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Abstract: One of the most critical gaps in the literature is the lack of empirical 
research pertaining to what attributes of the supplier influence the process 
improvement of the buyer, and the other is the lack of theoretical framework 
relating to how and why the buyer’s process improvement is affected by the 
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Improvement (BPI). The results indicate the supplier’s Quality, Service,
Organisation, Relationship and Cycle Time have relations to the buyer’s 
Improvement Initiative and Customer Focus while the supplier’s Cost, as an 
important selection factor, has no relation to the BPI factors. As an exploratory 
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1 Introduction 

A variety of changes in the business environment are increasingly leading firms towards 
development of long-term strategic partnerships and collaborations with a few competent 
suppliers in non-core process outsourcing to improve overall organisational performance 
and generate sustainable competitive advantage (Ghodeswar and Vaidyanathan, 2008). 
This structured approach to the design of the supply chain will result in an organisation 
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that is an appropriate mix of the firm’s own capabilities with those of suppliers in a 
relationship that is consistent with the business strategy. For this reason, the suppliers 
should be selected based on how their actions will impact all competitive elements of the 
supply chain. It indicates an effective supplier selection is one of the competencies 
essential to the supply chain’s success (Ng, 2008) and firm’s competitiveness (Rao, 
2007). 

Additionally, the academics and practitioners alike have recently shown interest in 
optimising the entire set of processes, both internal and external to the firm, which 
provides value to the end customer. This perspective is a potentially powerful way for 
firms to ensure customer satisfaction. However, such high level of customer orientation 
no longer ensures competitive advantage (Mertins et al., 1996, cited in Lee and Chuah, 
2001). Researchers such as Oberoi et al. (2008) and Parveen and Rao (2009) are well 
aware that improving business processes is also paramount for firms to stay competitive 
in today’s marketplace. The traditional view of quality and performance has been 
reassessed and Business Process Improvement (BPI) has been introduced to provide an 
effective and comprehensive means to improve a firm’s performance (Zairi, 1997). 

In respect to BPI, it is now imperative to know what qualifications and characteristics 
of suppliers and their relationships with buying firms are considered of most value. It is 
also of importance to know how and why they improve the firm’s processes. In this 
research, we study two separate cases through which we will address these questions and 
provide the suggestions to improve a firm’s performance and competitive advantage. 

2 Research description 

2.1 Problem definition 

The study of relationship between supplier selection and BPI has received very little 
scrutiny from scholars and practitioners. One of the most critical gaps in the literature is 
the lack of empirical research pertaining to what attributes of the supplier influence the 
process improvement of the buyer, and the other is the lack of theoretical framework 
relating to how and why the buyer’s process improvement is affected by the supplier 
selection factors. 

It is apparent that firms have to manage in an era of global competition, which is 
forcing many of them to rethink their operations strategies. True outsourcing represents 
one method to obtain the world-class performance levels needed to survive or meet future 
challenges, although it is not a risk-free adventure such as creating a competitor and 
counterfeiting (Itkis et al., 2009). When management adopts the BPI philosophy 
throughout its firm, the firm begins to make comprehensive changes to its policies 
towards suppliers (Hanan, 1991, cited in Bhatt, 2000). Therefore, management configures 
an appropriate set of metrics for measuring supplier performance to achieve a strategic fit 
between the firm’s business model and its supply chain strategy (Huang and Keskar, 
2007). Consequently, it is important to evaluate suppliers according to criteria that reflect 
the BPI aspect of the sourcing decision. 

Although there is plenty of research about supplier selection and BPI separately, these 
studies have not looked at the relationship between them as they have not accounted for 
the multi-dimensionality of both supplier selection and BPI. Moreover, these studies have 
not carefully analysed the effects of business contextual factors, which are likely to 
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change the strength of the results. This study aims to fill these gaps and empirically 
explore the relationship between supplier selection and BPI. 

