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Abstract 

In this article, we look into the ways in which the outsourcing of a function can help improve its contribution to 
the efficiency of the strategic maneuver of the organization. In other words, this exploratory work discusses the 
potentially positive variation that outsourcing may contribute to fulfilling the strategy. Providing elements in 
response to this question requires for the two main terms of the comparison, that is for one thing, the expected 
effects of the outsourcing decision and the obtained results for another, to be identifiable and tangible.  
A good deal of research has shown that outsourcing practices can involve an entire function (human resources, 
logistics, information systems etc.) but it can also involve, within the same function, one or several sub-
functions. This enables one to differentiate so-called “total” from “selective” or “partial” outsourcing. This 
observation leads us to look at the surveyed variation in the various case scenarios “total outsourcing/partial 
outsourcing”. Our analysis must then be geared toward identifying the boundaries and contents of the function 
as well as the various sub-functions.  
From then on, our study can be carried out but from a function which, within the organization, is identified as 
intrinsically having a contribution which the strategic maneuver of the organization is acknowledged to have. 
Along these lines and from analyzing both the literature and the professional practices, we have singled out the 
“information systems” function whose potentialities and contributory performances were confronted with the 
contents of the strategic intention as well as the conditions of the strategic maneuver of the organization. 
The empirical data gathered for this article stems from an inquiry we conducted on about a hundred total or 
partial outsourcing operations of information systems (also named information system outsourcing) in European 
companies.    
The results demonstrate the tangibility of the effect of outsourcing on the positive variation of the contribution 
of a function to the efficiency of the strategic maneuver of the organization. However, the content and the 
intensity of this variation are not identical for all constituent sub-functions or all types of strategic intention. 
 
Key words: strategic maneuver, strategic intention, outsourcing, information systems, information system 
outsourcing. 
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1 – Introduction 

Outsourcing an activity is a management move whereby an organization actualizes its preference for corporate 
governance transferred to a specialized provider on a long term basis, compared with the internal governance it 
then practiced within the said perimeter. In the process, it transforms the economic, technical and organizational 
conditions of its maneuver and how it works. The framework for its resources gets altered by the contracted 
interruption of tangible and/or intangible assets to the provider. Its boundaries with the outside are redrawn and 
the induced interfaces are remodeled both toward the outside and in between the newly outsourced area and the 
other functions still under internal management. Finally, the conditions in which it will be able to and have to 
initiate the mobilization of the resources which it needs strategically and operationally, are substantially 
transformed.  

FRERY [2004] has demonstrated that “a choice is a strategic one when it involves the definition of the 
company’s scope”, clearly explicating that an outsourcing decision has an ontologically strategic nature. The 
policy-maker stakes the future of the organization and his individual accountability on the relevance of his 
choice in relation to the positive variation that the chosen outsourcing formula will generate compared with the 
previously prevalent formula, namely the internally-run governance. These effects and their variations will start 
coming through during the periods of the new operational process of the organization, and such a process will 
combine activities maintained inside the perimeter of the organization (internal) and activities moved out of the 
perimeter of the organization (outsourced), and this within a factorially unprecedented configuration.  In effect, 
it is this new organizational order that the strategic maneuver of the organization will fit into. FRERY [2004] 
singles out a set of ten definitions of the strategy worked out by researchers and consulting firms over the last 
forty years from CHANDLER [1962] right up to JOHNSON [2002]. As far as our work is concerned, we will 
select the following four elements: 

1. policy-makers are in charge of defining the targets to be reached 
2. these objectives are essentially competition-based  
3. the strategic maneuver is the set of moves pursued (also named « strategic moves » [WISEMAN, 1987; 

BARTOLI and LE MOIGNE, 1996] ) in order to achieve them under internal and external constraints  
4. the constituent actions of the strategic maneuver mainly hinge on the choice of appropriation and mobilization 

of resources, some of which can even be identified as strategic for the organization, either in that capacity 
[PRALAHAD and HAMEL,1990] or in an unusual factorial combination [ARREGLE, 1996] 

 
Our contribution falls within the case when the content of all or part of the expectations associated with the 
decision to outsource a function is related to the improvement of the efficiency of this strategic maneuver as 
defined above. Figure 1 charts the actions and interactions between the aforementioned elements singled out for 
the scope of our research.  
From this strictly teleological perspective, we ask two interrelated questions: 
1. can outsourcing a function help improve its contribution to the organization’s strategic maneuver ?  
2. within a given function, are these possible variations identical or specific whether the outsourcing operation 

encompasses part of or all the component sub-functions, and this taking into consideration the initial strategic 
intention? 

In order to give significant elements in response to these two questions, we have to first get over a 
methodological difficulty:  Picking the studied field. As a first possibility, we could test out the various 
functions of the company according to the actual content of their contributory potential to the strategic 
maneuver and the positive variation of this potential through their partial or total outsourcing. A second 
possibility is to identify a function that will meet different standards that make possible a qualitatively and 
quantitatively relevant contribution. The exploratory nature of this contribution led us to opt for the second 
possibility. In the first part of this article, we will analyze the empirical and theoretical elements that enable us 
to single out the “Information Systems” function as studied significant function. In the second part, we will 
explicate the conceptual elements that the literature provides us with to formulate and deal with our 
investigation. In order to help with working out responses and verifying the tangibility of the link between 
“outsourcing” and “strategic maneuver”, we will use empirical data from an inquiry that we have run recently. 
The conditions of this inquiry will be laid out in the third part, and the results and their discussion form the 
fourth and last part of the present article. Figure 2 shows the focal point of our present contribution 
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Figure 1 – Backdrop to the research  Figure 2 – focal point of our contribution: “  outsourced 
IS function/ maneuver and strategic intention” 
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2 – Choosing the Study of the Information Systems Function 

