRM-related processes. Due to sourcing using the SRM tools most out of other departments,
the focus of the interviews has been there, as can be seen in Table 2. Out of 24 interviews,
15 were done with people working in the sourcing department, and in addition, there were
three other departments interviewed. Most interviews were conducted individually to be able
to gain a very specific understanding of the needs since it was seen that having group inter-
views could limit the answers and give a very broad overview of the different requirements.
On the other hand, with sustainability, quality as well as research and development (R&D)
departments it was seen as more beneficial to have group interviews since they are not the
main users of the tool. Unfortunately, with R&D due to problems with timing, it was only
possible to get an interview from one person, which provides quite a limited overview of the

departments’ needs and wants.
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Table 11 Conducted interviews

Title / Department Interview format Number of interviews

Internal Interviews

Sourcing Director Individual 1

Heads of Sourcing Individual 3

Sourcing Managers Individual 11

Sustainability Group 1 (3 participants)
Quality Group 1 (3 participants)
R&D Individual 1

Benchmark company Group 1 (2 participants)
SRM tool providers Individual/Group 4

Internal interviews were semi-structured, with a certain list of questions (see Appendix 1),
which were sent to internal stakeholders before the interview. The questions were there to
guide the discussion, but there was room to focus on the questions that were most relevant
to the interviewee. Especially with the group interviews, the discussion was a bit more open,
and the focus was not on getting answers to all the different questions. To gain a good over-
view of the SRM processes and general needs for the SRM tool, the interviews were started
with the heads of sourcing and the director of sourcing. Then discussions were held with
some of the sourcing managers from different sourcing areas to gain a good overview of
each area’s needs and wants as well as the current performance. The individual interviews
lasted about 30 minutes, while the group interviews lasted from 45 minutes to an hour. All

meetings were held as video meetings via Microsoft Teams.

External interviews were mostly conducted as group interviews, and they were based on the
same questions as the internal interviews. The benchmark interview focused on understand-
ing how they have conducted their SRM and what kind of tools they utilize to be able to
create a little bit of comparison to the case company’s current practices. There were four
different SRM tool providers interviewed to be able to gain a good understanding of what
the markets are providing. One interview was held with the current SRM tool provider Scan-
market and in addition, there were three different vendors called TraceGains, KodiakHub,
and Medius. TraceGains, KodiakHub, and Medius provided a demo of their tool and in ad-
dition, there was an open discussion which was based on the same questions as in the internal

interviews as well as the results already gathered from the internal stakeholders. With
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Scanmarket there was a similar interview compared to the internal interviews, to be able to
gain a more comprehensive understanding of their offering in addition to what the internal

stakeholders provided.

To be able to analyze the gathered data all internal interviews were recorded and transcribed.
Transcription was done by utilizing a dictation function in Microsoft Word and manually
checking the correctness of the transcription. Most external interviews were not recorded
and thus there were only notes made from the interviews. Due to the different nature of the
external interviews those were analyzed separately from the internal interviews. The inter-
views conducted with internal stakeholders were analyzed utilizing coding methods to be
able to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the situation. Coding the data makes it
easier to manage and analyze the data in a way that benefits the research objectives (Far-

quhar, 2012).

The internal interviews were analyzed by utilizing both deductive and inductive methods
mentioned by Farquhar (2012). Before analysis was started the data was gathered under each
group of interviewees, as was introduced in Table 2, to be able to compare answers from
each group, thus creating better analysis. The sourcing department has been divided into
groups based on the hierarchy of the company; sourcing director, heads of sourcing, and
sourcing managers, since the employees in different level positions are utilizing the tools
differently. Thus, it is seen that having the grouping as such provides better analysis, than

utilizing the different sourcing areas as analysis groups.

To start the analysis a deductive method was utilized to divide the data into sections based
on the interview questions, thus based on the theory (Farquhar, 2012). After the first round
of coding the material was reviewed with the inductive method to find common themes and
ideas between the interviews to create even more detailed coding (Farquhar, 2012). To be
able to build a more comprehensive coding, the two rounds of coding were gathered together
to build a more hierarchical coding, which is introduced below in Figure 4. The build coding

hierarchy supports the data analysis and guides the research forward.
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Figure 10 Coding of the data

The external interviews were treated more as additional information to the data gathered
from other sources and interviews, thus they were mostly summarized through tables intro-
duced later. The interviews were also analyzed based on the themes found from the internal
interviews to be able to see if there is something to add to those themes. The SRM tool
vendors were also utilized to make sure the gathered requirements from internal interviews

were called by the right names.
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4 Data analysis and findings

The empirical analysis focuses on introducing findings from the gathered data. First, it is
important to understand how the case company is conducting its SRM processes and how
SRM tools are utilized currently in the organization. It is also important to understand how
the stakeholders see the value of SRM tools and why they think it is important to have digital
tools to support SRM. After the base for the case company’s SRM has been set, it is easier
to understand the different requirements stakeholders have brought up in the discussions.
The needs and wants of internal stakeholders are analyzed in detail to understand what the
requirements for the SRM tool providers are. In the last chapter of the data analysis and
findings section different SRM tool vendors are introduced to be able to understand the de-

cisions companies need to make when choosing a SRM tool.

4.1 Supplier relationship management in the case company

As mentioned before, sourcing in the case company has been divided into three different
sourcing areas based on the way those are sourced, but also what the sourced items are. The
company has multiple brands under their organization and those have been quite separated
in the past, but by creating the three sourcing areas, the aim has been to bring together similar
purchased items to gain cost savings and bring efficiency. The sourcing areas are packaging
materials, soft commodities, and other raw materials with contract manufacturing. As the
director of sourcing states there should not be too many differences in the main sourcing
processes between the sourcing areas, but since those are working quite separately and on

different items there are always differences.

The differences mainly come from having different kinds of sourced items and thus different
supply chains. The supply chains in packaging can be quite long and due to that quite com-
plex to manage, the aim is to know the whole supply chain, but it can be hard in some cases.
Contract manufacturing has quite a similar situation, as the products come as ready to be
sold, so there are multiple suppliers working on those before they reach the case company.
Quite the opposite to those raw material and commodity hedging items are quite close to the

case company and it is crucial to have good knowledge of the production processes. It is
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important to have a good relationship with the producer of a certain raw material and know
where the best qualities are and what is the best time to purchase from the certain producer.
While for packaging and contract manufacturing more focus is put on choosing the supplier
that offers the most competitive prices while aligning with the case company’s values and

other requirements.

Even though there can be different ways of negotiating or there is a need for different
knowledge in the three sourcing areas, there are still similar SRM processes in all of them.
In general, interviewees see SRM as following the supplier lifecycle process, which starts
from finding and approving suppliers to phasing those out. To help with the SRM processes
the case company is utilizing a SRM tool provider called Scanmarket. The case company is
not utilizing the whole service suite available in the tool, thus when talking about the current
tool, what is meant is Scanmarket as it is utilized by the case company. This includes mod-

ules such as sourcing (eRFx) and supplier base management.

The case company is utilizing the concept of supplier lifecycle as the base of their SRM
processes, as you can see from Figure 5. To begin with, interviewees point out that it is
important to know the markets for the different categories and be aware of the changes and
new innovations happening in the food and beverage industry. When new suppliers are
needed, markets are scanned, and potential suppliers are invited to a tender process. The
different tender, or so called RFx processes, can be utilized also for existing suppliers to ask
for new quotations or proposals, thus keeping the supplier lifecycle ongoing. The tender
process helps sourcing to gain information about the supplier to determine if they fit the
requirements of the case company as well as the specific product it is going to be used for.
The suppliers that are seen as the best fit are then awarded and more extensive negotiations

and research are conducted.

