
Sourcing from Africa: a systematic review and a research agenda  

Summary 

The African continent is rapidly growing its global economic impact and becoming a more 

attractive sourcing context. However, very little is known about current purchasing practices, 

successes and challenges on this continent. We investigate the specific features that characterize 

supply management in Africa by conducting a systematic review of the literature on sourcing in 

and from Africa. Our aim is to help scholars direct their future research efforts. We take a thematic 

approach in our analysis of 57 articles, and identify key findings, research challenges and 

opportunities. We focus on four areas previously identified as distinguishing the sourcing context 

in Africa: African culture and ethics, the role of African countries and suppliers in global value 

chains, an increasing emphasis on sustainability, and the gradual development of professional 

procurement practices. We find that research in the area of supply management in the African 

context is still scattered, with an evident need for more theoretically rich and methodologically 

rigorous inquiry. We propose a structured, theoretically grounded research agenda for each of the 

themes identified, and make general observations on potential future directions. 
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Introduction 

The African continent has recently become more integrated into the global economy and is 

predicted to increase its future economic role: the outlook for further growth remains promising, 
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and by 2040 Africa should have the world’s largest working-age population (Roxburgh et al. 2010). 

It thus offers new and growing markets for foreign enterprises, and is a promising sourcing context 

for firms across industries (Gu 2009; Oke et al. 2009). In fact, some companies are leaving the 

previously cost-effective China and searching for suppliers in other emerging markets such as 

Africa (Kumar et al. 2009), which are attractive in particular because of their natural resources 

(Javalgi et al. 2009). 

 

There has been a dramatic increase in the number of academic studies focusing on global sourcing 

and comparing purchasing across continents (Quintens et al. 2005; Manuj and Mentzer 2008; 

Kaufmann et al. 2012; Karjalainen and Salmi 2013), although research tends to report on sourcing 

from Europe, North America, and some Asian countries. Only recently have emerging markets 

started to attract interest (Lintukangas et al. 2010; Pazirandeh and Norrman 2014), and the African 

continent in particular is still in the nascent stage in terms of supply research. We identified 

important gaps in knowledge building in this area (Nnamdi and Owusu 2014): studies investigate 

agricultural products, for instance (Ouma 2012; Otchere et al. 2013), tending to ignore other 

sectors, and (African) scholars focus on public procurement and pay less attention to the private 

sector (Akenroye et al. 2012). There is an urgent need for a better understanding of supply 

management in Africa in the interest of both scholars and managers. In responding to this, we 

contrast the African context with those in other developing economies to shed light on its current 

and potential peculiarities. We concluded from our preliminary reading of the literature on supply 

management in Africa that the research was fragmentary, and that a systematic analysis was 

needed to provide researchers with feasible foci (Wilding and Wagner 2014).  

 



Given our aim to identify the specific features of current purchasing and supply-management 

practices in Africa, we conducted a systematic review of the relevant literature on sourcing in and 

from the African continent. The main contributions include our identification of the research gaps 

in this context and our suggested directions for research. Our approach is multidisciplinary and we 

aim to make a theoretical contribution to the fields of purchasing, supply chain management and 

international business. Our research approach includes a systematic literature review (studies up 

to the end of 2015), followed by a thematic analysis, and identifying potential areas for further 

research.  

 

First we discuss the African context and how it compares with other countries, thus providing the 

rationale for our focused research effort. We introduce the contextual lenses through which we 

analyze the literature in the systematic review. Specifically, we identify four themes that are 

highlighted in the African context and make it different from the contexts in other developing areas 

such as Asia. We structure our analysis according to these: 1) African culture and ethics, 2) the 

role of African countries and suppliers in global value chains, 3) sustainability, and 4) the 

developing procurement profession and its purchasing practices. Second, we explain in detail the 

process of our systematic literature review and our analytical approach. Third, we give a brief 

descriptive summary of the selected studies (57 articles in total), followed by a critical review and 

analysis of the state of research in the field. We then formulate a research agenda for each theme, 

and offer suggestions on how to incorporate a more theoretically grounded approach into future 

studies. In conclusion, we discuss future research and summarize our main contributions. 

 



The African continent as a sourcing context – different from other developing economies 

Various scholars have called for more studies on the African context (Acquaah 2012; Gruber and 

Schlegelmilch 2015). As a continent Africa is an under-researched area, specifically in the fields 

of international business (Lopez-Duarte et al. 2016) and CSR (corporate social responsibility): it 

is “much less well researched than other regions” (Kolk and Lenfant 2010, p. 241) and “a 

broadening of the empirical base, particularly to Africa, seems necessary” (Kolk et al. 2014, p. 

360). Studies on supply in Africa are warranted not only to enhance understanding of context-

specific phenomena (such as the provision of fresh fruit), but also to strengthen (supply-chain) 

capabilities in the region (Narayana et al. 2014). To give a solid grounding for our analysis, we 

discuss the specific key features of business and society that emerged from our initial reading of 

the literature on sourcing from and doing business in the continent. Each of the themes resurfaced 

in several articles and books discussing the African context. These aspects distinguished it from 

other emerging contexts as portrayed in the literature on international business and purchasing, 

and consequently informed our subsequent literature review.  

 

First, the African continent is unique in terms of culture and ethics. The well-known GLOBE 

project used data collected on cultural values and beliefs from 61 nations, and identified Sub-

Saharan Africa as a separate cultural cluster (Gupta et al. 2002). A key feature of the sub-Saharan 

cultures is their non-individualistic character (Lutz 2009). A related aspect is the concept of ubuntu. 

This is an indigenous management concept in sub-Saharan Africa, which is similar to but not the 

same as that of guanxi in Asia and blat in Russia, but has attracted much less attention in 

management literature (Holtbrügge 2013; West 2014). Ubuntu emphasizes community and 

emotions in decision-making: firms must be recognized as communities (Lutz 2009; Holtbrügge 



2013). In such a culture, the individual “pursues his or her own good through pursuing the common 

good” (Lutz 2009, p. 314). It is claimed that in favoring solutions that satisfy all stakeholders and 

with its long-term perspective, ubuntu may be a source of competitive advantage (Holtbrügge 

2013). Given that guanxi has been extensively studied in buyer-supplier relationships with Asian 

suppliers and blat in the context of emerging markets in Russia (Worm and Michailova 2003; 

Mattsson and Salmi 2013), ubuntu should be an equally interesting concept in African buyer-

supplier relationships. Naturally, cultural differences between the various countries (Woldu 2001) 

characterize and complicate supply chains within the African continent, and constitute an 

interesting research subject. 

 

An additional but controversial ethical issue that potentially impacts sourcing in Africa is 

corruption. Given that, according to Transparency International indexes (Gichure 2006; 

https://www.transparency.org), African countries are among the most corrupt in the world, Western 

companies need to decide how to tackle this issue. Specific problems in supply chains include 

corruption by procurement officers (Adu-Poku et al. 2011) and in the signing of government 

contracts (Williams and Quinot 2007).  