As a preliminary, we need to clarify the relevance of choosing the approach to outsourcing based on the function 
partly or entirely involved. Besides the fact that practices and professional surveys are framed from this 
organizational criterion, recent contributions have enhanced the insights that the scientific community brings to 
the rationale of outsourcing. Appreciating the explanatory limits to the theory of transaction costs formalized by 
WILLIAMSON since 1975, CHANSON [2004], tapping into the Theory of the Agency, shows that “the real 
analysis of outsourcing contracts is not the transaction but the function, even the sub-function, since a function 
can break down into many sub-functions that can be independently outsourced”.  Our choice to work from a 
single function requires that we first verify from empirical and theoretical data that it duly meets the following 
six standards:   

1. Its outsourcing is common practice in companies, 
2. Its organization, the perimeters and the contents of the constituent sub-functions are identifiable  
3. The outsourcing operations practiced can be total or partial 
4. Successful outsourcing operations are identifiable and frequent 
5. The existence and the content of its contribution to the strategic maneuver are identifiable 
6. The expectations formulated in the outsourcing decision and their fulfillment are identifiable 

2.1 – Intensity and diversity of the current practice of outsourcing of the “information systems” function (I.S) 

Figuring out the current acuity and intensity of the practice of outsourcing information systems can be achieved 
from several criteria. We submit three of them including the level of contracts entered into, the situation of the 
offer of services offered by specialized providers as well as actors’ perceptions and practices.  

 2.1.1 – Contracted volumes estimated by the big international firms specialized in surveying this type of 
activity1

According to the firm IDC, the volume of spending on information technology outsourcing world-wide in 2004 
works out at $100, half of which for the US only. The firm PAC (Pierre Audoin Conseil) estimates that it costs 
the US $82.4 billion for only outsourcing information technology services, Europe stands at 55.4 billion euros 
including 4.6 billions for France in 2003. Surveying the trend for the near future, the firm GARTNER foresees 
that outsourcing will make up 57 per cent of worldwide incomes in the area of information technology services 
by 2007.  

The analysis of selective outsourcing of one sub-function or other of the IS has also prompted significant 
decisions. The firm COLEMAN PARKES RESEARCH estimates at 33 per cent the number of French 
businesses which by late 2003 outsourced some of their information technology services, 43 per cent in Britain. 
As far as IDC is concerned, the increase of outsourcing and application management will succeed in pulling 
upwards the service market by 33 per cent in Western Europe in 2004 even though consulting and integration 
are going down. According to this same firm, from 2002 through 2004 at an annual rate, partial IS outsourcing 
has risen by 8.7 per cent at +12.9 per cent for the IS outsourcing of systems handed out, whereas total IS 

                                                      
1 This data is regularly published in various magazines, in particular “Management and Information Technology 
Budgets”, a monthly published by the Benchmark Group.  

2 



  

outsourcing has gone up by only 6.7 per cent. Finally, the firm PAC estimates at 1.12 billion euros the turnover 
of service providers for only the third application maintenance activity.  

2.1.2 – The situation of offer 

While offers of services originate from businesses of various sizes, the distribution of the market shows the 
rising power of great national and international actors. As it is, according to a “GARTNER – DATAQUEST” 
survey (October 2003), of the aforementioned 4.6 billion euros regarding the Information System Outsourcing 
contracts in France in 2003, 50 % originate from the six biggest providers.  

2.1.3 - Actors’ perceptions and practices 

The vast majority of leaders and corporate executives now feel that outsourcing is part of the usual range of 
managerial methods on hand. In the Outsourcing Survey for 2003 in France published annually by Ernst & 
Young, 62 per cent of polled companies said they had resorted to outsourcing. The “information technology” 
function is part of the most outsourced functions (48 per cent of respondents) right after the logistics function 
(51 per cent) and general services (49 per cent). 
For professionals and researchers alike, the magnitude of outsourcing-prone practices of the “information 
systems” function is a major opportunity as achievements are many and wide-ranging. Consequently, it is 
possible to learn quite a few discriminating and significant lessons which the pioneering period hindered by 
locking viewpoints and biases on such emblematic cases as the widely reported outsourcing operation of 
information technology practiced by Kodak in 1989 [ LOH and VENKATRAMAN, 1992]. The upshot is that 
the findings from contributions going back to that period (or referring to them as critical material) must be 
qualified [FIMBEL, 2005]. 
Finally, in his book entitled “stratégies d’externalisation” (outsourcing strategies), BARTHELEMY [2001] 
looks extensively at outsourcing practices applied to one function or other of the organization. Out of 70 of these 
matches, 42 involve information technology (34) and telecommunications (8). The other 28 matches are divided 
up among Logistics (13), Human Resources (7) and General Services (8). These combined statistic data bear out 
criteria 1 and 3 as met.  
 

2.2 - The “Information system” function:  Organization and sub-functions 

Computerization penetrates through an ever-growing perimeter within the activities of the organization. With 
evolutionary needs of the organization and its related careers, every I.S is faced with the three-sided classic 
requirement [FIMBEL and PESQUEUX, 2004]: 
1– xamining the needs for development and change of the I.S, whether these spring from internal demands, for 
example a new application or a new site to get started), or external demands, for example technological 
obsolescence, a publisher giving up on a software package, enforcement of compliance with exogenous 
constraints such as the euro, year 2000, new standards or accounting or social regulations etc.) 
2– Implementing the new selected solutions (as substitutes or innovations) from bought and/or developed 
elements 
3– Ensuring and maintaining the availability and the daily reliable and secure operation of systems and 
operational technical components and make their efficient use easier by users who operate within the various 
“careers” [DE DREUZY and AKOKA, 1996]. 
The first requirement calls on independent capabilities in economic (opportunity) and technical (workability) 
surveys; the second one requires resources and skills in project organizational and technical implementation; the 
third one falls into a process of operational continuation backed up by recurrent, prone-to-optimization but also 
vulnerable operation. Within these organizations, the Information System Management (ISM) is responsible for 
strategic and operational performances of the I.S function. Therefore, it will have to manage the whole 
framework made up of constituent sub-groups, resources and necessary skills for the three stages mentioned 
above (surveys → implementation→ operation). Building on predominant practices of the ISM and the big 
providers’ offer framework, the literature and the professional organizations [CIGREF, 1998; CHAMPENOIS, 
1997] draw up the functions associated with these requirements for the activity management and organization of 
an ISM according to the following classification: 

- Design-development or application setup 
- Application maintenance  
- Operation-output 
- Technical support (Help-desk) 
- Networks 
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While B.QUELIN [1997] points out, rightly so, that “there is still no single typology for information technology 
activities” and although this professional-based typology does not entirely cover the typologies from research 
work, its predominant nature in the practices of offer and demand of services and careers connected to the I.S 
leads us to select it and thus consider criterion 2 as met. That is, the organization, perimeters and contents of 
constituent sub-functions are identifiable. 