Maintaining and
Scoping the Tender Supplier developing Supplier
markets processes approval supplier dissolvement

relationships

Figure 11 SRM processes in the case of a company
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Before business can be started with a supplier, extensive supplier evaluation and risk assess-
ment must be done. These evaluations are cross-functional efforts and those are done to-
gether with various departments, such as sourcing, quality, and sustainability. The evalua-
tions and risk assessments are crucial since those set the tone for future business and discus-
sions. Once the supplier is approved, negotiations are finalized, and agreements signed busi-
ness can be started. To make sure changes are acknowledged, suppliers are re-evaluated at
an agreed frequency based on the supplier segmentation. Also, if something changes during
that time it is important to take that into account and see how it affects the supplier relation-

ship.

Even though choosing the suppliers that best align with the set requirements is important, it
is not the main part of managing supplier relationships. The focus is on maintaining the
approval status, which includes making sure supplier information and gathered data stays
updated, the supplier and the risks are evaluated as well as changes noticed. An important
part of SRM is creating strategies that guide the relationships with suppliers since there is
not enough time to have strong relationships with all suppliers. As Kraljic (1983) already
introduced in the last century, dividing suppliers into different segments, such as strategic,
critical, and transactional, guides sourcing managers' work by keeping the focus on the sup-

pliers that most need it as well as providing timelines for certain processes.

There are various communication methods utilized to support supplier relationships. In ad-
dition to the most commonly utilized emails, there are different meetings held together with
the suppliers, such as business review meetings. The purpose of the meetings is to keep each
other updated on current performance, upcoming projects, and other relevant things. It is
important that both parties are aware of how the relationship is going and what are the next
steps. As a joint effort with sourcing and other departments, such as supply planning and
quality, information about supplier performance is gathered to support the discussions with

the supplier and to see if there are needs for improvements or changes in the relationship.

4.2 Value of digital SRM tools

Digital SRM tools are developed to bring efficiency to companies and support a structured
way of managing suppliers. It is especially important to have a centralized supplier manage-

ment tool since different sourcing areas, and even employees inside the teams, work
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physically from different locations. SRM tools support collaboration between different
stakeholders and help to create coherent processes for everybody to follow. If data were
stored on local servers, it would be shared via emails or similar methods, making data gath-
ering and sharing very inefficient. Having support from digital tools frees time for the stra-
tegic side of SRM rather than needing to focus on gathering the required data, which could

lead to cost savings through efficient processes.

With the support of SRM tools, it becomes easier to maintain the standard processes as
agreed upon. As many interviewees pointed out, it is normal for people to find their own
ways of working, and without a tool to support the processes, they can get very separated,
thus losing the value of the agreed-upon processes. Together with the possibility of gathering
harmonized data from the supplier base, standardized processes support coherent decision-
making throughout the company. As an interviewee from Scanmarket brought up, it is im-
portant to remember that the better users get at utilizing the tool, the more time savings as

well as value the tool brings to the company.

Digital tools facilitate professional communication from the company to both in and out-
suppliers. Sending coherent requests and questionnaires via a platform, that can be accessed
online versus an Excel sent via email tends to instill more trust in the suppliers based on the
interviewee’s experiences. It is also important to be able to show other stakeholders that all
the needed data has been gathered and that decisions are based on the data. Different depart-
ments encounter various questions coming from internal but also external stakeholders, and
it is important to be able to gather that information for the answers quickly. This could be a
question about countries of origin from another department or confirming delivery accuracy
during a supplier meeting, nonetheless, the faster results are received the more professional

image it provides to the receiver.

Cooperation between different departments and sourcing areas is crucial, and SRM tools
ensure that information about suppliers and the processes behind them flows to all necessary
stakeholders. Supplier relationships also require decision-making from more than one party
making it important that tools provide an accessible platform, where stakeholders can utilize
and share data on the suppliers as well as communicate about important matters both inter-
nally and externally. It is also important that decisions and data are accessible in a digital

tool so that data does not get lost when people are leaving or changing positions in the
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company. If data is gathered in personal emails or various SharePoints, the risk of losing

data or having outdated information becomes greater.

It is not only important that internal stakeholders gain value from the SRM tool, but it also
provides a good way to attract suppliers. The SRM tool helps ensure data comes directly
from the supplier, rather than having sourcing personnel gather bits of data via email and
having to interpret data based on their own understanding of the situation. When suppliers
oversee their own data, they are also ensuring that it is correct and updated. As a few inter-
viewees pointed out, it is also important to remember that the case company is only one
buyer for the supplier, and for certain suppliers, this might mean that there is not much time
to be used per customer. Having good digital tools to support the supplier helps to make sure

all parties are content.

As the director of sourcing pointed out, there always needs to be a business reason behind
decisions, even in choosing the SRM tool. Thus, it is important to notice the value an SRM
tool would bring to the supplier management processes and also what is needed. SRM tools
are there to help streamline processes, enhance efficiency, and ensure compliance, and if

those needs are not met, the value of the tool is lost.

4.3 Current use of SRM tools

As mentioned before the case company is currently utilizing a SRM tool called Scanmarket.
When talking about Scanmarket as the current tool, what is meant is the tool as it is utilized
at the moment. This does not mean the full suite of what Scanmarket is offering, but rather
a customized offering that includes modules such as RFx and supplier base management. It
1s important to understand the starting point for the case company to see where the require-
ments come from and what could be changed. The current tool has been utilized for a few
years now and there have not been many updates in the way it is utilized. Some users have

not been very comfortable with utilizing the tool, which has also affected the situation.

Several interviewees, particularly those from the sourcing department, brought up the insuf-
ficient allocation of resources towards the development of the tool. Some, especially people
from higher positions, are noticing the untapped potential of the current tool, but others re-

main unaware of it. The tool has brought a lot of good for the supplier management, but the
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resources are directed towards other parts of the tool than improving the usage. Furthermore,
there has been a bit of separation between sourcing areas on how the tool is leveraged, and
sharing best practices has been slow. The differences might be noticed when someone new

joins one of the teams or there is some collaboration between sourcing areas.

There is one key user from the case company’s side, who knows the basics of utilizing the
tool and is in charge of giving the initial training to use the tool. Although this person is not
responsible for updating data in the tool, thus they do not have the full knowledge of the
usage. To help with utilizing the tool to its fullest capacity Scanmarket is also providing
quick help desk functionality, which interviewees see as one of the advantages of the tool.
In addition to the easy access to help, interviewees see that the current tool is performing
well in supporting the tender functions. The tool provides good support in performing the
tender events and there is also a communication tool that helps to keep the whole process in

one tool.

Sourcing sees that the current tool does provide good possibilities for data gathering and
storage, but it stays at the very basic level not providing anything more. The tool is the main
storage place for supplier data, such as contracts, certifications, and other documents, but
not everything is or even can be stored there. Some documents and data are stored in cloud
services, which is mainly done since not all of the processes can be maintained in the current
SRM tool. The main things that interviewees point out as missing capabilities are being able
to make clear reports and analysis based on the data gathered, being able to make supplier

evaluations in the tool, and following supplier performance.

As can be seen, the current tools and processes are not fulfilling the needs of the modern
sourcing department. There are good opportunities to gather data from suppliers, but inter-
viewees are not content with how it can be analyzed. Suppliers have their own supplier por-
tal, where they can upload data, access it, and update it. Even though they have the oppor-
tunity, for some suppliers the system is too complicated, or they do not have the motivation
to utilize it, which takes a lot of time for sourcing managers, since they have to chase the
supplier multiple times over expired documents. Interviewees from many departments hope
they would have more time for the strategic side of SRM, comparing and analyzing different
suppliers, and making decisions. At the moment, a lot of time is used for making sure all
data is updated and moving data around to be able to see what is happening in the supplier

base.
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4.4 Requirements for future SRM tool

This chapter focuses on explaining the requirements from different stakeholders in the case
company. Requirements that were found from the interviews are divided into four catego-
ries: data management, SRM processes, interactions, and collaboration as well as infor-
mation presentation and analytics. The aim has been to create a coherent list of requirements
bringing together opinions from different departments, but of course, some of the needs are
more specific to one than others. It is important to understand what the needs are behind the
required capabilities to be then able to utilize the list of requirements in discussions with

possible SRM tool vendors.

