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The issue of information systems (IS) sourcing has been an
area of interest of the IS community for almost two decades
now. IS sourcing refers to the entire set of processes ranging
from initiating and preparing the decision to provide an
organization’s IS function(s) in-house or externally by a
legally independent service provider (or some combination
of the two options); making the decision; implementing the
decision; and evaluating and potentially changing or
confirming (i.e. renewing) the decision. The reason for the
continued interest in IS sourcing is closely related to the
steady change of the phenomenon itself. While in the early
1990s the interest in IS sourcing gained momentum by the
appearance of IS outsourcing megadeals involving clients
such as Kodak (Applegate and Montealegre 1991), Conti-
nental Bank (Huber 1993) and BP (Cross 1995) with
providers such as Electronic Data Systems and International
Business Machines, now new forms of outsourcing arrange-

ments (such as selective outsourcing, joint ventures,
strategic alliances, and spin-offs), stories of successes and
failures, decisions to backsource, as well as a variety of
innovative approaches for developing and managing out-
sourcing relationships have led to an ever increasing
complexity of the phenomenon.

This complexity of the IS sourcing phenomenon is
mirrored by a multitude of academic research studies on the
topic. In a comprehensive literature review, Dibbern et al.
(2004) identified 81 academic papers that were published
from 1992 to 2001 in refereed conference proceedings and
academic journals. Based on an analysis of the diversity of
research, reflected in various research objectives, research
approaches and theoretical foundations, they highlighted a
number of research gaps and emergent themes that should
be addressed by future research. Today, we are pleased to
note that many of these directions for future research have
been taken up by researchers. Indeed, the research landscape
of IS sourcing is flourishing more than ever before. We note
that many unresolved issues around the traditional IS
outsourcing phenomenon are being or have been addressed.
On the other hand, new phenomena have appeared on the
outsourcing landscape. As such the IS outsourcing phenom-
enon has moved beyond the boundaries of the IS function to
include entire information technology (IT)-supported busi-
ness processes (so called business process outsourcing
(BPO)) as well as beyond national boundaries signaled by
the increasing practice of handing over IS services to
vendors located in low wage counties such as India, China
and Russia (Carmel and Tjia 2005).

This special issue on IS sourcing provides a collection of
research studies that have either addressed one or more of
the research gaps in traditional IS outsourcing or addressed
one or more of the emergent phenomena such as IS
offshoring or BPO as noted in Dibbern et al. (2004). These
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papers are based on the research presented by a subset of
participants attending the 3rd International Conference on
Outsourcing of Information Services (www.ICOIS.de)
which was held in Heidelberg, Germany, May 29 to 30,
2007. Conference participants were asked if they wished to
contribute to this special issue and a number of them agreed.
Submissions were then refereed for quality and suitable
content. This special issue is the outcome of the process.

Nine papers make up this special issue. Five of the nine
papers focus on research questions of traditional IS outsourc-
ing. They deal with questions such as why firms outsource IS
functions, what determines the success of IS outsourcing
arrangements, how IS outsourcing influences firm perfor-
mance and what types of capabilities are needed by IS service
providers for managing IS outsourcing relationships.

The initial sourcing decision is explored in Aubert,
Beaurivage, Croteau, and Rivard. They examine how the
IS souring decision is influenced by firm strategy. As such,
they contribute to overcoming the apparent lack of a
cumulative research tradition in the field of IS outsourcing
(see Dibbern et al. 2004) by replicating the linkage between
firm strategy and degree of outsourcing as tested in previous
research (Grover et al. 1994). Moreover, the comparison of
IT operations and maintenance outsourcing contributes to
a stronger recognition of functional differences.

The next three papers are concerned with the outsourcing
relationship and how its appropriate management may lead to
higher levels of IS outsourcing success. Lee, Huynh, and
Hirschheim focus on the concept of knowledge sharing
between client and vendor personnel as a main prerequisite
for successful outsourcing arrangements and how knowledge
sharing is enabled by mutual trust. One of the unique features
of this study is the recognition of both the vendor and the
client side which is included in the empirical comparison. This
paper thus examines outsourcing success from both perspec-
tives. Moreover, the authors add a temporal dimension to the
phenomenon by distinguishing between initial and current
trust in outsourcing relationships. This study is valuable
because the vendor perspective has rarely been accounted
for in previous research (also see Levina and Ross 2003).