2.3 – Successful outsourcing operations of the “information system” function  are identifiable and frequent 

The preliminary difficulty is to have a consistent definition of success or, in other words, do we have verified 
criteria to define the success of an outsourcing operation. CHANSON [2004] has calculated the proportion of 
failures in companies which responded to the firm Anderson’s and Ernst and Young’s outsourcing surveys for 
2000 and 2001. 51 operations out of 639 were defined as failures (or 8 per cent). On the 2003 version of the 
same survey, this rate stands at 10 per cent. Thus, success seems to be predominant which first contributes 
toward meeting our fourth criterion: successes are frequent. Referring to D’AVENI and RAVENCRAFT [1994], 
BARTHELEMY [2004] indicates that success “usually comes about by reducing costs and improving 
performance”. This buttresses the interaction between success and the positive variation of indicators.  
In order to have a validated and functional meaning of success, we set out to work in a specific and cooperative 
manner. A list of eleven definitions of success was submitted to more than 80 professionals who participated in 
at least two outsourcing operations defined as “successful”. These professionals accounted for the “outsourcing-
prone clients and specialized providers” in nearly equal shares. Several answers could be made and the results 
are reported in Table 1.  
 

SUCCESS: SUGGESTED DEFINITIONS YES (%) PLACE 
The contract lived up to the main effects as expected by the client company 77,3 1 
Eventually, the contract made both partners financially richer  49,6 2 
The contract was renewed between the same partners at the end of its term (renewal) 41,8 3 
The contract2 went through to its initially scheduled term without formal termination 39 4 
The contract was extended prior to the initial term (= extension of the initial perimeter 
prior to the term) 

38,3 5 

The switch from  “internal management to outsourcing” was performed in the 
predefined conditions 

33,3 6 

The contract was passed in keeping with official regulations 24,1 7 
No penalty was billed to the provider 20,6 8 
The contract was renewed at the end of its term, yet with another provider (= 
transferability) 

19,9 9 

The contract lived up to all the effects expected by the client company 17 10 
The contract proved its reversibility ( re-internalizaztion to its term) 13,5 11 

Table 1 – Validation of the concept of success of an outsourcing operation 
 
Without prejudging the nature of the expected effects, success is characterized by the tangibility of their 
achievement and this in a realistic sense since it involves the main effects (so there is definitely a rank-based 
organization of expectations) and not an exhaustive fulfillment). Indeed, this latter possibility only takes 17 per 
cent of responses and comes out ten and next to last. We can now identify the successful outsourcing operations. 

2.4 – The existence and content of the information system’s contribution to the strategic maneuver are identifiable 

A first category of approaches focuses on the possible link between the investment total in information systems 
and technologies and the economic performance of the organization in the long run. In order to get a sense of the 
opinions of the professional actors on this issue, we examined the results from an independent professional 
organization, the CIGREF3, which includes the majority of I.S.M (Information System Managers) of French 
companies. A recent survey report [CIGREF, 2002] which 31 French companies directly contributed to, reads: 
“there is no direct or automatic connection between the total of information technology spending and the 
company’s performance […] no direct connection could be demonstrated”. On the macroeconomic level and 
along the lines of the renowned paradox that SOLOW explicated in 1987, some similar observation was made: 

                                                      
2 The term “contract” is used here in an extended sense meaning complete outsourcing operation (preparation 
and actualization)   
3 CIGREF : Club Informatique des Grandes Entreprises Françaises (Information Technology Club of French 
Big Companies) 
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“Statistical surveys fell short of revealing a significant impact of investments in information technology4 on the 
productivity of work and the productivity of factors” [Commissariat Général du Plan, 1998 in LASFARGUE, 
2003]. Research work from the scientific community does not contradict this first result.  
Another category of approaches concentrates on strategic alignment of information technologies with business 
strategies. Largely built from the S.A.M (Strategic Alignment Model) formalized by HENDERSON and 
VENKATRAMAN [1993], their work looks in particular into the relationships between practiced investments 
and the organizational performance assessed according to the success of the “business strategy”. 
Overwhelmingly, findings show that the better this alignment is, the better the performance of the organization 
will be, whatever the branch of industry [BENNANI, 2003], the size of the organization [BERGERON, 
RAYMOND and RIVARD, 2004] and the scope of the activities involved [KALIKA and KEFI, 2003]. Among 
the elements to be mobilized to achieve a strategic alignment with outstanding performances is the governance 
of information systems and technologies as well as the relationship between this governance and the corporate 
governance [BERGERON, CROTEAU and RAYMOND, 2001]. The professional community has also validated 
the tangibility of this connection [CIGREF, 1998]. 
Straight out of the perspective suggested by Porter and Millar’s paper in 1986 and complemented by Porter in 
2001, a third perspective focuses on the direct use of I.S for competitive advantage. The unusual nature and 
content of the strategic intention [FIMBEL and GOMEZ, 2003] combined with the careers and company’s 
branch of industry (banks, tourism, air transportation etc.) and resource allocation choices, are greatly varied. 
The contributions of the I.S and the I.S.M to the success of whatever strategic maneuver will then be factorially 
unusual. They can rely on the I.S function as medium feeding into the strategic maneuver (for example quest for 
shares of the market through the speed of the development and establishment of computerized solutions 
supporting new local commercial and logistical infrastructures, etc.), but also as a component of the content 
itself which distinguishes the product or service offered to customers (for example, substantial and inventive 
modification  of the content and the quality of a service remote-accessible through extranet). 
The last two categories of approaches lead us to consider our fifth criterion as met. Indeed, the existence and 
content of the I.S contribution to the strategic maneuver are identifiable.  