4.4.1 Data management

The SRM processes include a lot of data and different documents, which need to be gathered,
managed, and stored somewhere. One of the main objectives of the different tools is to pro-
vide data management capabilities, but of course, different companies can have different
levels of need for data management functions. Having good data management capabilities
was brought up by all interviewees in the case company, which highlights the importance of
it. As can be seen from Table 3 (see below), there are various requirements brought up in

the interviews.

Many interviewees like the idea of having all supplier data being managed from one central
place. It is seen as risky if data is updated in two different systems, since there is more room
for mistakes, and it is evident that something is forgotten to update in the other system. One
suggestion was that if not all the data can be stored in one place, there could be links or clear
guidance to where the data about the supplier can be found. The struggle in the current tool
is that only part of the data considering the suppliers is stored in the tool. Often the data
outside the tool is about following certain KPIs or other reports, which are an important part
of the SRM process, thus it is seen as important that those could be part of the tool rather
than stored in a separate system. The tool could be a gateway to all supplier data so that
stakeholders only need to know one place where they need to check for and they are guided

from there.
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Table 12 Data management requirements

Needed process / Requirement Related tasks

Centralized supplier databank All supplier related data under the same tool, or at least
linked together.

Being able to manage the data, such as documentation,
easily.

Reminders of deadlines
Having same set of data in a similar form from different
suppliers.

Supplier questionnaires

Item level data There should be at least some level of integration to
provide information about items purchased from the
suppliers.

Having batch level data available in the tool or in a
reporting system.

Guiding suppliers to check the spesifications

Traceability Being able to track countries of origin through the whole
supply chain.
Supply chain mapping

History of data

Storing different versions of questionnaires.

Being able to see the history of certain supplier.

It is crucial to have the data organized in a logical way so that different stakeholders can
access the data without having to use too much time for it. Some interviewees brought up
that one of the problems in the current tool is that it is hard to find a certain document if you
do not know under which question it is saved. There is no proper overview of different doc-
uments provided, which makes it hard to find those. If it takes too much time or is otherwise
hard to use, people tend to start avoiding the tool. This is especially important to notice when
thinking about managing the current data. It is crucial that the data stays updated, and to
support that many vendors provide opportunities for setting reminders. If it is hard to find
the documents that need the update, the expired documents might stay there for a long time.
It is taking too much time for sourcing managers to make sure the data is up to date, which
is why they are highlighting the need for easier management of the data and better support

from the reminders.

In addition to documents, there is a need to gather other data from suppliers and this is cur-

rently done via questionnaires. It is seen that the questionnaires provide a good way to gather
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the same data from different suppliers and gather background information on different top-
ics. It should be possible to utilize different question formats and be flexible to build it to the
needs of different departments and sourcing areas. When the questionnaires and other data
gathering are well built, it is easier to compare and report on those. And it is automatically

in a similar format without having to do something before it can be reported.

When talking about supplier data it is also important to notice the items they are delivering.
There are different opinions on how the item data should be gathered and saved, since others,
such as quality and sustainability departments, see it as crucial information in the SRM pro-
cesses, while sourcing does not mind if it is mostly separate from SRM. But still, everybody
agrees that to some level item knowledge is always needed to be able to understand the
supplier. Some interviewees point out that the tool can become too complicated if all item
level data is managed in the same tool with supplier data. It needs to be very clear where

everything can be found to avoid having too much data on one tool.

It is necessary to gather data about, for example, food safety, allergens, and other things
required by law, which can often be more on the product category level. But what is noticed
by sourcing, but also brought up by the other departments is that not all the stakeholders
have the knowledge of what the supplier is producing and what is purchased from them, thus
the information about purchased items should be easily available for the stakeholders that
need that information. Having the information is a crucial part of processes, such as risk
evaluation. It is also discussed whether product specifications should be stored in the SRM
tool or in another tool, and how does the supplier have access to those. R&D points out that
suppliers should be responsible for making sure the delivered items are following the speci-

fications and they should inform the case company if something is changing.

Tied to having the item specific data available, there could be possibilities to also bring
batch-level data from delivered items to be able to follow, for example, geolocations of the
purchased items more easily. Traceability of items is a growing requirement and there are
new regulations set by the European Union (EU) and other governments. Even if the batch-
level data is not available in the SRM tool, there is a need for tracking the country of origin.
Having the correct data, that is also available for reporting, is crucial, and it might need some
level of integration with the ERP system. It is also important to be able to map supply chains

and be able to gather data from more than first and second-tier suppliers. Having traceable
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data from the whole supply chain would make reporting and also risk management more

efficient.

Traceability is not only considering the supply chains but also the SRM tool and the data
gathered. It is important to be able to see the history of data to support employees in their
work. Having data on what has been done with the supplier earlier helps to see trends and
changes, but it also provides continuity as new employees can more easily get an overview
of what has happened in the past. Having some kind of version history of gathered data and
questionnaires helps to make sure data stays relevant and nothing is lost if changes are re-
quired. As the regulations and requirements for suppliers are changing quickly in today’s
world, it is important that changes can be made without losing data that has already been

gathered.

Altogether, data management requirements are quite standard requirement based on the in-
terviews with SRM tool providers, but for example, item level management is not always
part of the standard offering. Data management capabilities are always quite good, but those
usually also depend on how the system is built for the company. Data management is a com-

plex process and always requires some level of customization.

4.4.2 SRM processes

There are multiple SRM processes, that most people would like to have in one tool, but they
are worried about the tool becoming too complex. It would be beneficial to have the whole
supplier lifecycle under one tool so that data would flow through automatically and there
would not be a need to check into multiple tools to find a piece of information. Table 4 has

gathered the different process requirements and what is related to those.
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Table 13 Needed SRM process
Needed process / Requirement Related tasks

Supplier lifecycle management Being able to manage the whole supplier life-cycle from phase-in to phase-out.
Supplier profile
Allowing follow-ups on meetings
Being able to add notes to the supplier profile as well as to the different questionnaires
and documents.
Process and project management Supporting different stakeholders in their daily work and to follow the agreed processes.
Being able to set workflows for accepting changes and new documents.
Being able to create cross-functional tasks and projects.
Following the development of projects and tasks.
Supplier collaboration

Tenders RFx processes, such as RFIs, RFPs and RFQs
eAuction
Communication
Analysis on tenders

Contract management Being able to store and review supplier contracts.

Allowing reporting around contracts.
Being able to manage the access.

Supplier evaluation Scoring suppliers based on certain criteria, done in agreed frequency based on
segmentation.
Being able to set internal questionnaires.

Risk management Being able to evaluate supplier risks based on supplier questionnaires.
Utilizing automatic scorecarding.

Utilizing Al technology and market intelligence to help recognizing and mitigating risks.

Being able to risk assess also the items.

Supplier performance Following certain KPI's to assess the suppliers performance.
Having the data available for suppliers as well.
Non-conformance and complaint process.

Audits Being able to make audit plan and provide the results in the tool.
Corrective action plans.
Category management Having data and reporting capabilities to support category management.
Automated segmentation Based on segmentation the tool chooses the correct questionnaires and documents to ask

from the supplier.

Adding reasoning to the segementation decisions
Gathering price data Following differential prices for green coffee.

Being able to follow price indexes.

Generally, what is hoped from the SRM tool is that it would support managing the whole
supplier lifecycle without having to utilize too many supporting tools in the processes. It is
important for the stakeholders that the processes are clear and that the tool helps to under-
stand and manage the supplier base. To help this there should be a possibility for a supplier
profile, where it is easy to gather and oversee the data gathered from a certain supplier. The
profile would show the status of the supplier, results from evaluations, and provide a good
understanding of their performance and situation as part of the case company’s supply
chains. To help with understanding the whole situation of the supplier, stakeholders are hop-
ing to be able to add notes to the profile or to the different tasks during the supplier’s lifecy-

cle. It is important that all necessary information is shared with others who might be utilizing
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the data gathered. There could be notes from meetings or about changes that happened with

the supplier, whatever the stakeholders see as necessary.