2.2 Literature review 

Supplier selection has been the subject of extensive conceptual and empirical work in 
business management literature (Ng, 2008). However, there is a branch of research that 
examines the use, relative importance and prevalence of various supplier selection factors 
and criteria. These variables are generally grouped in accordance with whether they relate 
to the supplier, product or buyer (Huang and Keskar, 2007; Ramayah et al., 2007). 
Explicit criteria such as quality, service, delivery and price have been found to dominate 
supplier selection (Bhutta and Huq, 2002; Liao and Rittscher, 2007). Tracey and Tan 
(2001) show that the selection of suppliers grounded in the criteria of quality, delivery 
reliability and product performance enhance four dimensions of customer satisfaction 
(price, quality, variety and delivery) and firm performance. Gill and Ramaseshan (2007) 
argued that the supplier performance with respect to relationship commitment, payment 
facilities and product quality had a positive impact on repurchase intentions while the 
influence of price and brand recognition was insignificant. Van der Rhee et al. (2009) 
found that out of the relative impact of cost, flexibility, delivery and service features on 
supplier selection, overall the buyers valued the suppliers’ flexibility the most, 
particularly the attributes of manufacturing tolerances, product ranges, acceptance of 
small orders and expertise with the use of alloys. The findings of previous research 
indicate the importance of supplier selection factors does vary based on the type of 
purchase and product. To conclude, supplier selection process should not only consider 
the cost, but also a wide range of other factors such as organisation and relationship by 
considering the whole supplier capability in a long-term and strategic way. 

BPI literature is replete with advice on how to improve business processes, but what 
is lacking is a holistic approach that encompasses the most important facets for long-term 
success including the outsourcing. The lack of a structured step-by-step approach and 
associated guidelines has been noted by many researchers (Dalmaris et al., 2007). Some 
exceptions include the work of Parveen and Rao (2009) who provide a framework for 
using an integrated approach to the analysis of lean supply chains. However, firms have 
already utilised suppliers’ strengths to support their product and process development 
efforts (Oberoi et al., 2008). Tracey and Tan (2001) show that the involvement of 
suppliers in the supply chain by participation in product design teams and continuous 
improvement programs enriches the firm’s delivery service and overall performance. 

In summary, despite a general understanding of the useful roles of supplier selection 
on BPI, the empirical studies examining the relationship between them are scarce in the 
literature. 

2.3 Purpose of study and main research questions 

In light of the importance of supplier selection decision and its growing complexity, this 
study proposes to incorporate BPI into a decision-support framework. The overall 
objective of the study can be said to be threefold: 

1 To produce knowledge about the buyer’s supplier selection decision with regard to 
BPI and to assess the relative importance of the supplier’s attributes essential to BPI 
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2 To preliminary contribute to enhancing knowledge about how and why the supplier 
selection factors relate to the BPI factors 

3 As an exploratory study, to refine issues, identify important variables, formulate 
more precise questions and generate hypotheses for further research. 

The research questions that we seek to address are as follows: 

1 What is the relationship between supplier selection practice and BPI practice? 

2 How and why do the supplier selection factors relate to the BPI factors? 

2.4 Limitations of study 

The results of the study are limited for the purpose of generalisation beyond the specific 
case study for which they are obtained. The responses pertaining to a few numbers of 
divisions do not provide a sufficient basis to fully revise the theoretical model too. 
However, seeing the nature of questions spanning business processes, the number of 
cases is not considered entirely unusual. We believe that the results can still offer 
important guidelines for replicating the study over a larger heterogeneous sample of 
firms. 

3 Theoretical framework 

Transaction Cost Approach (TCA) emphasises that it is transaction rather than 
technology that determines the efficacy and efficiency of an exchange by one mode of 
organisation as compared with another (market or internal organisation) and in this 
respect the TCA logic can be envisaged when a firm is faced with a make or buy 
decision, which can only be made after assessing the transformation and transaction cost 
consequences of alternative modes. 

Williamson (1985) pays greater attention to the relational contracts between firms, 
but construes them as features of hybrid forms of organisation, lying on a continuum 
between markets and hierarchies. According to TCA, one of the determinants of vertical 
coordination is the nature and level of transaction costs, wherein a change in the 
transaction costs may lead to a change in the management of that supply chain. 