2.5 - The expectations formulated during the outsourcing decision and their fulfillment are identifiable 

The first part of this criterion involves identifying expectations. For the past fifteen years, work centered around 
outsourcing decisions has abounded as much from the scientific world as from the professional world. A 
quantitative survey [FIMBEL, 2001] on this abundance enabled us to identify more than 500 English and 
French-language articles or book sections tackling this aspect from 1990 up to 2001. In the book mentioned 
above, BARTHELEMY [2001] also brings up this abundance and the multiplicity of lists recording the gains of 
outsourcing. He suggests to divide them into four “big generic gains of outsourcing including reduction of costs, 
improvement of performance, re-centring on the core business and improvement of management”. The Ernst 
and Young 2003 Outsourcing Survey, very frequently used as much by researchers as professionals, also 
suggests four of them by submitting them to contributors from 162 big companies divided into four categories in 
accordance with the reality and the intensity of their practices (“pract.outso.” means “number of outsourcing 
operations practiced”) and projects (fores. outso.” means number of outsourcing operations foreseen within two 
years”) in terms of outsourcing. The results of this appear in table 2. 
                            

             Results on the perception of  “benefits of outsourcing by 

 “resistant” 
Pract. outsourc.= 0 
Fores. outsourc.=0 

“hesitant” 
Pract. outso.= 0 
Fores. outso.=1 

or 2 

“practicing” 
Pract. outso = 3.35 
Fores.outso = 0.83 

“believers” 
Pract.outso. = 5.69 
Fores.outso. = 1.8 

Cost of  effectiveness 48% 54% 59% 63% 
Quality and skills 50% 23% 65% 59% 
Flexibility and simplicity 35% 77% 63% 53% 
Type of organization 17% 38% 17% 18% 
Weight in the sample 8% 30% 30% 32% 

 
Table 2 – Outsourcing: perceived benefits  (source: Outsourcing Survey 2003, Ernst & Young) 

Within the scope of this paper, we are concerned with the two columns of the right-handed section of the table 
since it accounts for perception of actors that are related to a reality encountered whereas the left-handed section 

                                                      
4 These technologies are named “ICT” for “Information and Communications Technologies” 
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accounts for preconceived opinions. The mention “benefits” picked out for this study and applied to respondents 
with a stated practice, may suggest that the expectation materialized independent of the polymorphous nature of 
this expectation [FIMBEL, 2003]. This might make it possible for us to consider our sixth criterion as met. 
Finally, looking at selective outsourcing, this survey for 2003 identifies sub-functions which are the most heavily 
outsourced by big companies. The maintenance of computerized applications named “ITAM” (see 2.2) comes out 
third among all the various outsourcing operations (37% of businesses already practice it) right after catering 
(40%) and real estate maintenance (39%). 
However, this generic data on outsourcing call at least for three methodological comments: 

1- From a dynamic perspective, it is quite possible to note an effect that was not featured among the initially 
formulated expectations 

2- These “generic gains” according to Barthelemy or those “benefits”, according to Ernst & Young, do not 
tell us anything about the conditions in which they can validly apply to either partial or total outsourcing 
of the i.s. function, or how the distinctive features of one function or other are taken into consideration 
and more specifically the i.s. function and its constituent sub-functions [fimbel, 2003b]. 

3- This desire to synthesize or even simplify these expectations may potentially undercut the quality of the 
analysis. As it turns out, within the framework of a corporate strategy based on intervention speed (also 
named “time-based strategy), four North-American surveys have established a connection between a 
first-rate positive variation of the I.S’s contributory performance entailed by its being outsourced 
[SAINT-AMANT and LEQUIN, 1997]. These surveys are identified in table 3. 

 
Name of the body that ran the survey and date of 
achievement  

Place of this type of expectations in the 
decision-making factors 

COLLINS and MILLEN – 1995 2nd rank 
GARTNER GROUP – 1996 1st rank 

OUTSOURCING  INSTITUTE – 1995 2nd rank 
COHEN – 1994 2nd rank 

            
Table 3 – English-language surveys highlighting the connection between the 

outsourcing operation of the I.S and the efficiency of  a “time-based” strategy” 
 
In order to work toward clarifying these previous aspects, we will use data from our empirical work laid out in 
the third part of this paper.  
The results of examining the I.S function based on the six initially defined criteria lead us to describe the I.S 
function as a valid and significant object for the present research.  

3 – Empirical Investigation 

As a preliminary, it is worth mentioning that the empirical materials tapped for the present article come out of 
an extended piece of research dedicated to outsourcing, specifically information system outsourcing. This 
research encompasses the decision-making phase, the implementation phase and the phase of recurrent 
operation during which expected effects may materialize.  
As to the elements specifically used in this article, we have proceeded with our methodology in several phases: 

1. Formulation of an initial list of decision-making factors from analysis of the scientific and professional 
literature and validation using the “Delphi” method 

2. Formalization of the investigative process 
3. Development of the data processing procedure 
4. Selection of contributors 
5. Operational administration of the investigation tool, data collection, statistical and analytical processing 

 We comment on these five steps of our empirical work below. 