It is important that the tool provides support for stakeholders to perform their daily work and
guides them in following the agreed processes. Interviewees see that it would be beneficial
to be able to set actions and workflows that could then be followed and reported. Workflows
would especially be appreciated in approving new documents and accepting changes made
by the supplier in the data. Every time something new happens in the supplier data, there
would be a workflow that alerts needed stakeholders to check the new information before it
can be accepted. This would help to make sure that no important data is lost or that there is

new information that does not follow the agreed requirements set for the supplier.

Being able to work cross functionally together with different stakeholders as well as with
the suppliers is crucial in SRM. The tool should provide a platform for collaboration on
different projects and processes. It is important that all parties stay up to date and have access
to the needed data. The platform could be the place to follow the agreed processes and set
up tasks for stakeholders to do. This would help with following the development of the pro-

jects.

The processes regarding suppliers often start with tenders. Interviewees have been very
happy with the current tool’s capabilities for different RFx’s, which some sourcing areas are
utilizing more than others. Even though some sourcing areas are not utilizing the function-
ality that much, it is seen as an important capability that should be supported in the future as
well. The tender module should guide all the RFx’s that are sent from the case company to
keep those in standard form and to create trust in the receivers. Being able to gather the data
digitally also helps to compare the results and make decisions based on the data. Interviewees
also see that it is crucial that communication is done via the same tool, where the tender was
sent, to make sure all parties get the same information and to keep the processes clear. It is
also important to be able to access the old tenders and see what has been done with, for
example, certain product categories. This creates better continuity and also helps when cre-
ating new tenders, especially when stakeholders do not utilize the function often, it can be

complicated to always start from the beginning without any previous examples.

After the tenders have been made, the best options are awarded, and contract negotiations

can be started. Especially the interviewees in higher positions see that having a good contract
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management system is crucial. At the minimum, there should be the possibility to store all
different contracts and follow the status of those. In addition to that stakeholders hope that
there could be reporting around the contracts, being able to follow what contracts there are
in the supplier base, but also things like contract coverage. Some stakeholders are also rais-
ing a concern about having the contracts open to everyone, so there could be a possibility to

determine who are the stakeholders allowed to see and manage the contracts.

As part of the approval process, suppliers are evaluated based on certain criteria set by the
case company. This is done to make sure suppliers align with the company’s values and
requirements on topics such as sustainability, quality, and finance. There should be possibil-
ities to do the evaluations at the beginning of the relationship but also in agreed frequency
during the relationship. Interviewees brought up a lot of similarities between the supplier
evaluation process and risk assessments since those are closely related. Risk assessments are
done based on supplier’s answers to questionnaires from various business areas, which are
then evaluated based on certain criteria. In all evaluation processes, there should be possi-
bilities to utilize both automatic and manual scoring of set questionnaires, to support stake-
holders in their work. Utilizing automatic scoring would help stakeholders to focus their

time on the more complicated issues in the evaluation process.

Especially in risk management, stakeholders would benefit from utilizing Al technologies
to support recognizing and mitigating risks in the supply chains. Interviewees recognize that
it could be beneficial to have third-party risk gradings provided in the system, as well as
some support for noticing changes in the market and supply chains. It would help the sourc-
ing department to gain information about changes as quickly as possible as well as to notice

global incidents that might affect the supply chains.

One of the biggest needs interviewees listed is to be able to follow supplier performance
more easily. There should be capabilities to gather data from other systems, such as ERP, to
be able to create good reports on agreed KPI’s, such as deliveries, quality, and spend. It is
crucial to be able to have a good overview of suppliers’ performance to be able to catch
problems quickly, but also to be able to support decision making and discussions with the
suppliers. Some sourcing managers point out that having performance data available for the

suppliers could motivate them to utilize the tool more actively.



48

To support supplier evaluations and performance assessments, there should be possibilities
to create audit plans as well as analyze and store the results. It is important to be able to share
results internally but also with the suppliers. There should also be the ability to create cor-
rective action plans and follow the development of the agreed plans. These capabilities
would improve cooperation between sourcing and the departments performing audits. It
would provide easier access to all stakeholders; thus, it would increase transparency in the

audit process.

Category management and segmentation capabilities would support sourcing in their strate-
gic work as well as help others to understand the supplier base better. As Kraljic’s model
suggests, dividing suppliers based on their strategic importance makes the sourcing work
efficient. It is crucial to be able to gather data from certain supplier groups based on catego-
rization and segmentation to be able to make comprehensive reports that can support deci-
sion making and work with the suppliers. It is also important to explain the reasoning behind
segmentation decisions and see the history to understand the suppliers’ position in the sup-
plier base as well as in the supply chain. Interviewees from sourcing point out that having
automated questionnaires based on segmentation would help to make sure all needed data

would be gathered from the suppliers.

4.4.3 Interaction and collaboration

SRM tool must support both internal and external interactions and collaboration. At mini-
mum supplier relationships require interactions between buyer and supplier, but in addition
in the buyer company, multiple departments and employees are working together to maintain
the relationship. It is important that the SRM tool supports stakeholders in their collaboration
and provides capabilities that help to share and receive information about the relationship.
Interactions and collaboration happen through a lot of the requirements already mentioned,
but it is important to also focus on the capabilities that support those by providing the places

where that happens (see Table 5).
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Table 14 Interaction and collaboration requirements

Needed process / Requirement Related tasks

Supplier portal Supplier should be able to update data themselves.

The login system needs to be logical and easy to
manage.

Paulig should be able to set some limitations to the
suppliers.

Communication Allowing discussion between suppliers and internal
stakeholders about documentation, supplier
questionnaires and so on.

Being able to conduct discussions about projects,
meeting and negotiations.

Cross-functional work Allowing different people to work on projects and

documents together.
Technical support Providing support in using the tool.

Trainings and education.

Starting from interactions with suppliers, interviewees have been happy with the suppliers
having their own supplier portal. They see that suppliers should oversee their own data and
be responsible for keeping it updated. There have been problems with suppliers not wanting
or knowing how to utilize the tool, thus sourcing managers are highlighting that the supplier
portal must have a clear interface. There should be support available for the suppliers so that
they are able to utilize it without help from sourcing managers. On the other hand, sourcing
managers are also bringing up that they should also have knowledge of what the supplier
portal looks like so that they would be able to quickly help if a supplier is struggling to
update needed data. The buyer company should still be able to set limitations on what the
supplier can do to make sure important data is not suddenly lost. There should at least be a
notification sent to the responsible sourcing manager that the supplier has made changes to
the data. As has been discussed earlier there should be an approval workflow for new docu-
ments and data supplier uploads to make sure someone has always checked the data in the

supplier profile.

Interviewees point out that some suppliers can have multiple sites and there might be differ-
ent data needed from those, thus there should be possibilities to manage all the different sites
under one login details. It should be possible for one person to update data for different sites

at the same time. Since some data can be the same due to having the same parent company,
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there could be the possibility to build a supplier page where the data about the subsidiaries

or different factories could be separated while still being under the same parent company.

To make sure all necessary information can be shared there should be communication pos-
sibilities in the tool. Most interviewees agree that not all communication can be done in the
tool, but most importantly there should be a possibility to have discussions about the data in
the tool, such as supplier questionnaires. It should be possible to send new questionnaires
through the tool, since when it is coming from the tool it is already guiding suppliers or
internal stakeholders to utilize the tool rather than sending the data through email. It is also
important that internal stakeholders can see the communication with the supplier so that
there are not multiple people discussing and asking questions about the same topic. Espe-
cially interviewees from higher positions see that it would be beneficial to have most of the
communication in the tool, especially when talking about important topics, such as contracts,
it is important that the discussions are saved somewhere so that it is easier to come back to

those and also to have the discussion trail possible.