 

Second, Africa is becoming more integrated into the global economy and its value chains. In the 

light of Global Value Chain (GVC) analysis (Gereffi and Lee 2012), African firms are still among 

those that provide little added value. For instance, the region tends to be competitive in primary 

sectors, such as agriculture and food production, and in less advanced manufacturing, but there is 

little sign of a “factory Africa” emerging along the lines of “factory Asia”, where trade in 

intermediates is a dominant feature (Kowalski et al. 2015). Gibbon and Ponte (2005) suggest that 



Sub-Saharan countries have generally failed to move up the value-added ladder away from the 

exportation of primary commodities, but there have been no studies on how global value chains 

and their lead buying firms could facilitate such upgrading (Gereffi and Lee 2012). Africa’s 

position in such chains is different from other emerging economies, and the challenges related to 

dealing with local suppliers may be different from those faced in Asia, for example. 

  

Third, one of the current concerns in global supply chains is sustainability (Seuring and Müller 

2008; Carter and Easton 2011), which is bound to affect African sourcing. Drivers of responsible 

behavior clearly vary across emerging markets and countries (Baskin 2006; Phillips 2006). Two 

factors seem to influence sustainability in Africa. On the one hand, historical and cultural societal 

features (such as a collective approach to problem solving, extended families and village 

communities, see Phillips 2006) point to socially responsible behavior. On the other hand, globally 

operating companies faced with the risk of exposure in their supply chains are increasingly calling 

for sustainability in Africa: Schrage and Ewing (2005), for example, point to child-labor problems 

in the cocoa industry. Given increasing pressure from non-governmental organizations, the media 

and consumers, issues such as fair trade and codes of conduct are becoming prevalent in buyer-

supplier relationships in the developing South (Karjalainen and Moxham 2013). Sustainable 

business practices are expected to disseminate throughout supply chains, from (Western) end 

customers to the local (African) producers of raw materials. If Africa is to meet these (foreign) 

demands, such actions should enhance the capabilities of local suppliers (Adebanjo et al. 2013). 

There is a clear need for more knowledge of social and environmental sustainability in this context 

from a supply chain management perspective. 

  



Finally, greater exposure to foreign partners (Fold 2008; Ras and Vermeulen 2009; Muller et al. 

2012) will influence the position of African firms as suppliers as well as their purchasing activities. 

Domestic purchasing practices will inevitably develop alongside emerging international 

interaction and international dyads with foreign buyers. The purchasing profession has gained less 

recognition in developing countries than in developed countries (Msimangira 2003). Moreover, 

research conducted in Africa seems to focus more strongly on the public sector than in e.g. other 

developing countries (e.g., Ntayi et al. 2011; Tukamuhabwa 2012), which raises the question of 

how professional purchasing is developing in private firms. All in all, the dearth of studies on the 

nature of companies in Africa, as well as on how indigenous knowledge is integrated into 

managerial decision-making (Jackson 2013) points to the need to enhance understanding of 

purchasing practices within the continent. 

 

In sum, we conclude that the following contextual features influence supply in Africa: (i) the 

distinctive socio-cultural and ethical environments of the continent and individual countries; (ii) 

the current limited integration of African suppliers into global value chains; (iii) the (increasing) 

attention paid to social and environmental sustainability in the region’s supply chains; and (iv) 

changes in the purchasing profession and its practices that will also influence buyer-seller 

relationships. Africa seems to have a unique position in all these respects, making the need for 

further research evident. The above-mentioned themes constitute the structure of our analysis of 

purchasing in and from Africa: Figure 1 illustrates our analytical framework. It highlights that 

although the focus of our study is a “function”, i.e. purchasing and supply chain management, we 

take into account different levels and units of analysis, both at company and contextual level. In 

other words, the issues investigated relate to company practices, the buyer-seller relationships, the 



overall context, and the pressures arising from stakeholders overall.  

 

 

Figure 1. The framework: key analytical themes 

 

The four general themes reflect the need for a broad perspective: it is necessary to consider supply, 

sourcing, and purchasing at both the strategic and the tactical level to enhance understanding of 

Africa as a sourcing context. We thus adopt an inclusive approach in our literature review. We 

also question the suitability of existing theories and concepts. Indeed, concerns about the validity 

of theoretical approaches developed from a different (mainly Western) perspective go hand in hand 

with calls for more research in new contexts such as Africa (Karjalainen and Salmi 2013; Lopez-

Duarte et al. 2016). 

 



Methodology 

We aimed in our literature search at a comprehensive coverage of scientific articles focusing on 

sourcing and/or supply management in the African continent. We included articles in which 

sourcing in and/or from Africa is discussed from various perspectives, incorporating the features 

of supply chains and corporate purchasing strategies as well as the practices of buying in and from 

Africa adopted by local and foreign companies. We adopt Monczka and Trent’s (1991) definition 

of “global sourcing”: the integration and coordination of procurement requirements across 

worldwide business units, looking at common items, processes, technologies, and suppliers. 

 

Meredith (1993) refers to literature reviews as valid tools for synthesizing and refining scattered 

knowledge regarding different stages of research. Such reviews also make a scientific contribution 

in themselves, in terms of mapping, consolidating and developing theory in certain research areas, 

and creating a basis on which to build future research (Seuring and Gold 2011). There is a 

particular need in emergent research fields, such as global sourcing in general and in emerging 

markets in particular, to devise a research agenda grounded in the literature. This grounded 

approach will facilitate the synthesis and refinement of the narrow, separate studies published thus 

far into a framework within which to identify unexplored topics and suggest suitable directions for 

research, theory testing and development (Angell and Klassen 1999; Youngdahl et al. 2010). 

Given that context is at the core of all international business and global sourcing studies, we 

emphasize the African supply context in our review, which is in line with evidence-based and 

multidisciplinary management studies (Jones and Gatrell 2014). We therefore started our analysis 

by identifying the four above-mentioned themes. 

 



We wish to emphasize that our aim is not to ‘lump together’ the African continent in terms of 

culture, purchasing and supply practices, and emerging challenges. We recognize that countries 

within the continent vary in their institutional elements, infrastructure, languages and cultural 

background, all of which affect business practices. However, given that research on the continent 

as a whole, and in each country within it, is at a formative stage, we feel that we should first take 

an overarching perspective on the work done within the African context and thereby identify 

overall themes and key findings of past research, note the countries that have been the focus of 

study, and find out the extent of context-specific understanding. We therefore highlight the specific 

context of each study, and emphasize the need for emic, locally and culturally specific theory 

testing in our suggestions for a future research agenda. 

 

Cooper (1988) presents a taxonomy that categorizes literature reviews in terms of focus, goal, 

perspective, coverage, organization, and audience, on which we rely as we describe our review. 