3.1Formulation and validation of decision-making factors 

Analysis of the literature and referentials tapped led us to draw up an initial list of decision-making factors. In 
order to push back the boundaries pertaining to this theoretical work, we found it interesting to capitalize on an 
unusual research experience called “outdoors” [BERRY et al., 2003] carried out by two Canadian researchers 
[SAINT-AMAND and LEQUIN, 1997]. Intending to study the IS outsourcing decision through an empirical 
investigation, they conducted beforehand two “retroactive” inquiries with professional experts in the area of I.S 
outsourcing so that they could co-validate  the criteria to be singled out. The result of this is an interesting and 
pioneering one as it has missing items or items formulated in an unprecedented fashion compared with the fund 
of investigations built up solely from the givens of literature. Consequently, we mobilized the methodological 
process called “Delphi method” that consists of submitting suggestions to a number of professional experts 
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consulted in a time frame but not in the same place. Three times, each expert must reformulate his response 
prior to the second and third ‘rounds’ while being aware of the other experts’ arguments formulated in the 
previous “round”.  We carried out this work by calling on more than 80 experts divided into 8 separate groups. 
At the end of this preliminary work, we had an unprecedented list of 27 criteria individually associable with one 
or several theoretical referentials derived from the literature. 
 Besides, their formulation had adaptations for the usages and practices of professionals whom the investigative 
process was aimed for. It also contained elements making it possible to incorporate the guidelines of our 
research such as the assessment of various mismatches, including expectations/results, acts/talk or 
perceptions/realities.  
It took into consideration the results of previous scientific research and incorporated the results of our validating 
and collaborative demonstration.  
The table below formalizes the validated and unranked list of decision-making factors. 

The 27 selected decision-making factors 
1- perception of excessive internal costs 
2- reality of excessive internal costs 
3- perception of a poorly flexible information technology 
4- reality of a poorly flexible information technology 
5- lack of understanding (latent or explicit) CEO/CIO 
6- too many important projects waiting due to insufficient or unavailable internal information technologists 
7- too many important projects waiting due to incompetent internal information technologists 
8- business policy of re-centring on the core business 
9- technological obsolescence  of internal solutions in place 
10- weariness or worry about difficulties in bringing inflation and technological innovation under control 
11- CIO proposal  
12- the management  bandwagon effect  
13- project manager belief in the possible reversibility of outsourcing 
14- pressure and/or dissatisfaction expressed by users 
15- constraints from extending the company’s activities and markets internationally = geographical dispersal of 
infrastructures, sites and users etc.  
16- inability to absorb growth in volume 
17- transformation of information technology into a competitive advantage 
18-Pushing through an internally “disregarded” solution through outsourcing – bypassing internal resistance 
19- External constraints outweighing internal skills (Year 2000, switch to Euro etc.) 
20- Previous successful outsourcing operation 
21- The information technology daily used was becoming regularly less and less reliable 
22- Awareness of “successful” and widely reported outsourcing operations ( for instance KODAK etc.) 
23- Existence of a mature and reliable ‘outsourcing’ offer 
24- Perception of internal information technology contributing insufficiently to the company’s business 
performance 
25- Reality of internal information technology contributing insufficiently to the company’s business 
performance 
26- Desire to, permanently and at minimal cost, benefit from the best solutions and practices available on the 
market  
27- Desire to transform fixed costs into variable costs 
                              Table 4 – formulation of the 27 decision-making factors 

3.2 - Formalization of the investigation procedures 

In its complete form, the questionnaire has three large sections: 
1. Opinions and viewpoints on I.S outsourcing in general 
2. What actually happened during the various phases of this particular I.S outsourcing operation? 
3. Economic strategic and technical criteria of this I.S outsourcing operation (perimeter, duration, budget 

etc.) And this company (activity, size etc.) 
Each contributor is then asked about all the general aspects of I.S outsourcing then the factorial specifications of 
an I.S outsourcing operation, thus amounting to a probable maximum of several hundred items.  
As far as the decision-making factors are concerned, we used two of the items from the general investigation 
procedure which divided as follows: 
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1. “Predominant feature” of this outsourcing operation. Is it an essentially “budget-based” expectation5 
operation or an essentially “strategy-based” expectation operation, the latter suggesting a combative 
desire to keep being commercially competitive etc. 

2. Among the 27 suggested decision-making factors, which acted as “trigger” factors for this outsourcing 
operation. 

The 27 suggested factors were neither ranked nor numbered. The choice of the “Boolean” nature of the response 
was made in relation to the wider set of questions asked. Despite this option, the time required to completely fill 
out the questionnaire amounted to several hours of cooperation by each contributor.  

3.3 - Developing the data processing procedure 

In light of the previous choices, we performed crossed analysis between each of those decision-making factors 
and the various elements which characterize the I.S outsourcing operation under study (total, partial and if 
partial, what perimeter(s) etc.) or the company (size, area, number of sites, scale of activity internationalization, 
information technology staff, previous outsourcing operations etc.). For the purposes of this article, we have 
organized the responses into four groups as follows: 

- Group A: factors for which “yes” makes up more than 50 per cent of all responses (yes, no or don’t 
know) 

- Group B: factors for which “yes” beats out “no” but did not receive an absolute majority on account of 
the relative impact of “don’t know” responses” 

- Group C: factors for which “yes” is in the minority relative to “no” 
- Group D: factors that were never mentioned favorably 

3.4 - Selection of contributors 

Among previous empirical researches, several authors have reported the poor significance of the results from 
failed I.S outsourcing operations: “the companies that are facing failures will tend to mask the truth or at least 
make sure not to participate in public inquiries” [SAINT-AMANT AND LEQUIN, 1997]. In addition, previous 
researches surveyed have been characterized by investigations overwhelmingly directed at the skills of the 
external project management, that is, the outsourcing service providers. This observation of the main frequently 
used empirical surveys (see table 5 below) bears it out. 