In a company that has different departments or even multiple people, it is crucial that the
digital tools used support cross-functional work. As different departments have different
needs for suppliers, it is important that everybody can work together on evaluations, projects,
and even specific documents. If the collaboration can be done via the SRM tool, it would
provide better possibilities to always have updated data available. It also helps others to keep

updated on what has been agreed to be done or if something is still under discussion.

To make sure all stakeholders are capable of utilizing the tool to its full potential, it is im-
portant that collaboration with the SRM tool provider is also working properly. It is crucial
to have support available easily and quickly since having issues with the tool has a large
impact on stakeholders’ willingness to utilize it. Interviewees are hoping that there would be
good in-person trainings and education provided in the beginning but also frequently after
that to make sure everybody is comfortable with the tools, but also to provide an opportunity
to share best practices internally but also possibly to the other users of the tool. It is seen that
having a good support system is very important and appreciated by all stakeholders utilizing
the tool. Some stakeholders are not utilizing the tool in their everyday lives, which makes it

even more important to have the possibility to ask for help.
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4.4.4 Information presentation and analytics

To be able to utilize the data gathered from the suppliers and utilize it in managing the rela-
tionships, it is crucial that it is presented well and that there are possibilities to analyze and
report it. There were a lot of similar needs and wants from interviewees regarding the utili-
zation of the data and reporting since it is seen that the current tool is not providing sufficient

support for either of those, as can be seen from Table 6.

Table 15 Requirements for information presentation and analytics

Needed process / Requirement Related tasks

Dashboards/Overview Supplier level

Document level
Sourcing manager/supplier base level

Reporting capabilities Being able to report spend development, deliveries,
quality and other things.

Analyzing the data.

Integration Access to data from other platforms, such as ERP.
Being able to pull out data from the tool.

Updating information in only one place.

Market intelligence Providing insights from the market and help with for
example price negotiations.

Provide external information to support risk
management.

Being able to work offline Having the possibility to download reports and other
data to be able to work on it when offline.

It is crucial to be able to gain a good overview of the supplier base on different levels. To
start with it is crucial that the supplier profile provides a good overview of all the data gath-
ered from the supplier, such as the status of questionnaires and evaluations as well as con-
tracts. It would also be beneficial if there were data gathered from other systems, such as
ERP, available, to really be able to have an overview of all the data there is available from
the supplier, for example, spend data, deliveries, and quality. It would be beneficial to be
able to see also the history of the data to be able to see trends and raising problems. It would
benefit, especially, sourcing managers to be able to gain a good overview of missing and
expiring documents as well as to have the status of different questionnaires. It should be easy

to see the supplier’s status regarding their documentation and questionnaires.
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It is also crucial to be able to see the suppliers most relevant for one’s work and filter those
based on categories and segmentation. Being able to follow what is happening with the sup-
pliers and point out where the focus should be, or which suppliers might need more attention.
Interviewees bring up that the dashboards should be very flexible and buildable to every-
one’s specific needs. For some users, it is important to see the risk levels of different suppli-

ers while for others it might be the contract coverage and spend that is important to see.

To support being able to create comprehensive dashboards, it is crucial to have reporting and
analysis capabilities either in the SRM tool or then in a separate analysis tool, but there
should be at least some level reporting available in the SRM tool. It should be possible to
visualize the data gathered and see the development and trends from, for example, spend and
evaluations. It is also important to be able to compare different suppliers and create reports

from certain categories or segments.

Interviewees have slightly different opinions on the integration of different systems together.
Many interviewees think that it would be beneficial if all the supplier data were in one sys-
tem, but on the other hand, a sourcing manager pointed out that it is not always a bad thing
to have separate tools for some processes. Some interviewees see that it could be beneficial
to have a separate analytics tool to be able to create more comprehensive reporting, they
bring up that it could be easier to bring together the data in the analytics tool rather than
integrate ERP and SRM tools. Although it is highlighted that there should not be a need to
update data in two different tools, since it can lead to mistakes, thus some kind of integration

would be necessary.

Utilizing Al technology and third-party intelligence is something that interviewees find in-
teresting, and they are partly already utilizing it in their work through providers, such as
Mintec. Even though intrigued interviewees stay a little bit suspicious towards having those
as part of the tool, for example, the sustainability team brings up a worry of being able to
decide if the data can be trusted. On the other hand, a few sourcing managers bring up that
having the data in the tool means that everybody is utilizing the same resources rather than
different ones. Some heads of sourcing together with the director bring up that it would be
beneficial to utilize Al technology to filter through newspapers and other data points based
on criteria set by the case company to highlight important changes or raising risks from the
markets and maybe even for a specific supply chain. It can be hard to follow the macro risks

or regulation changes around the world since changes can happen very quickly, and having
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Al technology to support that would provide data quickly and efficiently. The data provided
by Al technology and third parties would be a good addition to the SRM work, but it would
not replace, for example, risk evaluations since the data provided by those should not be

taken as one truth.

Lastly, interviewees brought up that there should be possibilities to utilize the data gathered
in the tool also offline. This could mean being able to download reports and documents to
one’s own computer, or there being an offline version of the tool available. This could then
be utilized when traveling and visiting suppliers without access to online services, for exam-
ple, when doing audits. There could also be an opportunity to make notes that would then be
uploaded when being back online. Also being able to utilize created reports and data in
presentations and other documents is crucial since it is not efficient to always show it from

the tool.

4.5 The market of SRM tools

It is important to understand what the options for food and beverage companies in the SRM
tool markets are to be able to make decisions on which are the most beneficial for certain
companies. The aim of this study is not to offer the best solution to the case company but
rather to find alternatives and how those would serve sourcing and other departments. Even
though there were only four SRM tool vendors interviewed, it is seen that they provide a
sufficient overview of the markets. Based on the interviews and other research vendors have
been divided into four categories based on their core competencies showcased in Table 7.
To find the relevant core competencies, a list of requirements was gathered that would bring
a good overview of the needs of internal stakeholders, as has been introduced in the previous

chapters.



Example companies
Supplier data management
Tenders/RFx

Supplier life-cycle management
Risk management
Supplier evaluations
Supplier performance
Reporting and analytics
Contract management
Audits

Integration to other tools
Intelligence/Al
Collaboration

Item data management
Communication

Table 16 Capabilities of SRM tools

Procurement
analytics
Sievo

Not available
Not available
Not available
Not available
Not available
Core function
Core function
Not available
Not available
Supported
Available
Possible to some level
Not available
Not available

Supplier lifecycle
management (SLM)
KodiakHub

Core function
Not available
Core function
Core function
Core function
Core function
Available
Available

Core function
Supported

Core function
Core function
Available
Available

Source to Contract
Scanmarket, Medius
Available

Core function
Available

Available

Available

Available

Available

Core function
Possible to some level
Supported

Possible to some level
Available

Not available
Available
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Network Marketplace
TraceGains

Core funtion

Not available

Core function
Available

Available

Available

Available

Possible to some level
Available

Supported

Available

Core function

Core funtion
Available

Procurement analytics tools focus mainly on providing reporting and analysis based on data
integrated from other tools, such as ERP and SRM tools. The example company, Sievo,
mentioned in Table 7, was brought up in the benchmark interview as the company’s way of
following supplier data. Analytics tools are generally very buildable to the company’s needs
and the benchmark company is utilizing Sievo very broadly for more than just analytics.
Procurement analytics tools are very good for following supplier performance and spend
data, providing very comprehensive reporting and graphs, which can then be utilized in col-
laboration with the suppliers and also in internal decision making. The procurement tools do
not serve all SRM needs, thus it is mostly utilized as support for other tools. But one thing
about analytics tools is that they often serve more than sourcing, but rather all the procure-

ment processes.