Table I summarizes this taxonomy and our perspective. Our approach is interpretive (Dixon-

Woods et al. 2006) and qualitative (Jones and Gatrell 2014) in nature. We present descriptive data 

on all the articles we identified (see Appendix 1), but focus on issues that appear to warrant the 

most attention on the basis of our initial structuring of the topic i.e. we promote or espouse these 

key areas (Cooper 1998). Furthermore, although we base our conclusions on the entire set of 

selected literature, we describe only a sample of the works in detail. Our approach is focused but 

multidisciplinary, which we believe will enhance future research. 

 

 

 



Table 1. Current study related to Cooper’s taxonomy 

 

Search protocol  

A systematic literature review based on a detailed search strategy is more likely to produce 

replicable results (Tranfield et al. 2003). Inclusion and exclusion criteria are specified beforehand. 

Potentially relevant sources identified during the first review are evaluated thoroughly before the 

final selection is made. We base our analysis on Pittaway et al. (2004) and Müller-Seitz (2012).  

 

The review process started in 2013 (and ended in 2016), but no back limit was set to the “age” of 

the papers. As a result, our analysis covers 57 articles published in peer-reviewed journals from 

1986 to 2015. The first stage of our literature review consisted of a full-text search of three 



databases (ProQuest, ScienceDirect and Ebsco) using keyword combinations related to Africa and 

sourcing. Each sourcing-related keyword was combined with the word Africa*, which generated 

a total of nine search strings (see Table 2). In line with Müller-Seitz (2012), we generated a list of 

keywords with a broad coverage even though they also generate a high number of irrelevant hits. 

We limited our search to scientific/peer-reviewed articles in the English language. Although this 

may have prevented us from discovering all the relevant research (some may have been conducted 

in French, for example, or restricted to university publications), we feel it was justified to focus on 

the common scientific knowledge base thus far, which English-language scientific journals 

represent (e.g., Deng 2012). 

 

Table 2. Keywords used in the systematic literature review 

 

It is typical in many disciplinary fields and publications to focus on certain subsets of research. To 

ensure a wider coverage we decided to search in several reliable databases rather than to focus on 

individual journals, which is in line with our multidisciplinary approach. A recent review was 

published in the field of international business, covering sourcing and logistics in Africa (Nnamdi 

and Owusu 2014). However, as it included only a selection of journals and focused on sub-Saharan 

countries it yielded a much more limited sample of articles and discussion than in this study. 

 

The article search yielded 5,029 hits in total and identified 4,117 unique articles, of which 203 

made it to the second round for a more detailed review. 

 



Figure 2 comprises a flow chart of the review process. In line with Müller-Seitz (2012), we used 

pre-defined inclusion and exclusion criteria, and the depth and level at which the papers were 

reviewed increased throughout the process. The first review round consisted mainly of evaluating 

the titles of the articles, examining the abstracts if necessary, and briefly reviewing the full text in 

some cases. At this stage we were highly inclusive: we paid no attention to whether the article 

focused completely or in part on the topic, the point being to identify all articles that could shed 

light on the topic. For instance, we included an article in which a location in Africa was among the 

several cases discussed. We excluded studies discussing trade issues and policies at a general or 

country-to-country level, but included public procurement because it deals with public 

administration as an organization buying goods or services for its own use. We also excluded 

articles on consumer purchasing behavior and book reviews.  

 

Figure 2. The process of the systematic literature review 

 



We tightened the inclusion criteria in the second-round review of the remaining 203 articles and 

only accepted those making a significant contribution to existing knowledge of purchasing and 

supply in Africa. Thus, we only accepted those that focused totally on or provided major insights 

into the issue, in other words in which the African context and its impact clearly related to 

purchasing and/or supply chains and the findings were derived from this relationship. We excluded 

articles in which African countries or an African firm or supply chain were only used to 

contextualize a purchasing-focused research question, and the context was not discussed in relation 

to the findings (e.g., managers of African and other nationalities may have been among the 

respondents to a supply-chain-related survey, but the subsequent analyses did not consider the 

effect of the African origin on the issue under investigation). Thus we only considered articles that 

enhanced understanding of purchasing or supply-chain management in this particular context, yet 

included those in which the main focus was on another topic but that still shed light on the 

phenomenon in question. 

 

During this second stage of the process the three authors reviewed all the articles based on a 

reading of the full text. First, all three coded 10 percent (20) of the 203 articles independently as 

either green (definitely accepted), yellow (possibly accepted), or red (rejected) − a method adopted 

from Kauppi et al. (2013). These codes were then compared to check for inconsistencies. We 

discussed the inconsistencies until we reached an agreement, and refined the inclusion criteria. We 

then divided the remaining articles to be reviewed equally among us. Finally, after the second 

round of reviews we had 57 articles for the thematic literature analysis, which all three authors re-

read for content analysis. The researchers thus read, analyzed, coded and classified all the articles 

and were able to benefit fully from working in a team (Jones and Gatrell 2014). Without doubt, 



this team work, i.e. analyst triangulation (Patton 1990, p. 468), enhanced the reliability and validity 

of the analysis. 

A descriptive review of the literature 

Before moving on to thematic analysis, we briefly review the selected articles to provide 

information about the sample (Seuring and Gold 2011). The 57 reviewed articles were published 

in 41 different journals. Of these, the International Journal of Business and Social Science and the 

Journal of Business Ethics featured the most (five and four articles, respectively). Supply Chain 

Management: An International Journal had published three articles, whereas certain other journals, 

namely Development Southern Africa, the European Journal of Development Research, the 

Journal of Global Business Issues, the Journal of Public Procurement, Regional Studies, the 

South African Journal of Business Management, and Sustainable Development had published two. 

The rest of the journals (31) had published just one relevant article. Figure 3 gives the publication 

years: most of the articles were published during the past ten years, and there is a moderately 

increasing research trend in this area.  

 

Figure 4 presents information on the authors' research affiliations. The dominance of South Africa 

is predictable given that it is more highly developed compared with other countries on the continent. 

Several countries are former colonies of the UK, with which they have maintained close 

connections since independence, thus it was not surprising to find research on Africa conducted 

by British scholars. 



 

Figure 3. Numbers of articles published per year 

 

Figure 4. Research affiliations 

 

Of the 57 articles, 22 were (co-)authored by scholars with an African affiliation, 22 by scholars 



with a non-African affiliation, and 13 by representatives of both African and foreign research 

institutions. South Africa was the most strongly represented in terms of research affiliation (25/57, 

that is, almost 30 %), and as Figure 5 shows, this context also yielded the most articles (27). 

 
Figure 5. The countries under study in the selected articles 

 
 

Figure 6 shows the distribution of the research methodologies in the articles: survey was the most 

commonly used method (21 articles), other popular methods included case studies and interviews 

(17 and 16 articles, respectively).  