 
 Contacts  

Authors Year CEO or 
Sponsor of 
the project

Internal PM External 
PM 

number and nature of studied 
objects and/or polled 

contributors 

Willcocks et al 1996 x x  62 I.S outsourcing operations 

Saint-Amant and Lequin 1997  x  26 I.T dept’s 

Lacity and Hirschheim 1993  x  14 decisions and 18 
perimeters 

Delmond 1996 x x  60 projects 

Feeny, Lacity and 
Willcocks 1995 x x  40 companies 

Barthélémy 1998  x  15 IT dept’s 

Aubert, Patry and  Rivard 1997 x x  641 companies 
 

Table 5 – Nature and volume of empirical contacts in previous studies 
In addition to the total absence of acknowledgement of the external A PM as a potentially valuable information 
source, this observation highlights a recurrent difficulty in studying selective I.S outsourcing. In fact, many 
contracts deal with a combination of several perimeters or sub-functions. For instance, one company will 
outsource the operation of its processing centers and telecommunication networks under the same contract, and 
another company, under the same single contract, will outsource application development, technical support and 

                                                      
5 Expectation meaning according to the targets explicitly set by the project manager. 
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application maintenance. The notion of contract can therefore not overlap or be substituted for the notion of 
homogenous outsourced perimeter. Finally, a company may very well have outsourced the three perimeters 
cited in the second case, but performed this outsourcing operation in two stages stretched out over several years. 
The study of I.T outsourcing decision-making factors cannot overlook this characteristic which was incidentally 
acknowledged as prominent through the researches of LACITY and HIRSCHHEIM [1993] and LACITY, 
WILLCOCKS and FEENY [1995] or DELMOND [1996]. 
While considering all these elements, we have singled out the three following options: 

1. Three types of contributions will be considered in near equal sh 
- Ceo or a member of  executive committee  
- Cio (internal project management) 
- Provider (external project management) 

2. We will study a large number (=94) of operations described as successful6 in relation to the validated 
significance of the notion of success of an outsourcing operation as being the materialization of the 
main expected effects (see table 1, 2.3). Confronting obtained results vs initial expectations can then be 
followed through.  

3. We will analyze the decision-making factors of partial outsourcing operations while considering the 
specifications of the various perimeters included in the operation (see table 6). 

 
Outsourced perimeters within partial I.S 
outsourcing operations: the sub-functions Number of cases studied 

Application development  31 
Application maintenance  30 
Operation-output 27 
Technical support (Help-Desk) 15 
Networks 22 
Table 6 – Number of cases studied within each of the 5 categories of outsourced perimeters in partial 
outsourcing operations (adding to total I.S outsourcing cases) 
 
Finally, complementing the criteria specifically connected to outsourcing (duration of contract, perimeter etc.), 
we have considered organizational and structural characteristics of companies and information technology 
functions where these outsourcing operations were performed. Namely, this includes turnover,number of people 
on the payroll, number of information technology employees prior to outsourcing, number of computer stations, 
number of computerized sites (stores, agencies etc.), number of countries in which the activity is performed etc. 
Numeric values (minimum, maximum, average and median) of the main characteristics appear in Appendix 1 

3.5 - Operational administration of the investigation tool, data collection and conditions for statistical 
processing  

Each contributor devoted at least half a day to filling out the questionnaire. Thereafter, within the same 
company, and on the off chance that the actors involved in the decision-making were still present in the 
company, we ran joint validations in case of conflicting views or significant failures to respond. We wished to 
detail the characteristics of the operation and not the opinions of one or another of the parties. 

All statistical processing was performed using the analysis software “SPSS™ version 9. We singled out but the 
results that satisfactorily met the conditions for statistical credibility of the analysis. Given the “Boolean” nature 
of the responses regarding the 27 decision-making factors, we performed cross-tabulations between variables 
based on the cumulated counts of these Boolean values (yes, no). The tapped results are those for which the 
statistical conditions suitable for this type of crossed processing are met.  
-  “Pearson Chi2” value <0.05 as a condition for possible generalization to the larger population; 
-  “Cramer’s V” value of >0.2 to measure the intensity of the relationship between two variables.  

4 – Results and Analyses 

This fourth part will be dedicated to presenting a number of results that contributed toward working out our 
double initial question: 

                                                      
6 We have dealt with analysis of failed outsourcing operations in another section of our researches. This material 
was purposely screened out of the present contribution which centers on improving the efficiency of the 
strategic maneuver, an assessment that requires the empirical material of the successful operation.  
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1. Can outsourcing a function help improve its contribution to the efficiency of the strategic maneuver of 
the organization?  

2. Within a given function, are these possible variations identical or specific whether the outsourcing 
operation encompasses part of or all the constituent sub-functions? 

A primary insight can be given by the obtained responses to the first question selected (see 3.2, investigation 
procedures) : 

“predominant feature” of this outsourcing operation. Is it an essentially “budget-based expectation7 operation 
or an essentially “strategy-based” expectation operation, the latter suggesting a combative desire to keep being 
commercially competitive etc. “. As far as the initial expectations are concerned, 87 surveyed operations were 
appreciated on this aspect. 

Figure 3 – Distribution of the types of initial expectations and obtained results 

Nature of predominant expectations

BOTH
29%

BUDGET 
BASED

34%

STRATEGY 
BASED 

37%

Nature of Predominant  Results 

BUDGET -  BASED 
22%

STRATEGY -  BASED 
29%

BOTH

48%

NEITHER OF 
THESE TWO

1%

The study of the major impacts actually obtained was validated for 77 out of 94 operations under study. 
Three major elements stand out from these results: 

- a successful outsourcing operation may be disconnected from any strategic intention (34 per cent of 
cases) and have no strategic impact (22 per cent of cases) 

- the frequently made distinction between budget-based and strategy-based expectations is useful but 
insufficient ( expectations tie in 29 per cent of operations and the impacts do in 48 per cent of 
operations) 

- In 77 per cent of the operations (29 per cent + 48 per cent on the second schematic diagram) for which 
this decision was possible, strategy-based impacts were observed. 