The conceptual basis for outsourcing is the theory of TCA, which determines the 
internal and external boundaries of the firm. The upsurge in outsourcing over the last 
years has been fuelled by arguments from management gurus and leading academics that 
a firm’s competitive advantage stems from its ability to identify, concentrate on and 
develop its core competencies and outsource anything, which is non-core (Prahalad and 
Hamel, 1990). Therefore, the effective development and management of a competence-
based supplier network and the supplier selection process are key issues. 

Supplier selection process is inherently multi-objective in nature encompassing many 
conflicting tangible and intangible criteria in a hierarchical manner (Benyoucef and 
Canbolat, 2007; Bhutta and Huq, 2002). Although the choice criteria used in supplier 
selection decisions vary across products and purchase situations, previous research has 
identified the preferences that are generally considered to be a function of case-specific 
evaluations of cost, quality, delivery and service. 
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With the view of enhancing supplier selection, the proposed supplier attributes, 
integrated with the literature, are grouped into six main categories; namely, Cost, Quality,
Cycle Time, Service, Relationship and Organisation to form the backbone of a generic 
supplier selection mechanism. These factors are interrelated and each factor contains a 
specific set of criteria that is important in the decision process. 

According to Hammond (1993), BPI refers to a strategic customer-oriented initiative, 
which involves the process-restructuring programs whose chief purpose is to make 
business processes more efficient, effective and flexible. Under the big umbrella of BPI, 
three aspects of process improvement strategies and approaches are Continuous Process 
Improvement, Business Process Reengineering and Business Process Benchmarking (Lee 
and Chuah, 2001). To ensure the selection of an appropriate improvement strategy or 
approach, much time and effort are needed to understand the underlying concept, 
methodology and impact of each approach. 

Reflecting that the aspects of BPI are both internally and externally oriented, these 
dimensions can be characterised by two broad factors as follows (Bhatt, 2000; Bhatt and 
Stump, 2001): 

1 Improvement Initiative: refers to the elimination of any kind of possible waste. In 
general, it is grouped under three categories; namely, waste prevention, improvement 
action and cost of quality deficiency. Waste prevention refers to Defect prevention 
and Problems’ root causes elimination while improvement action refers to Standards 
improvement and Improvement evaluation. Cost of quality deficiency also refers to 
Simplicity redesign and New process introduction. 

2 Customer Focus: refers to Quality improvement, Product/Service improvement, 
Product/Service innovation, Reaction to demand, Requirement analysis and 
Complaint analysis. 

The main objective of BPI is to identify and eliminate non-value-added processes and 
simplify less-value-added or value-added processes of an organisation. An effective way 
of simplifying non-core less-value-added or value-added processes is Business Process 
Outsourcing (BPO), which is to employ outside entities to manage processes formerly 
carried out inside an organisation. To successfully implement BPI via BPO and to make 
sure that BPO satisfies the requirements of core processes, the firm should select the 
suppliers carefully and enhance the supply chain relationship frequently. Based on the 
discussion above, the proposed research model is shown in Figure 1. 

Figure 1 Research model 

Supplier selection factors BPI factors 
Cost (excluded from revised 
model) 
Quality 
Cycle Time 
Service 
Relationship 
Organisation 

Improvement Initiative 
Customer Focus
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The main reason for using this framework is based on the key premise that BPI is a fact-
based management technique in which supplier performance considerably impacts on the 
efficiency and effectiveness of buying firms. Therefore, it is plausible that effectual 
selection of suppliers and promotion of their involvement in the critical supply chain 
activities result in improved firm performance through enhanced customer satisfaction. 