 



 

Figure 6. The research methodology used in the selected articles 

 

With regard to methods, however, we found frequent omissions in terms of data-collection details 

(e.g., Muhwezi 2007) and sampling (e.g., Adeley et al. 2004), although many used 

opportunity/convenience sampling (e.g., Cilliers and Nagel 1994; Oke et al. 2009; Ras and 

Vermeulen 2009). Ways of reducing bias were not commonly discussed, which is a shortcoming 

in itself but also makes it difficult for future researchers to estimate typical response and other 

biases among African respondents. Moreover, some of the survey and interview studies failed to 

disclose or clarify the detailed data-collection methods and/or respondent numbers (e.g., Moodley 

2002; Msimangira 2003; Adeley et al. 2004; Asamoah et al. 2013). Golooba-Mutebi (2003), for 

example, only states of methods: “The study was conducted through in-depth one-to-one semi-

structured interviews with local politicians; civil servants; members of non-governmental 

organisations; members of the public; and representatives of private contractors. Official and 



unofficial documents, newspapers articles and reports by contractors were reviewed. In addition, 

various garbage-dumping sites in the city were visited.” The reader thus remains ignorant of 

respondent numbers, the length of the interviews, and the questions, as well as of how conclusions 

were reached based on the data. Coding frameworks were rarely used in the qualitative studies, 

and few respondent quotations were presented (e.g., Nollet et al. 1994). All in all, future studies 

should be more transparent in their reporting, and more rigorous in terms of reliability and validity. 

Appendix 1 also notes the theories used in each paper, or if a theory appears not to have been used 

at all, based on the descriptions in the papers. We have used both our own assessment as well as 

the authors’ statements in deciding what (not) to include in the column indicating the used theory. 

In some cases the author does not explicate the theory, but its use appears evident from the 

discussion (e.g. use of Transaction cost theory by Fisman and Ghosh 2005). In other cases (e.g. 

Lacity et al. 2014), the authors go through a large number of theories, but actual application of 

them is, however, very superficial or non-existent in the analysis itself. Institutional theory and 

transaction cost theory (applied four times each) are the most used in our sample, along with the 

global value chain approach (used twice). Overall, only 15 of the 57 papers use a theory/ies to 

ground the analysis. 

 

Analysis of the literature 

The main goal in reviewing the literature was to highlight the features of sourcing in and from 

African countries, and to identify key areas for future research. We structure our analysis in line 

with the four distinctive features of the African context, as mentioned earlier. 

 



Cultural and ethical issues 

Awareness of the institutional and cultural context and its influence on business relationships is 

critical in terms of understanding purchasing in Africa. Some of the studies shed light on the 

institutionally changing African context, but relatively few describe the communal features of the 

business culture. There are also some references to ubuntu, as well as to corruption and ethical 

issues in African supply.  

 

The influence of the institutional setting is evident in Sartorius and Kirsten’s (2005) study, for 

example. According to the authors, a major reason to why sugar producers in Southern Africa 

outsource sugarcane production is the social pressure to contribute to the transformation of the 

agricultural sector. These producers thus expanded small-farm supply although this was clearly in 

conflict with profit maximization. 

 

Some of the studies focus on interpersonal networks, thereby reflecting the importance of the 

community and ubuntu. Fold’s (2008) analysis of transnational sourcing practices in perennial 

crop sectors in Ghana refers to the widespread ethnic-based business networks that include 

traditional leaders of rural communities. Contacting the leaders may help transnational sourcing, 

which is influenced by the need for immediate processing. Miller (2008), too, refers to the local 

community in the context of Zambian suppliers and a South African retailer. His study reveals 

how a community of farmers first resisted the expansion of the retail company, but eventually a 

participatory arrangement was made for the villagers to supply it. All in all, we found surprisingly 

little research on the role of local indigenous community networks in purchasing and supply, and 

the non-individualistic and communal nature of African cultures is rarely mentioned. 



 

In fact, we expected a heavier presence of the ubuntu phenomenon, but it is only discussed in two 

studies. Miller (2008, p. 40) refers to it as a “shared, non-racial, democratic value system” that is 

reflected in the organizational cultures of African firms. Muller et al. (2012, p. 129-130) define 

ubuntu as “an African cultural system focused on collectivism rather than individualism”, which 

“represents the core values of African life”. They suggest that business considerations from the 

African perspective relate not only to price and economic principles, but also to trust and loyalty 

in the value chain, as ubuntu values imply. Cultural values are a determinant of the embedded 

social responsibility within a supply chain, and therefore affect the management strategies of the 

chain and the individual businesses. The articles discussing ethics in the supply context ignore the 

positive community focus of ubuntu,, stressing negative ethical behaviors and corruption. 

Badenhorst (1994) studied procurement ethics in South Africa, noting that the purchasing 

environment was conducive to unethical behavior: this was not necessarily attributable to 

individual moral standards, but rather reflected management behavior, the ethical climate of the 

enterprise, and the absence of a company policy. Two studies (Ntayi et al. 2011; Tukamuhabwa 

2012), which focus on unethical and noncompliant behavior in Ugandan public procurement, also 

mention the organizational climate and environment as contributing factors to such behaviors. 

Tukhamuhabwa (2012) describes non-compliant behavior as rampant in Uganda. Ntayi et al.’s 

(2011) study identifies anomie, weak procurement planning, and the psychological climate as the 

key causes of unethical conduct in public procurement; they imply that procurement officers have 

lost their sense of stewardship. The issue of corruption in African supply in general comes through 

in the literature. Nollet et al. (1994) and Gu (2009), for instance, list the challenges facing 

companies sourcing from African countries, including issues such as a lack of hard currency, 



inflation and exchange rates, policy uncertainty, communication issues, corruption, crime, theft 

and disorder.  

 

The role of African firms in global value chains 

The integration of African companies into global value chains is discussed with regard to several 

industries. Overall, low costs and the availability of raw materials are the key factors bringing 

supply chains to the continent. Most studies do not specify the countries, but rather emphasize the 

key benefits of the continent as a whole as a source of supply. Issues of infrastructure, technology 

and the quality of work plague both local and foreign buyers, however, and appear to block more 

value-adding positions in global chains. 

 

Barnes and Morris (2008) used the South African automotive industry as a case study to present 

the opportunities and challenges facing manufacturers in developing economies in the global value 

chain. They reveal the importance of an appropriate macro and sectorial industrial policy 

environment, and point to the necessity of developing world-class manufacturing capacities in 

developing economies competing against larger players from both developed and developing 

countries.  