Therefore, the outsourced governance of the I.S triggers off a positive variation of the general budgetary 
conditions under which the organization performs its strategic and operational maneuvers. This situation is 
predominant but not generalized, thus weeding out the sense that the upgrading generated by the I.S outsourcing 
operation is automatically obtainable. The collected impacts lead the various actors back to their responsibilities 
and respective actions regarding the intention and the strategic maneuver.  
A second category of response elements concerns the relationship between the strategist and the head of the 
function/resource (here the I.S.M) in the alignment process, itself identified as a factor conducive to strategy-
based impacts (see 2.4). The analysis of the impact of decision-making factors “5” (negative impact relationship 
due to lack of understanding) and “11” (constructive relationship leading to I.S outsourcing proposal by the 
I.S.M ) is reported below: 

Perimeters of the I.S outsourcing  
Partial I.S outsourcing 

 
Total I.S 
outsourcing Application 

development 
Application 
maintenance 

Operation-
output 

Technical 
support 

Networks

A: ”yes” makes up more than 
50 per cent of all responses 
(yes, no, don’t know) 

      

B: “yes beats out “no” but does 
not receive an absolute majority 
due to the relative weight of the 
“don’t know” responses 

 
11 

 
5 

 
11 

   

C: “yes” is in the minority 
relative to “no” 

5 11 5 11,5 5,11 5,11 

 

                                                      
7 Expectation meaning according to the targets explicitly set by the project manager. 
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Table 7 – Relationships between the strategist and the head of the resource and/or the management function 

For ne thing, these results are revealing of potentially difficult alignment due to the relationship MGMT/I.S 

ative consensus regarding the three perimeters closest to the operation 

f 

trategic challenges by nature yet with different contents, each of which is associable with a 

- lated to strategic management. 
Table 8

Related concepts 

of the resource in the initial expectations 
 
o

depart. around the sub-group “AD/ AM” (Application software). Among the fields under I.S department 
governance, the sub-function “AD” (“design-development- application software setup” listed in 2.2) is 
acknowledged to have a high-intensity potential for factorial specification [BERNASCONI, 1996; DELMOND, 
1996; GAUTIER and FUSTEC, 1997].  
For another, they are revealing of the rel
of technical infrastructures which contain the lowest-intensity potential for factorial specification. In the case at 
hand, it makes proper sense to point out the increasingly commonplace nature, via standardization [REIX, 2000] 
of the assets included in these three parameters, assets that arguably fit the definition of near de-specification.  
A third category of responses to our second question can be given by making another connection. For each o
the various outsourcing-prone perimeters of the I.S (total function or one sub-function or the other), we can 
correlate the expectations formulated ex-ante and fulfilled on one hand with seven intention and/or strategic 
examples and focus on the other.  
These seven cases: 

- Represent s
positive variation of the I.S contribution to the strategic maneuver of the organization, a positive 
variation (“more” or “better”) expected via outsourcing.  
Are associable with theoretical concepts and researches re

 formalizes these seven cases and related concepts. 
 Expected positive variation 

 Getting a m multi-site Factorial lated to 
1 

ore flexible I.S in terms of 
deployment whatever the geographical location 
of each site around the world  

flexibility re
internationalization of activities 

 ial leeway by Competitiveness by costs and their structure 
2 

Getting quick new financ
minimizing and/or making variable structural 
fixed costs 

 ore effective I.S in achieving fast Intervention speed, time-based strategy 
3 

Getting a m
application solutions. 

 
4 

Getting a basic differentiation that is Competitive profit, competitiveness by the 
competitively more profitable to the content of 
the services given to users 

content of marketed goods and services  

 ility of resources Risks and vulnerability related to vagaries, 
5 

Getting an increased adjustab
with the volumetric variations of operational, 
commercial and industrial activities  

uncertainty and quantitative variations of 
activity 

6  extensive n investments by the usage value Getting both a more intensive and
usage of the “work” solutions already in place 

Return o

7 s Key-skills, critical resources, substantial and Getting better access to rare skills or resource
and frequently renewable contents discontinuous needs, technological runaway 

increase, costs of and difficulties in recruitment 
and management 

Table 8 – Seven cases of expectations of the positive variat y of the        

Inte reting the results from the following crossed analysis requires a minimal understanding, both ontological 

 this table 9, of the responses given, we only mention the 

Perimeters of the I.S outsourcing 

ion of the efficienc
                         strategic maneuver compared with related concepts 
 
rp

and teleological of each of the outsourcing-prone perimeters. We will delineate these perimeters along the lines 
of the intra-functional classification of a previously validated IS department (see 2.2: the I.S function, 
organization and sub-functions). For each of them, we will indicate (see table 9 below) whether outsourcing it is 
potentially conducive to improving the intensity of the materialization of the each of the seven intention 
examples. This indication will be based on the results obtained at the end of the data processing of the second 
question selected (see 3.2, investigation procedures):  
“trigger factors for this outsourcing operation: ―”. In
actors filed under groups “A” or “B”. 
 

HE 7 
 OF 
 8 

N°SOF DECISION-
 

GR

Total I.S 

T
CASES
TABLE MAKING FACTORS OU Partial I.S outsourcing 
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 CORRELATED WITH 
THE RESPONSE 

PS outso. AD    AM ical Networ Operat Techn
ion Support ks 

A  4,3 3,4  3,4 3,4 3,4 1 3, 4, 15 
B 3      

A 8, 1 6 26,    27 26 8 8, 2  27 8, 6  , 26 8, 2 8, , 6,  2
2 1, 2, 8, 26, 27 

B 2, 27 27  27   

A  6  10 10 10,1  , 10  4
3 6, 7, 10, 14, 19, 23 

B 10, 6 14 14 6, , 14  10
23 

A 
 17 25  1  25, 17 25 7,  25

4 17, 25 
  2  B  25 17 5    

A 8 4, , 3, 4  8 26  8, 26 3, 4 4, 3 8, , 26  3, 8
26 , 26, , 3,

8, 4 , , 
26 5 3, 4, 8, 16, 26 

B 3      

A  9, 24 25 9 9, , 24, 25, 9 9, , 24
25 

24
25, 14 6 5, 9, 14, 18, 24, 25 

24, , 9 14 24 5 B 25 , 2  14  

A 26  26  
 26 9 2  9, 2  10 , 9, 6,

10 
26, 9, 6, 
10, 6, 27 , 6, 9 6,

7 5, 6, 7, 9, 10, 15,  

 
10, 27, 6, 5,     23, 26, 27  

B 9 27, 7 6,10, 
27, 23 

 
Table 9 – Improvement potentialit for various I.S perimeters’ contributio ualizing the strategic 

 
ur present point is not to analyze this  elements in response to our initial two 

- 

- 

ies  the n to act
intention through its outsourcing 

data in detail but to deduce from itO
questions. Besides, the analysis of the content of this table can only be pursued with caution, particularly so as 
the list of intentions serves only as an example and is not exhaustive or representative by nature. Again, an 
expectation is only strategic to the extent that it fits right into the strategist’s intention or design (see 1). 
Nevertheless, these results make it possible to draw several significant conclusions: 