4 Research method 

4.1 Research design 

According to Remenyi et al. (1998), the central premise of non-positivist research is that 
the researcher should be concerned with understanding the phenomenon in depth and that 
the understanding should result from attempting to find tentative answers to questions 
such as ‘what’, ‘why’ and ‘how’. In designing the research, a case study approach is 
chosen because, as Yin (2003) argues, this type of approach is a preferred empirical 
inquiry strategy when ‘what’, ‘how’ or ‘why’ questions are posed, when the researcher 
has little or no control over events and when the focus is on a contemporary phenomenon 
within its real life context. 

This study as a whole uses a multiple case design because the evidence from multiple 
cases is often considered more compelling and the overall study is therefore regarded as 
being more robust (Yin, 2003). Furthermore, for producing an exemplary case study, in a 
multiple case study both discovery and theory development are found within the same 
case study. The reasons for choosing two different cases are the lack of rival theory, the 
lack of demand for an excessive degree of certainty and finally the necessity of satisfying 
external validity. 

4.2 Unit and level of analysis 

The unit of analysis is an outsourced process because firms are increasingly seeking to 
ensure that intra- and inter-organisational processes ultimately satisfy the needs of 
customers and provide maximum benefit to the organisation (Davenport, 1993). 

The level of analysis is a division rather than a firm because the BPI programs are 
initiated at the divisional level and only after the success of pilot programs is BPI 
initiated in the other divisions of the firm (Davenport and Stoddard, 1994). Furthermore, 
a division can be better identified dealing with either production or service operations. 

4.3 Research variables 

This study expands on the original model proposed to investigate its applicability in a 
sourcing context and provides a means of evaluating the contributions of buyer and 
supplier to the process. Based on our theoretical arguments, we devise separate lists of 
supplier selection and BPI factors and their corresponding specific sets of criteria with 
the possibility of revision during the study. 

However, the study does not aim at operationalising structural performance measures 
because some of these measures vary greatly from production divisions to service ones. 
Therefore, instead of devising separate measures for production and service divisions, we 
use a set of measures in process terms that are deemed to fit both of these divisions. On 
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the other hand, identifying and weighting of supplier attributes are required to assess their 
relative importance with regard to BPI. It basically relies on the human expert to identify 
attributes and assign important values into a hierarchy structure. Unfortunately, the 
results are highly dependent on the subjective judgements of decision-makers (Ng, 2008). 
However, we were advised to develop a smaller and more tailored grouping of attributes 
as an appropriate scope for the research efforts. 

4.4 Data collection 

The present study is based on three different sources of evidence; namely, interviews, 
documentation and archival records related to each outsourced process considered as the 
unit of analysis. To increase the overall quality of case study, multiple sources of 
evidence are used because they essentially provide multiple measures of the same 
phenomenon and thus increase the construct validity of study (Yin, 2003). To increase 
the reliability of study, the case study protocol is designed as a major tactic that guides us 
in carrying out the research. A focused interview is used where well-informed 
respondents are deeply interviewed for a short period of time, for example, two hours in 
each session. The most important use of systematic searched documents and archival 
records is to corroborate and augment the evidence from interviews. To reduce the 
likelihood of bias for substantiating a preconceived position by the researcher, the 
preliminary findings in the data collection phase are reported to critical colleagues who 
offer some alternative suggestions for data collection. Another procedure to increase the 
construct validity of study is to have the draft report of case study reviewed by the 
participants and to present their helpful comments in order to enhance the accuracy of 
research and reduce the likelihood of falsely reporting. 

4.5 Data analysis 

Relying on theoretical proposition that the supplier selection can contribute to BPI is the 
preferred analytic strategy in this study. This strategy is used in practicing the cross-case 
synthesis technique for analysing the multiple case study. This technique is especially 
relevant if a case study consists of at least two cases and there is a possibility to create 
word tables that display the data from the individual cases according to some uniform 
framework (Yin, 2003). The analysis involves two stages, the within-case analysis for 
each case separately to identify unique patterns within the data for that single case and 
the cross-case analysis for both cases jointly to search for common patterns and 
determine where the similarities and differences between cases exist. In all cases, we treat 
the evidence fairly to produce an analytic conclusion answering the original research 
questions. 