The supplier lifecycle management (SLM) tools, on the other hand, are at the very core of
SRM, providing functionalities to suit most of the needs listed. While SLM tools are often
providing very broad service offering, they are usually mainly focusing on the processes
after the supplier has been chosen and awarded, often starting from approval processes, and
possibly offering contract management capabilities. Often the main focus is on risk manage-
ment, supplier evaluations, and supplier development. The example company Kodiak Hub
has a strong focus on offering intelligence capabilities to support efficient supplier relation-

ships and a better understanding of what is happening with the supplier base.

Similarly to the SLM tools, source-to-contract (S2C) tools are offering quite a broad service

offering, but the focus is mainly on initiating the supplier relationship through, for example,
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tenders. The case company’s current tool is Scanmarket, which is an S2C tool, and as has
been noticed the stakeholders are very happy with the tender capabilities, but they see that
there is a lot of room for improvement and many interviewees brought up that they think the
tool is utilized for more than it has been meant for, which could be true. Although the current
tool is not fulfilling all the case company’s needs, there is more that the S2C tools can offer.
Often, they have good capabilities for the supplier approval process and gathering data from
the suppliers, but they start lacking when the data should be utilized forward. There can be
some reporting and analytics capabilities, but those are not the main focus for the vendors.
As can be seen from Table 7 there are a lot of possibilities, but those are not seen as the core

competencies of the vendors.

Lastly, there are network marketplaces, such as the example company TraceGains, that focus
on certain industries. The network tool is offering good opportunities for SRM but what was
highlighted in the discussions is that the company is providing a platform for networking
with other food and beverage companies, both raw material suppliers and manufacturers.
Their core competencies seem to be in item and supplier data management as well as collab-
oration, rather than in the SRM. It does not mean that it would not provide support for the
needed processes, but rather it would not be the most efficient as only the SRM tool, but it
should be taken as a network tool. It provides access to a network of food and beverage

industry operators, that provides possibilities for finding new suppliers more easily.

To provide more understanding of how the different vendors are placed in the markets, figure
6 was created. These vendors are compared in two axis, which are procurement process cov-
erage and supplier intelligence since those are seen as important factors in deciding which
SRM tool fits best to the case company’s requirements. As can be seen, procurement analyt-
ics tools are low on both axis, thus they are usually seen as an addition to other tools rather
than its own SRM tool. Those work very well together to support sourcing and other depart-

ments, but they cannot stand on their own.
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Source to SLM
Contract
Procurement
process
coverage
& Network
Marketplace
Procurement
Analytics
Low High

Supplier intelligence

Figure 12 SRM tools based on procurement process coverage and supplier intelligence

S2C tools stay at the medium in both axis providing a balance between the supplier intelli-
gence and procurement processes. Those are seen to be at quite the same level in the pro-
curement process coverage with the SLM tools since the other is focusing more on initiating
the relationship and the other on maintaining it. The SLM tools are focusing more on provid-
ing supplier intelligence and helping the buyer in decision making and understanding their
supplier base. Network marketplace, on the other hand, is also high on the supplier intelli-
gence, but they are offering quite a different supplier intelligence to the SLM tools since
their focus is on the network, and through that bringing intelligence to the buyer company.
The network marketplace is not that focused on the procurement processes and seems to lean

more toward product development rather than procurement.

Even though SLM seems to be scoring the highest on both axis compared to the other tool
vendors, it does not mean that they would provide the absolute best service offering. There
are multiple other things that would affect the decisions made by the case company as well
as other buyer companies. It is important to consider what other tools could go with the
chosen tool since it is quite clear that if a full SRM service is wanted there needs to be more
than one tool utilized. The case company needs to decide which are the most important fac-

tors that need to be covered and then decisions on which is the best tool can be made. The
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tables provide a good background to understand the market and to start scoping the possible

SRM tool vendors.

4.6 Benchmark for utilizing SRM tools

The company interviewed for benchmark operates in the same industry as the case company.
They have a lot of similarities but are not competing with the same products, thus they were
happy to provide information on their SRM processes. Both companies are based in the Nor-
dics and have multiple production sites and business around Europe. The benchmark com-
pany has a similar way of conducting sourcing, having three direct sourcing areas including
packaging, raw materials, and contract manufacturing. To support sourcing, they also have

departments such as R&D, sustainability, and quality as part of the SRM processes.

The interviewees highlight the importance of ensuring the availability of needed raw mate-
rials. When talking about important SRM processes, interviewees mention supplier selection
and segmentation as well as managing the whole supplier lifecycle. Meetings with the stra-
tegic suppliers are listed as a crucial way to drive cooperation with the suppliers as well as
develop the relationship. Interviewees see the value of SRM tools and mention how the tools
are there to support the implementation of different SRM processes as well as monitor the

processes.

The benchmark company is currently utilizing three different tools in their supplier manage-
ment. Similarly to the case company, they are utilizing Scanmarket, but it is mainly used for
supplier selection and approval process. Scanmarket is utilized for gathering data, such as
some of the sustainability documents and certifications, from the suppliers. It is seen to be
part of the approval process to gather data and ask for information through the tool, and it is
unclear if it is updated regularly. To manage contracts, the benchmark company has a sepa-

rate tool, where contracts can be archived, approved, and managed.

For all other supplier data, the benchmark company is utilizing an analysis tool called Sievo.
The tool provides opportunities to follow supplier performance data, such as spend and de-
livery performance, and it is integrated with the ERP system to ensure accurate data. It is
also utilized for gathering sustainability data, such as CO2 emissions. The tool has previ-

ously been utilized for following documentation, such as a signed code of conduct. There is
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also an opportunity to follow the progress of different projects, but it only provides a quite

general overview of the projects.

The interviewees discuss that they are not fully happy with Scanmarket since there are issues
with some processes and utilization of the tool. They also mention that it is an issue to have
data in multiple tools since it can get complicated to manage the data and information. In-
terviewees also mention that it is important that the suppliers are motivated to utilize the
tools. Thus, there should not be too extensive questionnaires for them to fill in, but rather to
have very simple and easy-to-use tools, which support their processes as well. On the other
hand, the interviewees see that the tools provide good support for their current processes and
ways of working, but they also see that there is potential for development. They see that the
analytics tool provides good support for the sourcing team by providing clear measuring
opportunities for the following KPIs, such as contract coverage, quality, emissions, and
spend. It is also important that the tool acts as a central place to bring data from ERP systems

and it is easy to find the supplier performance data.
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5 Discussion

The empirical study has brought a lot of insights into SRM and what is needed from digital
tools to support the case company’s sourcing department and other functions working with
the suppliers. The findings help to understand how digital tools can support supplier rela-
tionship management, which is the main research question of the study. It is important to
discuss the findings together with the theory to be able to find the most important aspects of
the research and bring understanding to the topic of digital supplier relationship manage-
ment. Firstly, the concept of SRM and the requirements for digital tools and supporting the-
ory. And secondly, the possible SRM tools and how those could help the case company are

reviewed together with insights from the theoretical study.

5.1 SRM and requirements for supporting digital tools

The list of requirements gathered in the interviews is quite extensive, thus the most important
points are presented below in Table 8. There are no clear studies that focus on gathering
stakeholders’ requirements for SRM tools, but when looking at the individual requirements
and topics there are some connection points to the previous literature. Some of the topics
might not be discussed from the digitalization point of view, but they are still an important

part of SRM and thus can be applied also in the context of SRM tools.