- The existence of a potentiality does not guarantee an automatic effect. It simply informs the strategist of 
the content of potentialities integral to any particular i.s outsourcing and above all, the relationship that 
any particular i.s outsourcing may have with one type of strategic intention. While it is borne out that an 
outsourcing operation can build up the contribution of the i.s to the efficiency of the strategic maneuver, 
this building-up will be essentially varied depending on the specificity of the hookup “type of strategic 
intention/ i.s outsourcing perimeter”. 
The dividing line between the total i.s. outsourcing and the partial i.s outsourcing operations differs in 
scale for all the strategic intentions (lines) 

- Not single sub-functions “respond” in a similar way. Therefore, the contributory potential of the i.s 
outsourcing for the positive variation of the efficiency of the strategic maneuver is specific to each of 
the sub-functions involved.   
No single strategic intentions (lines) correlate the same combination of expectations, pointing out the 
need for thought about the strategist’s specific contents of the strategic intentions and focus prior to 
contemplating any i.s outsourcing.  
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These general facts could be complemented with discriminating and in-depth8 analyses by strategic 
intention, sub-function as well as decision-making factor. This is not the perspective of the present article 
but we will pick out its potentialities from the following three examples: 
- The data regarding the second type of strategic intention concerns the tangible differentiation “total I.S 

outso./ partial I.S outso.”. For all the latter cases, factors “1” and “2” (perception and reality of 
excessive internal costs) do not come into play. 

- The partial outso. Of the “technical support” arguably needs individual analysis depending on whether it 
is limited to the mediums of the classic office automation tools usages or extended to software 
application usages which support activities and operational commercial, logistical and other 
transactions.  

- The decision-making factor “23” (“Kodak-type” effect) only impacts on the outsourcing of the 
“operation” and solely for strategies “3” and “7”.  

CONCLUSION 

The study of the positive variation that partial or total I.S outsourcing can bring to the efficiency of the strategic 
maneuver of the organization is a rationale that intersects with industrial as well as scientific concerns (first 
part). As a result, it requires numerous prolegomena (second part) essentially multi-disciplinary (strategic 
management, information systems, economy etc.). This exploratory work makes it possible to suggest an answer 
to the initial two questions: 

- Outsourcing a function can go a long way toward improving its contribution to the efficiency of the 
strategic maneuver of the organization but in keeping with the contents and intensities integral to each 
combination “strategic intention/ I.S perimeter”. 

- Within a given function, these potentials for variation are specific to the perimeter involved and this, on 
two aspects: 
 □ depending on the outsourcing encompassing some of or all its constituent sub-functions 
 □ according to the ontological and teleological specifications of each sub-function. 

Our sense is that this ought to encourage researchers working on this rationale to do so with mindfulness, 
including steering clear of the too frequent homothetic transpositions independent of the ontological 
prerequisites integral to the outsourced perimeters. As far as our present contribution is concerned, it has several 
limits, three of which deserve particular mention. In the first place, however telling of the current outsourcing 
practices the “Information System” function may be, it is only one out of other heavily outsourced functions 
within organizations. Before any transposing or generalizing the obtained results, it seems relevant to have the 
same questions applied to the constituent sub-functions of another function deeply involved in the strategic 
maneuver of a great deal of organizations, the “Logistics” function for example. Secondly, even though the main 
expected results were achieved in these successful outsourcing operations, this does not prove symmetrically 
that all the contribution variations looked at and credited to an I.S outso. are structurally inaccessible to the 
mode of internally-run governance. Finally, while a given company and its specific strategic maneuver 
essentially cannot pit one type of governance against the other, we still could study the compared efficiency of 
moves that an internally-run management can make on all or part of the I.S versus its outsourced counterpart 
based on a similar strategic intention for distinct companies. As to our empirical investigation, the operations 
studied essentially concern average to big organizations.  The case of small businesses is not dealt with. What’s 
more, we have not considered possible sector-based discriminants. Finally and above all, hybrid forms of 
governance have emerged over the past few years in between sheer outsourcing and the internally-run 
governance, including inter-businesses pooling with setting up of shared service centers, common subsidiary 
between a company and a provider etc. The specific positive variation brought by each of those forms of 
governance of one function or other calls for further study. In other words, the perspectives for looking deeper 
into this lead of research are numerous and far-reaching.  
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Appendix: : statistics that go into characterizing respondent companies 

C1 - turnover of the latest fiscal year (in million euros) 
C2 - total number of people on the payroll 
C3 - computer technologist workforce prior to information system outsourcing 
C4 – number of computerized sites (stores, agencies etc.) 
C5 – number of countries where the activity is performed 
 

 C1 C2 C3 C4 C5 

Average 2.471 11.659 238 165 24 

Median 1.524 5.000 140 80 5 

Minimum 12 130 0 1 1 

Maximum 9.756 120.000 800 1.100 151 

 

Turnover 15 to 150 M.€ 151 to 1.500 M.€ > 1.500 M€ 

Percentage of companies 23 % 19 % 58 % 

Number of countries where the activity 
is performed 1 COUNTRY 2 to 9 COUNTRIES  >10 COUNTRIES

Percentage of companies 45 % 16 % 39 % 

 

Number of sites involved in the 
information system outsourcing 1 site 2 to 9 sites 10 to 99 sites > 100 sites 

Percentage of companies 21 % 21 % 20 % 48 % 
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