5 Results 

As an exploratory multiple case study, two cases, one service complex and the other a 
production firm in Spain, are selected. The outsourced processes, which are considered 
the most important by those organisations, are studied in depth so that they provide a 
combination of both production and service processes. The following presents the 
findings for each case. 
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5.1 Case 1: Corporació Sanitària Parc Taulí de Sabadell 

The corporation (www.cspt.es) is a large public healthcare complex, which was created 
in 1987 under the guidance of the Government of Catalonia, the Town Council of 
Sabadell and the entities that owned the clinics in Sabadell. 

The mission of the corporation is to provide an integral personalised quality 
healthcare for resolving patients’ problems, equity promotion, healthcare process 
continuity, satisfaction, efficiency and sustainability. As its vision, it wants to be a 
nationwide leader able to fulfil its social commitments with the competence and 
excellence of its professionals and as its values, it believes in the quality of life and 
welfare of people (sensitivity), responsibility, service and excellence (professionalism) 
and consideration for the environment (commitment). 

The corporation is comprised of six centres where three of them have their own 
juridical character. The other centres are consolidated with decentralised management. 
These centres provide a complete set of healthcare services required by the society. The 
corporation has also four service centres, which provide support to all areas of the 
corporation such as food services, publications and so on. 

A model of quality control has been implemented in the corporation in previous years 
that strives to maximise the ties between quality and management and the 
decentralisation of responsibilities for quality among different centres. It has also 
ISO9000 certificate for its laboratories. Its professional council gives support to all areas 
of the corporation and is comprised of the coordinator of quality policies and presidents 
of the committees of the Parc Taulí Foundation, which provides support to all teaching 
activities and research projects. 

The corporation has acquired a significant expertise in various categories of the 
healthcare services over many years. Therefore, it does not have any outsourced 
healthcare process at the present time. However, it has outsourced several non-core non-
healthcare processes for many years such as the information system, laundering, security 
guarding, training, cleaning, preparing food ingredients, equipment installation and 
maintenance, digitalising clinical histories of patients, mail delivery and sterilising. 
Among these outsourced processes, the information system is considered more important 
than the others due to its contribution to the core processes and the volume of required 
investment. 

The corporation employed one supplier for providing the required software in 1991 
and the other for providing the needed hardware in 2002. The process involves the 
design, development, implementation and maintenance of software and hardware, 
respectively. The aims of outsourcing this process are the improvement of performance 
through increasing the performance of the data processing unit and being abreast to new 
high technologies by using the most competent source, increased flexibility, reduced 
costs, logistics improvements for patients, supplier responsibility for obsolescence 
management and suppliers’ investment in innovation. The corporation selected those 
suppliers based on several selection factors and their criteria, which are summarised in 
Table 1 with their relative importance and direct relationships with the BPI factors and 
criteria.
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Table 1 Relationship between supplier selection and BPI for case 1 

Supplier selection 
BPI

Improvement Initiative Customer Focus 
Factor Criterion 1 2 3 4 5 6 1 2 3 4 5 6 
Service 1 Reaction to demand          

2 Ability to modify 
product/service 

3 Technical support          
4 After sales services            

Quality 1 Reliability         
2 Flexibility of operation      
3 Simplicity of operation     
4 Ergonomic quality           
5 Quality performance            

Organisation 1 Production facilities and 
capacity        

2 Current technology          
3 Organisational structure             
4 Physical size/growth             
5 Position in the industry and 

reputation             

6 Performance history             
7 Technological capability        
8 Future technology             
9 Innovativeness      
10 EDI capability 

Relationship 1 Reliability            
2 Expectation of continuity             
3 Dependability             
4 Customer base          
5 Availability             
6 Ability to identify need          
7 Compatibility with levels and 

functions       

8 Financial stability             
9 Business references             
10 Trust             
11 Ability to maintain commercial 

relations             

12 Industrial relations             
13 Risks             

Cost 1 Price             
2 After sales service costs             

Cycle Time 1 Delivery lead time      
2 Development speed      
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5.2 Case 2: Tornilleria Industrial S.A. 
The company (www.tindsa.com) is a medium-sized private production firm, which was 
founded in 1979 and its activity is based around the fastening industry sector with a long 
and solid experience over the last years. 