 

We found some analyses of networks involving various types of organization, conducted in 

particular by scholars investigating retailing. The African retailing sector is experiencing major 

transformation, as informal traditional markets are integrated into and replaced by formal 

structures. This calls for interaction between small local producers and large (international) 

retailers (Weatherspoon and Ross 2008), as well as partnerships between stakeholders in the public 



and private sectors (Boselie et al. 2003). In this context, various stakeholders such as farmers, 

farmer organizations, the government, and retail businesses use different mechanisms to ensure 

that small producers are integrated into the changing supply chains (Louw et al. 2007).  

 

A topic that is closely related to the role of African suppliers in global value chains is the drive to 

source from the African continent. The studies we found do not typically differentiate between 

individual countries (e.g., Gu 2009; Oke et al. 2009), or focus on the supplier level, but rather 

include African sources of supply as overall drivers in their chains. Low costs and the availability 

of raw materials prevail among the reasons identified. Oke et al. (2009), for example, suggest that 

sourcing from African countries rests on the availability of raw materials: Africa has the best 

weather conditions and the natural resources for growing the necessary materials (Gu 2009). The 

low cost of labor is another reason why companies from elsewhere source from Africa (Oke et al. 

2009). Low costs also feature strongly in the outsourcing decisions of local African organizations 

(Johnston et al. 2009; Sang 2010), and purchasing units are seen as cost centers (Akenroye et al. 

2012). Thus the academic literature may contribute to upholding the view of African suppliers as 

sources of cost rather than value. However, low costs may not be the only reason why Western-

based firms are attracted to Africa. Lacity et al. (2014) point out the advantages of South Africa 

as an outsourcing destination, including its encompassing economic value, high-quality service 

and staff, strong cultural compatibility, and the favorable time zone. 

 

Private Chinese enterprises appear to source from Africa for a wider variety of reasons, including 

access to local markets, intense domestic competition, the opportunity to transfer excess 

production capacity, diversifying risk and financial incentives from the government (Gu 2009). 



This would suggest that Chinese, as opposed to Western firms, perceive African firms as playing 

a more versatile role in their value chains, possibly enhancing their own roles. One driver that was 

not identified among Western companies but was evident among Chinese companies, for example, 

is the chance to take advantage of African regional and international trade agreements (Gu 2009). 

 

Why are African firms typically viewed so narrowly in terms of their potential as a source of 

supply? The reviewed articles list a multitude of challenges facing both local and foreign 

organizations that may prevent suppliers from assuming more advanced roles and engaging in 

more value-added activities in global chains. Typical issues include long lead times, poor-quality 

products and services, and deficiencies in terms of regulations, infrastructure, technology, and 

skilled personnel (Lowson 2001; Cunden and Van Heck 2004; Miller 2008; Ahimbisibwe et al. 

2012). The problem of long lead times is not restricted to outsourcing within Africa, and affects 

African sourcing in general. As Elbadawi et al. (2006) point out, African companies are located 

further away from wealthier or more densely populated potential export markets, and African 

manufacturing companies also pay higher input prices due to their long distance from cheaper 

foreign suppliers. Consequently, African companies are not expected to improve their position in 

value chains in the immediate future (Kotabe and Mudambi 2009). 

 

Moodley and Morris’s (2004) study on garment-exporting firms in South Africa illustrates the 

typical positioning of African firms in global value chains. Exporters are only contract 

manufacturers, their export market is highly intermediated, and they have little contact with end 

customers. Furthermore, the firms are limited in their uptake of e-commerce, which is becoming 

increasingly important in global trade. Infrastructure-related challenges are also frequently 



mentioned, and specifically in relation to seed supply chains in Sub-Saharan Africa (Martens et al. 

2012), and outsourcing in the banking industry in Nigeria (Adeleye et al. 2004). A lack of up-to-

date technology, resulting in poor-quality products and the inability to meet set deadlines, is a 

major constraint on subcontracting among manufacturers (Okatch et al. 2011; Ambe 2014). 

Cilliers and Nagel (1994) reveal a lack of both holistic management and integrative systems in 

South African logistics practice; this is confirmed in Rodrigues and Potter's (2013) study 

conducted two decades later. This lack of infrastructure limits the potential involvement of African 

companies in global value chains. Barnes and Kaplinsky (2000a; 2000b) note a further effect of 

globalization: subsidiaries of South African vehicle-assembly firms are integrated into the global 

operations of their parent companies, which forces them to source foreign components, and as a 

result local automotive-component suppliers using local technology go out of business.  

 

According to Workneh’s (2014) study on the Ethiopian-Italian leather trade, however, African 

firms are striving to get their fair share of the added value derived from upgrading through the 

value chain, and traditional strategies deployed by Western-based firms no longer seem to work. 

Nevertheless, given the long list of challenges facing African suppliers, there are several barriers 

that local companies need to overcome before they can assume more high profile roles and more 

value-adding activities in global value chains. 

 

Sustainable business in African sourcing 

Social and environmental sustainability affects all contemporary businesses and has attracted 

increasing attention in sourcing from African countries. Several studies illustrate the relevance of 

collaboration, involving companies and NGOs, in achieving sustainability (Muller et al. 2012), 



and show how calls for sustainability travel from (Western) consumers to local African producers 

(Dos Santos et al. 2013). Although Western buyers are striving to improve sustainability at source, 

more local and context-specific solutions are required to ensure a fit with the characteristics of 

African communities. 

 

Ras and Vermeulen (2009) investigated sustainable production and the environmental performance 

of South African producers of table grapes in a global supply chain. They found that business-to-

business interactions positively affected the environmental performance of producers. According 

to a related study on global supply chains by Muller et al. (2012), a collaborative approach, with 

companies and NGOs working together, is more likely to result in long-term sustainability change 

than a prescriptive approach. Muller et al. (2009) found in an earlier study that the perceptions of 

European and South African stakeholders were indeed different. Thus, in terms of sustainable 

development it is important to acknowledge the roles of local stakeholders, NGOs, market players 

and national governments in global supply chains.  

 

Huang et al. (2013) note a worrying trend regarding environmental and social sustainability in the 

forest industry caused by a shift in exports to China from mainly Western markets. As Chinese 

customers do not push African producers to obtain certifications as strongly as Western customers 

do, the dissemination of such standards to African forest-industry supply chains is at risk. Adebanjo 

et al. (2013) regard CSR issues as a weakness of Nigerian suppliers, specifically in relation to 

health and safety, workmanship insurance, and tax payment. 

 



Another sustainability issue is fair trade. Smith (2010) studied fair-trade business models in the 

UK supermarket sector and found differences in commitment as well as in the handling of 

relationships with African suppliers: such differences should perhaps be reflected in the labeling, 

and fair-trade organizations could reward those demonstrating greater commitment. Blowfield and 

Dolan (2008) investigated the ethics embedded in and promulgated through ethical trade in African 

agriculture. They describe ethical trade as a neo-utilitarian response to globalization, and by means 

of illustrative examples suggest that Western views of CSR and its implementation may not always 

coincide with the views of African suppliers. 