Table 17 Summary of the case company’s SRM tool requirements

Data Management SRM processes Interaction and Information
Centralized supplier *  Important processes collaboration presentation and
database need to be covered *+ Internal and external analytics
Gathering and * Especially risk communication and *  Overview of the
sharing data easily to management and collaboration supplier base and
internal and external supplier evaluations *  Suppliers should gathered data
stakeholders need to be manage their own +  Creating reports and
Item level data needs considered data analyzing data
to be discussed * Collaboration with + Integration of

the tool provider different tools

utilized

When you compare Figures 3 and 5 you can see that there are a lot of similarities with the
previous literature and how the case company is conducting their SRM processes. Similarly

to the frameworks presented by Park et al. (2010) as well as Lambert and Schwieterman
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(2012) the interviewees in the case company see that SRM consists of building and main-
taining the relationships with suppliers. A few interviewees from the sourcing department
pointed out that they do not see supplier selection as part of the SRM processes but consid-
ering the provided conceptual framework (see Figure 1) it is agreed that supplier selection is
a crucial part of SRM. Even though some might disagree with the provided definition of
SRM, it is important to notice that many interviewees in the case company support and high-
light the concept of supplier lifecycle, which considers both maintaining and initiating new
supplier relationships. It is also noticed that the supplier selection and tender processes are
quite often digitalized, and it provides the focal company with a better overview of the pos-

sible suppliers (Mandl, 2023).

Both the findings and theory support the idea that not all suppliers should be treated in the
same way, but rather there should be strategies and segmentation created, which then guides
the SRM processes and work of the employees. There are of course differences between
different sourcing areas and purchased items, which have their special features to be consid-
ered. But there are also different levels of supplier interactions required depending on
whether the supplier is strategic or transactional, the interviewees pointed out that there are,
for example, agreed frequencies when suppliers are evaluated and how often business review
meetings are held to discuss the performance of the supplier, and also there can be differ-

ences in what information and data is needed from the supplier.

To support the sourcing department and others working with the suppliers, the interviewees
see that it is crucial to have one or more digital tools to support the processes. They see that
the tools are pivotal in making SRM more efficient as well as both data gathering and sharing
safe and reliable. As Buyukozkan and Gocer (2018) point out, having digital tools helps to
support and synchronize the interactions between organizations, thus making the relation-

ship more valuable and agile.

As Zimmer et al. (2016) and Moeller, Fassnacht, and Klose (2006) suggest, it is crucial for
a company to have clear communication with their suppliers during the relationship. This
can be about the performance of the supplier or development needs, but it is important that
the interaction and collaboration can be done easily and so that all parties are kept up to date
on what is happening. This can also be seen from the interviews as most employees high-
lighted the importance of being able to work together with different stakeholders and being

able to both gather and share information and data on different projects or processes.
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When comparing the results of internal interviews to the benchmark company, it can be seen
that similar topics were discussed and seen as an important part of digital SRM. It is crucial
that data can be shared and gathered in a central place, it should be easy to keep it updated
and utilize the data in decision making. Both parties discuss how the current tool is not
providing them with everything that is wanted, thus it can be interpreted that the needs for

SRM are changing, thus the organizations need to reconsider their tools as well as processes.

Literature addresses that data-driven decision making is a growing and crucial part of mod-
ern sourcing (Mandl, 2023), but there is still a lack of studies on how this is utilized and
what companies can do to develop their sourcing. It is important to note that this research
has a focus on the empirical study, and a more comprehensive literature review would be
needed to gain a complete overview of literature in the field of digital SRM. As mentioned,
it is important for organizations to notice the need for a change and develop their SRM tools

and thus it is important that it is studied to provide also practical impact.

5.2 Utilizing digital SRM tools

The case company is already utilizing different digital tools in their SRM and purchasing,
they are utilizing source to contract function where they can digitally select and approve
suppliers. They also utilize ERP systems to support their procurement and based on inter-
views the case company is in between the third and fourth phases in the digital supplier
relationship model developed by Frohlich and Steinbif3 (2020). They are already integrating
digital tools in their SRM, and procurement in general, through the usage of Scanmarket and
other tools, such as ERP, but even though the data from all tools is utilized in the processes
they are not fully integrated together. This leaves room for improvement, which can be done

in multiple different ways through different SRM tools but also internal development.

There clearly is motivation towards making the organization more digital and utilizing SRM
tools to support the processes with suppliers. Even though most interviewees were excited
about the possibility of a new tool, some were suspicious of going towards utilizing too much
third-party data or Al-generated data. It can be seen that those who have already familiarized
themselves with the possibilities in the markets are more open to a tool that utilizes new
innovations, such as Al, while those who are very used to the current tool and have not

thought about other possibilities are happier with having a very traditional tool.
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The case company has the possibility to focus on their current tools and develop them to
match the requirements. They could add some other tools to build on it as well, but as can
be seen from Table 9, there are many opportunities in the market of SRM tools for the case
company. Even though the requirements have been gathered, there is still a need for discus-
sions with the internal stakeholders to determine which requirements are the most important
and relevant for them. It is important to discuss what are the goals of the transformation, and
how motivated the sourcing department is to develop themselves towards being a “Digital

Business”, as Frohlich and Steinbif3 (2020) described.

Table 18 Summary of SRM tools

Source to Contract SLM
* Example vendors: Scanmarket, Medius | * Example vendor: KodiakHub
* Often the core competence is in the * Core competence is in managing
beginning of supplier relationship supplier relationships
* Strong focus on RFx processes and * Usually these cover managing supplier
creating contracts information, performance and risk
* They also provide supplier onboarding |« Also possibilities for supplier
modules, where different collaboration and audits
questionnaires can be built and * With analytics and intelligence
followed supports decisions and efficient SRM
Procurement Analytics Network Marketplace
* Example vendor: Sievo * Example vendor: TraceGains
* Core competence is in analytics * Core competence in providing
* Bringing data from different sources, collaborative network for food and
such as ERP, to follow spend, beverage industry
sustainability and so on * There are modules for product
development and supplier compliance
* Provides solutions to managing
supplier information, evaluating
performance and risks as well as
managing quality and audits

The case company can choose only one tool that they will work with, or then they can utilize
multiple tools to build the digital SRM processes to be exactly like they want them to be.
The benchmark company is utilizing multiple tools, having one tool for analytics and partly
supplier management, one tool for supplier selection and approval as well as one for contract
management. This provides one example of how digital SRM can be handled, but as men-
tioned the interviewees from the benchmark company were not fully happy with their own
solution, thus it is crucial to remember that it does not always offer better solutions to have

multiple tools to cover all processes. But at the same time since SRM is a very complex
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process and there are a lot of different aspects to consider, it is important to remember that
one tool cannot cover all the different aspects. Thus, to be able to find the best support for
SRM, it needs to be carefully considered if one tool would be enough for the sourcing or-

ganization.

As can be seen from Table 9, the different tool categories have very different offerings, thus
it is important to understand what are the goals of the company. SLM solution could provide
a more strategic and risk-oriented background for the case company’s SRM and could pro-
vide a good addition to the current S2C solution. While SLM and S2C are focusing more on
the SRM and procurement side, the network marketplace provides a solution that is more
focused on product management and bringing insights also into the out-suppliers. Moeller,
Fassnacht, and Klose (2006) saw it as a crucial part of the SRM process to be aware of both
in- and out-suppliers to make sure that the supplier base stays competent. The network mar-
ketplace has possibilities to make it easier to keep up with the possible suppliers, but when
the idea was discussed with a few of the sourcing managers, they were worried that the
network would not provide them with a full overview of the markets and thus they would

prefer doing the research themselves.

As the SRM tools provide quite different services it is not possible, based on the gathered
requirements alone, to decide which of them would provide the best solution to the case
company. It is important to remember that even though there might not be only one tool that
would perfectly cover all needed SRM processes, most of the platforms are quite buildable
to the company’s own needs. The interviewed example vendors were mostly providing a
solution that is going to be customized according to the buyer’s preferences. It is important
to note that sometimes the best solution could be to choose one tool that is then developed
to cater to the needs of the buyer as well as possible, rather than having multiple tools. On
the other hand, if the different tools can be integrated so that they work seamlessly together,

it can provide the company with a more accomplished environment.