It is a company where the capacity for innovation and the power of creativity are the 
keys to success. Today, it is specialised in meeting the needs of a very diverse range of 
industrial sectors on both domestic and international markets and supplying an extensive 
range of general and special nut and bolt products with successful launches creating new 
market segments allowing the company to reach a more selective market. It exists to offer 
solutions in response to the complexity of demand from many industrial sectors through 
exhaustive analysis of all technical possibilities while meeting the required specifications 
of each project. The company works rigorously and efficiently to become a global 
reference point as a producer of high resistance special fasteners. The quality of its 
products and a very high degree of collaboration established between its workforce, 
associates and markets allow it to offer a reliable and efficient service, which guarantees 
the customer satisfaction. 

There is one production plant with eight production lines, which produces over 
150 product types or 22,000 references and over 331 million units of products per year. 

One of its major concerns is the quality in which the production process has a key 
role to play. The company controls the quality of products from raw materials to 
distribution while working alongside its suppliers and customers. It is now obtaining 
ISO9000 certificate for its quality management system and comprehensive program for 
investing in people through training and promoting their abilities. Its research and 
development activities are also considered key elements in setting the company apart 
from the competitors. 

Over many years the company has acquired a significant expertise in various 
categories of the products through both internal development and continual contact with 
the most creative centres in the world. However, it has already outsourced several non-
core processes for many years. For example, in production processes category, it has 
outsourced the coating, packing and assembly of several components of finished 
products. In service processes category, it has also outsourced the information system and 
product distribution. Among these outsourced processes, the coating is considered more 
important than the others due to its contribution to the core processes and the volume of 
required investment. 

Since its establishment, the company has gradually employed four domestic 
specialised suppliers for coating the products with general and specific corrosion 
resistance requirements. The process involves the application of electrolytic or hot-
dipped coating on the surface of finished products with specific metals in order to 
strengthen their corrosion resistance. The aims of outsourcing this process are the 
obtainment of a necessary total solution for finishing the production process and focus on 
cost reduction, which leads to a lower unit cost by using the most competent source, 
reduced risk exposure, extended product range and suppliers’ investment in innovation. 
The production volume of the company is not large enough to justify the investment 
required to set up a coating plant. Also, different types of coatings need different 
technologies so that it is impossible for one supplier to supply all the variety of coating 
processes available on the market. Table 2 summarises several supplier selection factors 
and their criteria along with their relative importance and direct relationships with the 
BPI factors and their criteria. 
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Table 2 Relationship between supplier selection and BPI for case 2 

Supplier selection 

BPI

Improvement Initiative Customer Focus 

Factor Criterion 1 2 3 4 5 6 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Quality 1 Reliability         
2 Quality performance          
3 Durability         

Cost 1 Price             
2 Logistics costs             

Service 1 Flexibility          
2 Technical support 
3 Ability to modify product/service     
4 Reaction to demand          

Cycle Time 1 Delivery lead time          
Relationship 1 Amount of past business             

2 Desire for business             
3 Customer base          
4 Reliability          
5 Trust             
6 Ability to maintain commercial 

relations          

7 Availability          
8 Negotiability             

Organisation 1 Position in the industry and 
reputation             

2 Performance history             
3 Technological capability       
4 Production facilities and capacity       
5 Geographical location          
6 Environmental performance             
7 EDI capability    

6 Discussion

Relying on theoretical proposition that the supplier selection can contribute to BPI yields 
priority to analyse the relationships between supplier selection factors (and their criteria) 
and BPI factors (and their criteria). Then, we will be able to identify related important 
variables and revise the proposed research model. 
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6.1 Within-case analysis 

The information system plays an important role in offering better services to patients by 
the corporation so that the suppliers contribute to the process considerably. 