 

Developments in the purchasing profession and its practices 

The main emphasis in the studies focusing on the purchasing profession and its development in 

Africa is on public procurement, and on two countries: South Africa and Uganda. There is clear 

evidence of an underdeveloped profession. Somewhat surprisingly, there is an apparent lack of 

prescriptive research examining good practices, and only a few articles discuss the handling of 

buyer-seller relationships.  

 

The studies on public procurement in Africa give a regrettably negative image of the state of the 

profession. According to Pooe et al. (2015), aspects such as a lack of training, capacity and 

transparency, and the failure to comply with existing public-procurement policies, make it difficult 

for municipalities in South Africa to achieve their procurement objectives. Ntayi et al. (2011) 

describe how the public procurement environment in Uganda suffers from interference by political 

parties, a poor professional image, and the absence of qualified personnel and supporting IT. 

Moreover, despite typical benefits such as lower costs, efficiency improvements and better service 



quality, public-sector outsourcing also faces challenges such as negative attitudes among staff, 

poor monitoring, and interference from the community (Sang 2010), as well as a shortage of 

resources such as equipment, and power struggles between associated parties (Golooba-Mutebi 

2003). 

 

It is suggested that the private sector faces similar challenges (Benner 2006; Okatch et al. 2011; 

Otchere et al. 2013). There is evidently a strong need to educate local staff to meet the requirements 

of global business. Various authors refer to the lack of skills and of suitably educated workers: 

Muller et al. (2012) in their study of the British–South African fresh-fruit supply chain; Benner 

(2006) in his study of South African call centers; Ambe (2014) in a study of light-vehicle 

manufacturing in South Africa; and Akenroye et al. (2012) on the subject of Nigerian financial 

services. 

 

Only a few studies in our sample give advice on supply-chain management in the African context, 

mostly with regard to foodstuff chains. Boselie et al. (2003) report that some African supermarkets 

use their staff to supervise and inspect crops, and cultivate exclusive supplier-buyer relationships 

in procuring from local suppliers. Fold (2008), in turn, suggests that transnational buyers should 

ensure the immediate processing of the crop after harvesting in Ghana to achieve product 

differentiation.  

 

Some of the reviewed studies focus on interaction and purchasing practices in buyer-seller 

relationships. They acknowledge the role of trust building in developing supplier relationships. 

Ouma (2012), for instance, discusses the practicalities and relational investments required to 



ensure that farmers become aligned to a multinational fruit-processing company in Ghana: it was 

critical for the cooperation to foster a culture of mutual respect and to build trust. Similarly, as 

Moodley and Morris (2004) note in their analysis of the use of e-commerce technologies among 

garment-exporting firms in South Africa, the aim is to cultivate long-term relationships built on 

trust. Relationships between sellers and buyers in this sector tend to be highly personalized, and 

depend on non-contractual activities and complex information requirements. 

 

Discussion 

Before discussing the themes and related potential avenues for further study, we will comment 

briefly on the overall quality of the research. Although there are notable exceptions, much of it is 

reported in journals that do not feature (or rate very low) in the ranking of international journals 

such as in the Academic Journal Guide 2015 or the Journal impact factor database. Of the 57 

articles, 15 were published in journals with an AJG rating of three, 12 with a rating of two, and 

five with a rating of one: the remaining 25 were published in journals that are not listed in the AJG. 

Furthermore, 24 articles (42%) were published in journals without a journal-impact factor. The 23 

articles that appeared in journals with an impact factor of over 2.0 were published in 2000 or later. 

It is somewhat surprising that research on this context has not yet penetrated the top outlets. 

Research must start somewhere, however, and we hope this review will encourage more scholars 

to target the African context. Much of the evidence so far could only be considered anecdotal, and 

hence there is an evident need for more stringent, methodologically transparent, large-scale 

replication, as well as carefully designed case-studies. Indeed, scholars need to pay careful 

attention to the quality of their research methods in purchasing and supply (Knight et al. 2016), 



when addressing the increasingly interesting African context. We also stress the competitive edge 

of African scholars in conducting and valuing indigenous research, which we believe sends an 

encouraging message to the research community. 

 

Theme-specific research avenues 

We structured our review around four previously identified themes emphasizing the specificity of 

Africa as a supply source compared to other (developing) country contexts. Figure 7 is a revised 

version of Figure 1, to which we have added information on how the reviewed papers cover the 

different topics (see the numbers shown in circles). Figure 7 also highlights the main research gaps 

noted during our analysis in the form of key suggestions for future research areas related to each 

theme. These research suggestions are presented in Table III and discussed in more detail later on. 

As our analysis showed that most of the studies (almost 75%) have not grounded their analysis on 

strong, established theoretical bases, we suggest some theoretical lenses for each theme, along with 

compatible research questions. 



 

Figure 7. Findings from the theme-based review and future research directions 

We derived the four themes from our initial reading of the existing literature, and conclude that 

they aptly illustrate the current focus areas of research on sourcing in and from Africa. The results 

show the relative proportions of topic coverage, as well as the relative coverage of the individual 

African countries (see Appendix 1). Our premise with the four themes was that several units and 

levels of analysis should be present given the particular characteristics of African continent. 

However, Figure 7 shows that the research area that is potentially most “fruitful” in terms of 

differentiating findings from the Western and Asian contexts, i.e. Africa as a sourcing context has 

received very limited attention. We thus suggest more research with a focus on the intrinsic features 

of the continent in a business setting, as well as in defining sustainable sourcing for example. 

On the basis of our analysis, we are able to add some nuances to the big picture: there are references 

to the strong interest among Chinese companies in investing in African countries, to the fostering 



of buyer-seller relationships, and to differences between perceptions and the reality of sourcing in 

Africa.  

Our analysis acknowledges the different units of analysis adopted in the research: company, buyer-

seller relationship or (global) value chain. The units of analysis listed in Appendix 1 reflect our 

interpretations rather than the authors’ explications (which in most cases are not provided). It 

should also be noted that the unit of analysis does not mean the object of the analysis: in many 

cases the data was collected from one node in the chain even if the focus of the article is on the 

level of the overall chain. It rather refers to the overall focus, in other words an individual 

organization (such as a buyer), supply chains, or African countries as a general sourcing context. 

The focus in the majority of the studies (26) is on supply chains, only one taking a particular buyer-

supplier relationship (dyad) focus. Moreover, 14 studies concentrate on a single organization, and 

16 on the African context. There is a tendency to discuss either the continent or some of its 

countries as overall contexts of supply, without considering the viewpoints of and/or experiences 

with local suppliers in detail. 

Table III presents the key findings related to each of the themes, as well as the future research 

avenues we suggest as primary targets for scholars in this area. In the following section we discuss 

each of the topics in detail. 