The explicit recognition of temporal dynamics in outsourc-
ing relationships makes up the key contribution of the study by
Fisher, Hirschheim, and Jacobs. Their study is one of the first
with a longitudinal perspective. By analyzing the outsourcing
endeavor of a single firm at three different points in time over
a period of 9 years, they are able to show how changes in the
objectives associated with outsourcing lead to different
responses in the management of the outsourcing relationship
and hence in the success factors of IS outsourcing.

The study by Goles, Hawk, and Kaiser focuses on one
particular success factor of outsourcing relationships, viz.
the capability of the service provider. More specifically,
they examine the particular skill sets that are required by IT-

firms now and in the future. Their study is rare in that it
takes a vendor perspective as well as in the detail in which
the skills of IT professionals are analyzed. Also illuminat-
ing is the comparison of required skill sets from the
perspective of IT firms and non-IT firms. These differences
have implications for the design and implementation of the
different possible roles for client and vendor firms.

The study by Straub, Weill, and Schwaig goes beyond the
outsourcing relationship as the unit of analysis by considering
how IS outsourcing is related to overall firm performance.
Other than prior research that examined the direct impact of
the degree of IS outsourcing on firm performance, they argue
that outsourcing reduces the level of control over the IT
resource and accordingly needs to be aligned with the strategic
importance that an organization attributes to its IT function(s).

The next four studies go beyond traditional IS outsourcing
by addressing BPO and offshoring. However, that does not
mean that they are unrelated to the stream of research on
traditional IS outsourcing. Indeed the study by Wüllenweber,
Beimborn, Weitzel, and König can also be categorized under
the broad label of studies on outsourcing success factors.
Their study is unique in examining the outsourcing of entire
business processes rather than the IS function, and also by
examining the role of standardization as a key determinant of
BPO success. Drawing on economic theories and relational
exchange theory, they test three alternative explanations for
the impact of standardization on BPO success.

The last three papers of the special issue are concerned
with the IS offshoring phenomenon. All three focus on
offshore outsourcing to service providers in India. But each
paper takes a different perspective. One looks at offshoring
from the viewpoint of the Indian vendor, one takes the
perspective of a client from the US, and one paper takes the
view of German client organizations.

Lacity, Iyer, and Rudramuniyaiah concentrate their
analysis on one particular challenge that is often neglected
in the discourse of offshore outsourcing: i.e. the high level
of employee turnover. Based on expert interviews with
Indian IS professionals they seek to identify the main
reasons for turnover intentions. They find some interesting
offshore specific features that call for a number of
adaptations of factors and relationships that were found to
be of relevance in previous research studies in the context
of traditional non-offshore settings.

Another challenge that is frequently mentioned when it
comes to offshore outsourcing are the cultural differences
between client and vendor country. This challenge is the
focus of the study by Winkler, Dibbern, and Heinzl. They
examine the impact of cultural differences between Germany
and India on the success of software development projects
that were offshored to Indian vendors by German client
organizations. A number of cultural themes were identified
that are related to established cultural dimensions as
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distinguished in different norms and values of cultural
groups. These cultural differences are found to impact
established outsourcing success factors such as mutual trust,
cooperation, avoidance of conflicts and vendor performance.

Finally, Rottman and Lacity examine how certain
situational factors are related to the success of offshore
outsourcing projects. The study makes an important
contribution to a better understanding of offshore outsourc-
ing success factors by identifying two categories of
situational factors that explain variations in the success of
offshored IS projects. The authors note that the character-
istics of the client, such as its former social ties with
domestic outsourcing vendors, its organizational culture
and its project management processes and expectations can
have an impact on the relationship with the offshore vendor
and, thereby, impact the success of the project. But they
also note that specific project properties, such as the size of
the vendor, the duration of the contract, the value of the
contract, or the type of the IS function that is offshored, can
also influence offshore outsourcing success.

Overall, we are happy to have had the opportunity to bring
together scholars from around the world who have adopted a
variety of perspectives to examine the phenomena of IS
outsourcing, BPO and IS offshoring. All nine papers in the
special issue are empirical in nature and due to the diverse
cultural background of the authors, the empirical data stems
from a wide variety of cultural backgrounds, such as the US,
Canada, Germany, Korea, and India. We also note a fruitful
balance of empirical researchmethods including qualitative and
quantitative methods as well as a longitudinal perspective
which goes beyond the still predominant cross-sectional
approach. The set of papers in the special issue makes a
substantial contribution in enhancing our understanding of the
increasingly complex phenomenon of IS sourcing. These
papers also open up a variety of avenues for future research
into IS sourcing which we hope will spur further work in this
important area. We trust the reader will enjoy this special issue.
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