The suppliers’ Service improves the ability of the corporation to find solutions of the 
problems, compare alternatives and assess shortcomings of the decisions by accessing 
better information systems and information. The suppliers’ Quality influences the 
capacity of the corporation through having fair information processing and accurate 
information required for correct and on time decision making and operating, encouraging 
the staff to use the system and improving their behaviour by increasing the fitness of the 
system for use. The suppliers’ Organisation plays a significant role in helping 
the corporation access better output from the requested information system and determine 
the level of applicability of the delivered system. The suppliers’ Relationship contributes 
to the capability of the corporation through supplying a suitable information system and a 
main benchmarking source for improvement evaluation and facilitates the required 
collaboration to accomplish the necessary corrective actions. The suppliers’ Cycle Time
impacts significantly on the ability of the corporation to improve its processes in an 
appropriate timeframe. In fact, the shorter the response time in providing the required 
system by the suppliers, the better the offer of required services to patients by the 
corporation. 

The coating process is the last production step in the company, which is necessary to 
finish the production of fasteners so that the suppliers contribute to the process 
significantly. 

The suppliers’ Quality influences the capacity of the company through showing the 
reasons of poor quality in other production steps before coating step. The suppliers’ 
Service enhances the ability of the company to exploit complementary knowledge offered 
to find solutions of the problems, compare alternatives and assess shortcomings of the 
decisions through the enhanced mutual awareness of both parties to meet the specific 
specifications and requirements of products. The suppliers’ Cycle Time impacts 
significantly on the capability of the company to react to the customers’ demands in an 
appropriate timeframe. The suppliers’ Relationship contributes to the strength of the 
company through establishing a stable communication channel required to meet 
the customers’ expectations and providing a main benchmarking source for evaluating 
the obtained improvements in its production process. The suppliers’ Organisation plays a 
crucial role in supporting the company to access better output of the suppliers and do 
necessary corrective actions to satisfy its customers. 

6.2 Cross-case analysis 

For both organisations, the outsourcing only applies to non-core processes and in terms of 
their approach to BPO, the corporation appears to adopt a formal approach while the 
company appears to adopt an informal one. However, they are driven by the strategy 
rather than the regulations. They follow a portfolio policy in dealing with suppliers and 
approach to selection from a perspective of the best available source is chosen to carry 
out the process or a group of processes. In other words, they place a number of related 
activities with the same supplier even when the supplier has substandard performance on 
some criteria. It allows them to have a fewer, but more significant, relationships with the 
suppliers to which they can devote more time and resources. By employing the most 
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competent supplier, they argue it is raising performance standards in the processes, which 
effectively contributes to their core businesses. 

The analysis indicates the outsourced processes are a discrete area from the core 
processes of two organisations and are extremely resource-intensive either in running 
costs or capital investment with a rapidly changing technology and a quickly changing 
labour market, which require expensive investment and process innovation. These 
processes are perceived to be commonplace and not unique to the organisations and, 
considering a large number of specialised external suppliers available, to be possible to 
have different suppliers to perform different aspects and types of services. In evaluating a 
source, the organisations ideally consider a variety of factors and the supplier selection 
process then involves an explicit or implicit ranking of these factors. 

The results also demonstrate the relationships between supplier selection practices 
and BPI practices. Table 3 outlines the relationships between supplier selection and BPI 
factors (and their criteria) for both cases together. Moreover, due to the lack of 
relationship between the Cost factor and BPI factors, we can revise the proposed 
theoretical model by eliminating the Cost factor from the supplier selection factors. 
Table 3 Relationships between supplier selection and BPI for both cases 

Supplier selection 
BPI

Improvement Initiative Customer Focus 
Factor Criterion 1 2 3 4 5 6 1 2 3 4 5 6 
Quality 1 Reliability     

2 Simplicity of operation     
3 Quality performance          
3 Durability         
3 Flexibility of operation      
4 Ergonomic quality           

Service 1 Technical support 
2 Ability to modify product/service
3 Reaction to demand          
4 After sales services            
4 Flexibility          