 

Table 3. Key findings and future research avenues by theme 



 

 

More emphasis on local cultural features and common ethical rules 

Overall, socio-cultural aspects and indigenous African cultures have not been extensively covered 



in research on African buyer-supplier relationships. In fact, the procurement literature thus far 

seems to focus on individualistic and opportunistic behaviors in the form of corruption. Although 

it is necessary to address this issue, it would be more fruitful to concentrate on the positive aspects 

of local cultures. Some case studies refer to strong local networks and the value of communities in 

enhancing cooperation and business (Sartorius and Kirsten 2005; Muller et al. 2012), for instance, 

and these indigenous features should be given more attention and respect. Similarly, despite the 

increasing international exposure, there is a lack of research on inter-cultural issues in cross-

national relationships between African suppliers and foreign buyers. Moreover, the concept of 

ubuntu has thus far been ignored in studies on African sourcing. We consider this a primary 

development area for researchers to tackle, given the extensive coverage of guanxi in studies on 

sourcing in China (Worm and Michailova 2003; Lu et al. 2008). 

 

Kristal et al. (2011) suggest that researchers focusing on supply chain management should treat 

culture as an explanatory variable and construct theories that also apply outside the Anglo-Saxon 

realm. Indeed, theories built up within individualistic cultures may not be compatible with the 

communal culture of Africa, the implication being that African managers cannot practice what they 

are taught unless locally relevant management theories are developed (Lutz 2009). Culture also 

influences foreign buyers. Cultural differences may be a significant hindrance in terms of realizing 

the benefits of a global sourcing strategy (Kotabe and Mudambi 2009), and cultural distance may 

be a major barrier to the development of buyer-seller relationships (Lopez-Duarte et al. 2016). 

There is a need for more research on individual African countries, given that cultural aspects vary 

depending on language, religion, and the influence of former European colonial hosts, for instance. 

There is also a need to enhance understanding of interactions on the level of buyer-seller 



relationships. In the case of China, another emerging economy, research on sourcing has only 

recently incorporated the analysis of relationships and the challenges they involve (see e.g., Salmi 

2006; Platts and Song 2010). We therefore recommend that immediate research attention be given 

to similar socio-political issues in Africa.  

 

Although several of the articles mention noncompliant and unethical behavior in African 

purchasing, especially in the area of public procurement, the focus is exclusively on the behavior 

of African buyers and suppliers. Questions of potential unethical conduct (sustainability aside) and 

corruption are not addressed from the perspectives of Western-African buyer-supplier relations 

and Western buyers. This is clearly an area in which more research is necessary. What types of 

misconduct and opportunistic behavior should Western buyers prepare for in their supply chains, 

and how should they handle them without compromising their own codes of conduct and national 

legislation? Research built on agency theory and forms of governance could provide fruitful 

avenues for example by investigating whether process, outcome or social controls (see e.g. Aulakh 

and Gecturk 2000) are most suited for curbing opportunism in high-corruption environments. 

 

Integrating African suppliers into global value chains 

Overall, the literature is rather limited in justifying the inclusion of African suppliers in global 

chains, compared to the reasons listed in Nassimbeni (2006) and Quintens et al. (2006) regarding 

global sourcing in general. Gu (2009) discusses in some depth the rationale behind sourcing from 

Africa that Chinese enterprises follow, suggesting that they may have been more successful than 

Western buyers in realizing the benefits of collaboration with African suppliers (encouraged by 

the supportive policies of the Chinese government). Comparative studies could shed light on 



potential differences in industry- and company-level drivers among buyers from different host 

countries, showing what Western companies could learn from Chinese enterprises already 

established in African markets.  

 

In terms of what lies behind the inclusion of African firms in global chains, we see a striking 

similarity between studies on sourcing from Africa and from both China and India, for example. 

In the case of China, the focus at the turn of the millennium was on the lower cost of products (Tse 

et al. 1997; Hathcote and Nam 1999). Weak transportation infrastructure, logistical challenges and 

poor quality were mentioned as typical challenges in dealing with Chinese suppliers (Murphy et 

al. 1994; Carter et al. 1997). Schmitz and Knorringa (2000) refer to similar issues in India a bit 

later. The above-mentioned studies should be of interest to scholars investigating ways of 

upgrading African suppliers, one option being to assess the main similarities and differences to 

facilitate supplier development in the African context. Action research could be fruitful in this 

respect, given previous findings in other developing countries. 

 

There seems to be a need for more research to establish the key sources of competitive advantage 

among African compared to other low-cost suppliers in global chains. It is evident from Appendix 

1 that the level of analysis in most of the studies is rather broad, not discussing African companies 

as suppliers and how they operate differently from firms in other emerging countries. Approaches 

such as the (extended) resource-based view (Lavie 2006) could prove useful in investigating how 

African suppliers can best contribute to global value chains. Suppliers can gain sustained 

competitive advantage by e.g. a product that is not easily substitutable or if it is difficult for other 

parties to imitate the buyer-supplier relationship (Steinle and Schiele 2008). Overall, empirical 



supply chain research on the extended resource-based view is rare. The African context provides 

an interesting opportunity to investigate the formation of sustained competitive advantage in 

buyer-supplier relationships, while also providing guidance on African suppliers in improving 

their value chain positioning. 

 

Overall, there appears to be a clear gap in the literature – and a lack of guidance – on the inclusion 

of African suppliers in global chains and networks from both a social and a logistics perspective. 

Traditional best practices of supply management that tend to rely on economies of scale 

(Trautmann et al. 2009) may not be ideal in this context. This provides opportunities for research 

with a contingency theory focus, investigating the best operational practices in these challenging 

infrastructural settings. Supply chains including local African producers are also likely to have a 

larger number of nodes, which may be challenging in terms of maintaining efficiency in logistics 

(Karjalainen and Moxham 2013).  

 

Tangible barriers to sourcing from Africa involving the infrastructure, product quality, and 

technology are mentioned in relation to many countries. These findings offer some explanation for 

the slow progress in integrating Africa into global value chains. As Gereffi and Lee (2012) note, 

more research is needed to assess the extent to which supply chains are inclusive of or exclusive 

to suppliers with limited value-adding potential, and to facilitate the development of relevant skills. 

 

Enhancing sustainable supply chains in Africa 

It is clear in several studies (Blowfield and Dolan 2008; Smith 2010; Muller et al. 2012) that the 

Western view of CSR, sustainability, and codes of conduct is not always the optimal approach in 



local contexts. Empirical research focusing on sustainability should increasingly be based on data 

from those subjected to the codes of conduct rather than on buyers who are distanced from the 

local operations. In addition, with regard to integrating African suppliers into global value chains, 

it is necessary to address recent concerns that such upgrading may bring economic benefits, but 

not contribute to social upgrading (e.g., jobs and proper labor conditions) (Gereffi and Lee 2012). 