When interviewees discussed their preferences on having one or multiple tools, the consen-
sus from all interviews was that as long as the tools work well together and the most im-
portant processes are covered, it does not matter how many tools there are. They also pointed
out that it is crucial that there is only one place where suppliers need to upload their infor-
mation and data, more specifically the suppliers should not have to upload the same data to

multiple tools, but rather the data should automatically be updated in all tools. In the end, it
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is also important to remember that the implementation of the tool needs to be well managed,
to be able to utilize the tool to the fullest. As Frohlich and Steinbif3 (2020) and Kurshida et
al. (2011) remind the capability of the digital tools depends on the people utilizing the tool,
thus it is important to educate and motivate the employees to utilize the SRM tools. As some
of the interviewees brought up, having regular training is crucial as well as sharing the best

practices with colleagues.
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6 Conclusions

To conclude this study, research questions will be addressed. The main research question is:
“How can digital tools support a company’s supplier relationship management?” and it is
answered through the secondary questions in the following paragraphs. The focus of this
research is on the case company from the food and beverage industry, and it aims to provide
a comprehensive understanding of what the internal stakeholders hope from an SRM tool

and how they understand the concept of SRM.
How are digital SRM tools currently utilized?

To start with, it is important to remember that the case company is already utilizing various
digital tools in their procurement and there is a separate tool for SRM, which is utilized quite
frequently by all internal interviewees. The digital tools utilized by the case company are
supporting quite a basic level of SRM, and there are many opportunities to develop it. Based
on the literature the aim is to be able to integrate the suppliers into the supply chain and do

this by utilizing digital tools in managing the supplier.

Both the case company and the benchmark company are utilizing an S2C solution in their
SRM. In addition to that the benchmark company is utilizing a procurement analytics tool
and a separate tool for contract management. Both are utilizing the S2C tool for the supplier
selection and approval process, additionally, the case company utilizes the tool for gathering
various certificates and other information as well as treats the tool as a database for most of
the supplier related data. In addition to the S2C tool, the interviewees pointed out that they
are utilizing other methods, such as SharePoint and Excel, to be able to perform all necessary
processes. They are hoping to minimize the usage of various documents and files, to make

the work more efficient and transparent.
What requirements do stakeholders have for digital SRM tools?

There are a lot of requirements that were brought up in internal interviews. The main themes
found from the data provide a good overview of what the internal stakeholders want from
SRM tools. Data management is one of the most crucial things the interviewees pointed out,
it is the essence of SRM to be able to gather and share data with the suppliers, but also

internally. There are multiple processes that are an important part of SRM, and the
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interviewees are very much in agreement with the literature on those. To take SRM to the
next level, interviewees hope that the tools would provide good support on following sup-

plier performance as well as otherwise evaluating the suppliers.

Interaction and collaboration are pivotal in maintaining supplier relationships. The inter-
viewees hope that the digital tools would make communication and cooperation efficient so
that all parties can easily follow along and data stays updated. To make the work of all per-
sonnel working with the suppliers efficient, it is crucial that the information is presented

clearly and that it is effortless to create reports and analyze the gathered data.
What are the SRM tool providers offering?

As stated before, there are multiple ways to go forward with digital tools. There are four
categories of SRM tools introduced in this research: procurement analytics, S2C, SLM, and
network marketplace. All of the tools provide a different strategy for covering SRM func-
tions, with SLM focusing more on managing the in-suppliers, while S2C concentrates on the
beginning of the relationship. Network marketplace, on the other hand, offers a very different
option, providing quite basic SRM functions while additionally focusing on the food and
beverage network and product management. Procurement analytics tools focus more on
providing support for the other procurement tools and could be utilized in integrating data
between ERP and SRM tools to better analyze and report on the gathered supplier infor-
mation. It is important to remember that SRM consists of a complex and broad variety of
processes, thus it can be difficult to find one tool that would perfectly support the whole
supplier lifecycle. It is important for a company to focus on finding the most crucial pro-
cesses and functions, and start building the digital SRM from there. Figure 6 and Table 7
provide a good background for understanding the SRM tools and how those can support the
SRM function of the organization. The provided information can be utilized in starting the

process of reconsidering the SRM processes and digital tools supporting those.

To summarize, SRM tools play a crucial role in modern supply chain management, offering
a centralized and streamlined approach to supplier relationship management. This study pro-
vides a basis for further discussions by pointing out functions and capabilities that should be
considered when making decisions on choosing and developing SRM tools in the sourcing
departments. The digital tools provide crucial support for the multinational case company in

managing their supplier base as well as seeing the potential of their supply chains. With the
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correct tools to support the company’s goals and values, SRM can be done efficiently and

transparently.

6.1 Limitations

This study only focuses on one case company from the food and beverage industry, provid-
ing only a limited overview of the needs and wants stakeholders have for SRM tools. On the
other hand, it is a deep dive into the company and thus provides good insights and a basis
for future research. Even though the study only focuses on one case company, the benchmark
interview provides insight into the possibility of having quite similar requirements from

other food and beverage companies.

Another limitation this study has is the number of SRM tool providers interviewed. Although
categorization and comparison were done, it could have benefitted from having more ven-
dors involved. It is still important to notice that the focus was on gathering the requirements,
thus the limitation of interviewed SRM tool providers was intentional. As this is a master’s
thesis research, the resources for conducting the study were limited, which can also affect

the results and findings.

6.2 Future research

It was noticed that the literature in the area of digital SRM is quite limited, so it would benefit
from further research both empirical but also theoretical. To make sure important studies are
found and discussed, it would be beneficial to first make an extensive literature review on
digital SRM. There is a need for clear frameworks specifically for digitalization in SRM
processes and the different tools that can be utilized in the processes. Referring to the limi-

tations of the study, there are multiple areas where this topic could be studied further.

There are clear opportunities in creating a comprehensive framework for categorizing and
comparing different SRM tool vendors as well as to see how those can benefit the buyer
company’s organization. There is potential to focus on interviewing mainly SRM tool pro-
viders and gain a good understanding of what the market is offering. It would also be inter-

esting to study the requirements for the SRM tool from a wider perspective, such as from
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the food and beverage industry or some other industry. It could also be interesting to research
how suppliers see the SRM tools and what their requirements are. This would provide in-
sights to both buyer companies and SRM tool vendors, which both want to have tools that

also motivate the suppliers to utilize them.
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Appendix 1. Interview Questions

General:

What are the most important tasks in your sourcing area’s SRM processes?
What are the main differences between sourcing areas in the SRM processes?
Why do you think it is important to have a digital SRM tool? What value does it
bring?

What requirements do you have for the SRM tool?

What SRM process tasks are not covered by the current SRM tool?

What are the best practices in the current SRM tool?

Tool Specific:

Would you rather have a system that handles the whole SRM process in an okay
manner or a system that handles the most important processes very well?

How does the SRM tool facilitate data analysis and reporting? Are there any gaps
in the current data analytics capabilities of the SRM tool?

Do you think the system should focus only on supplier data or is there a need for
handling item level data?

How is communication done with suppliers? Should there be a platform for com-
munication in the SRM tool, or is it done outside the system? Are there different
communication needs?

How are new suppliers found? Is some kind of tendering tool needed as part of the
SRM tool? Or should it be separate?

How important is it to have segmentation possibilities? Are all the sourcing areas
using similar segmentation processes or are there significant differences?

What are the best practices to follow the performance of suppliers? What practices
are used at the moment? Is there a need for change?

How do you engage in supplier development and improvement initiatives? What
role does the SRM tool play in fostering collaborative relationships with suppliers?
How does the SRM process identify and manage risks associated with suppliers?
How is sustainability monitored in the current SRM tool? Is something missing?
How is supplier dissolvement performed? Does the supplier's info need to be avail-
able after the dissolvement?

How important is it that different digital tools used by sourcing can be integrated?