In order to improve sustainability, stakeholders, such as governments and NGOs, need to be 

involved more extensively as shown in the study conducted by Huang et al. (2013) on timber 

imports from Africa to China, as well as in recent studies on sustainable supply chains more 

generally (Quarshie et al. 2016). Overall, both stakeholder theory as well as institutional theory 

are suitable lenses for studying sustainable supply chains (Sarkis et al. 2011). Both have been used 

increasingly to study environmental issues, and would lend themselves well also for social 

sustainability issues with African suppliers. 

 

Purchasing and professional good practices 

The majority of studies on the purchasing profession included in our review focus on public 

procurement, implying deficiency, inadequate training and a climate and governance that are 

conducive to political interference and corruption. In particular, there is scope for multidisciplinary 

research incorporating change management and organizational leadership aimed at enhancing 

perceptions of the profession as well as the attitudes of purchasing employees. 

 

Attention should be given to the implementation of good practices in general in African 

procurement, but whether this should be a subject of academic study or a developmental goal 

involving the education of professionals is a matter for debate. Although there is an abundance of 



research on identifying good practices for developing countries in the field of international 

business (Revilla and Saénz 2013), it has not yet permeated the African context. Overall, 

researchers in the domain of operations management have neglected relationship practices and 

culture (Hope and Mühlemann 2001).  

 

On the whole, there is very little systematic advice on supply management in African countries, 

given the local characteristics and challenges. New types of intercultural interaction and modes of 

purchasing behavior are bound to emerge. As the field progresses, we would expect to see research 

grounded in contingency theory examining the most suitable ways of managing buyer-supplier 

relationships and logistics in different African countries. This would require larger-scale 

qualitative and quantitative studies, with more transparent methods to ensure the 

representativeness of the findings. The emphasis in some of the articles we reviewed (e.g., Gu 

2009 and Huang et al. 2013) on the cumulative presence of Chinese enterprises in Africa points to 

a need to study these new supply chains operating between two emerging markets, as well as 

complex global chains that may span several developing and developed countries. 

 

Applying theoretical lenses to research in the African context  

Most of the articles we reviewed make no mention of the theoretical basis used. In some cases we 

only witnessed ‘weak’ theories and conceptual frameworks rather than strong, established 

(organizational) theories rigorously applied to frame the analysis. The work of Adebanjo et al. 

(2013) is a notable exception: institutional theory was applied to investigate the potential impact 

of supplier-selection practices on supplier behavior in Nigeria. The authors attribute the stronger 

effect of normative rather than coercive pressure to the weak role of regulatory agencies in this 



developing-country context. Such studies confirm the need for a strong theoretical basis in future 

research, and for consideration of the validity of prevailing theories and concepts in the African 

context.  

 

Indeed, there is a need to investigate the extent to which assumptions underlying widely accepted 

theories are still valid when the theories are taken out of their original context and applied in 

analyses of African business. One may well ask whether general theories and practices of supply-

chain management, or so-called etic theories that can be adopted in different conditions (Revilla 

and Sáenz 2013), work in Africa. There may be a need to develop local, culture-specific, or emic 

theories and practices (Revilla and Sáenz 2013) given e.g. the communal cultural orientation in 

Africa. We have observed here in the area of supply management the same phenomenon to which 

Jackson (2013) refers in general management: indigenous knowledge should be better integrated 

into the theorizing and analysis of managerial decision-making. African scholars should be more 

self-confident in exploring locally relevant research issues in their respective countries – as Asian 

scholars have also been urged to do (Meyer 2006). 

 

Research reported in leading journals still tends to reflect an Anglo-Saxon perspective (Kristal et 

al. 2011). Emerging markets could nevertheless enhance overall theory building: the Russian 

economic transformation into a market economy, for instance, led scholars to discuss the 

fundamental question of what markets are (Mattsson and Salmi 2013). Similarly, it is essential to 

acknowledge that the essential assumptions of human nature and behavior which dominate current 

managerial theories, such as opportunism (transaction cost economics and agency theory) and 

altruism (stewardship theory), may differ across countries and cultures (see e.g., Chen et al. 2002). 



Africa as an emerging continent offers abundant opportunities for conducting indigenous (context-

specific) as well as comparative (context-embedded) research, both of which are needed in the 

development of global management (Meyer 2006). This requires research that is conceptually and 

methodologically robust, rather than focused on empirical descriptions as seems to be the case so 

far. In Table III, we have provided some initial suggestions of suitable theories to offer a starting 

point for scholars interested in this context. 

 

Conclusions 

The aim of our systematic review of literature from three major academic databases was to assess 

the level of current knowledge about sourcing and supply management on the African continent. 

We identified research gaps and analyzed emerging research themes with a view to suggesting 

avenues for future investigation. We provide a framework with the four key themes of our analysis, 

reflecting the distinctive characteristics of Africa as a (sourcing) research context. Our key 

theoretical contribution is the development of an agenda to guide future research on sourcing and 

supply (chain) management in and from Africa. An updated research framework positions these 

research directions in relation to the key themes: 1) African culture and ethics, 2) the role of 

African countries and suppliers in global value chains, 3) sustainability, and 4) the developing 

procurement profession and its purchasing practices.  

 

Our study has implications for managers and both African and foreign scholars. On the one hand, 

we recommend researchers to take a perspective that is broad enough to enhance understanding of 

the institutional context in which buyer-supplier relations are embedded, as well as the emergence 



of global value chains with African participants. On the other hand, successful interaction with 

African suppliers requires a better understanding of local, indigenous, country- and continent-

specific ways of behaving and doing business. We therefore urge scholars to pay more attention 

to the applicability – and potential development – of the theoretical concepts employed. 

 

We found no discussion in our reviewed papers on the applicability of the chosen conceptual 

framework to the African context: in all cases it was implicitly understood as a context-free and 

etic theory. We therefore urge scholars to pay more attention to the contextual suitability of their 

theories, and to conduct more strongly theory-grounded research in Africa, and in particular to 

benefit from the theoretical potential of this (changing) context. Local researchers, in particular, 

are in a position to develop theories that account for indigenous African features. Many authors 

were less rigorous in terms of methodological approach, and we therefore call for more care in the 

design and reporting of future studies. 

 

Although managerial contributions are not the main focus of this research agenda-oriented paper, 

we believe that our findings on the key drivers, challenges, and opportunities involved in sourcing 

from Africa may encourage managers to venture into the continent. Knowledge of prominent 

ethical and corruption issues as identified in previous studies also serves to forewarn buyers 

working in the area. Africa is quickly assuming more importance in the world economy, and the 

continent is especially attractive as a sourcing context for global companies. However, this review 

of scholarly findings reveals that very little is known about sourcing in this context. The African 

continent may be on the rise, but research in the area of supply chain management is still scattered, 

and there is an urgent need for more theoretically rich and methodologically rigorous inquiry.  
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