Organisation 1 EDI capability    
2 Technological capability       
3 Production facilities and capacity       
4 Innovativeness      
5 Current technology          
5 Geographical location          

Relationship 1 Customer base          
2 Compatibility with levels and 

functions          

3 Reliability       
3 Ability to identify need          
4 Ability to maintain commercial 

relations          

4 Availability          
Cycle Time 1 Development speed         

2 Delivery lead time         
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7 Conclusion and future research 

The present study has clarified the missing link between supplier selection and BPI by 
highlighting the important role of supplier selection in improving the firm’s processes. 
The case study showed how and why BPI through outsourcing was only achieved when 
the organisations were able to select suppliers based on factors related to BPI and not just 
based on traditional factors such as cost. The results vary by case or firm’s process 
suggesting that any theory that links the buyer behaviours to BPI will need to consider a 
firm’s process. 

The criteria for supplier selection factors used by each organisation studied are less 
comprehensive than the full list generated from the literature. A greater discrepancy 
existed for the supplier selection criteria in each case, however. In summary, the results 
indicate the Cost, Quality, Cycle Time, Service, Relationship and Organisation are very 
important selection factors and confirm previous research that support the importance of 
these factors in the selection of suppliers. However, supplier selection is highly 
contextual and firms probably use a set of factors and criteria that is relevant to the 
situation. 

Furthermore, Quality, Service and Organisation have been clearly identified as the 
most important factors for the selection of suppliers from both purchasing and BPI 
perspectives while the Cost factor has not been considered to have any relation to the BPI 
factors. The study also supports the relative importance of other factors such as 
Relationship and Cycle Time and exhibits their relations to the BPI factors and their 
criteria. This research demonstrates that a greater attention should be paid to the Quality,
Service, Organisation, Relationship and Cycle Time of suppliers than to the reduction of 
the Cost. The focus on all of these factors and criteria supports the trend towards an 
increasing emphasis on BPI for the firm. Thus, the suppliers should be chosen and 
retained based heavily on their capabilities to support BPI for the buyer organisation. 

Ultimately, BPI will only advance in firms that are prepared to invest in improvement 
with the right vision to set appropriate supply strategies and the ability to implement them 
both internally and with suppliers chosen by an effective supplier selection. The 
technique requires firms to decide on a pre-emptive priority order of their goals. In other 
words, they should specify the goals for the selected factors and set the priorities for 
achieving them. 

However, our understanding of the underlying processes is still not fully developed. 
Instead of relying on anecdotal experiences and case studies in an exploratory research, 
this study can be extended to an explanatory research to find more precisely the answer 
of the following question: 

What is the relationship between the level of supplier selection factors and the level of 
BPI factors? 

For answering this question, we can set out the future research hypotheses as follows: 

Hypotheses 1(a, b):  The level of Quality provided by the supplier is positively 
related to the level of the buyer’s Improvement Initiative and 
Customer Focus. 

Hypotheses 2(a, b): The level of Service offered by the supplier is positively related 
to the level of the buyer’s Improvement Initiative and Customer 
Focus. 
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Hypotheses 3(a, b): The level of the supplier’s Organisation is positively related to 
the level of the buyer’s Improvement Initiative and Customer 
Focus. 

Hypotheses 4(a, b): The level of the buyer-supplier Relationship is positively related 
to the level of the buyer’s Improvement Initiative and Customer 
Focus. 

Hypotheses 5(a, b): The level of Cycle Time exhibited by the supplier is negatively 
related to the level of the buyer’s Improvement Initiative and 
Customer Focus. 

The examination of variations and differences in the levels of the supplier selection 
factors and criteria and their effects on the BPI factors and criteria can be a major 
contribution of future research study. 

Acknowledgement 

The author acknowledges the reviewers’ comments towards improving the quality of this 
paper. 

References
Benyoucef, M. and Canbolat, M. (2007) ‘Fuzzy AHP-based supplier selection in e-procurement’, 

Int. J. Services and Operations Management, Vol. 3, No. 2, pp.172–192. 
Bhatt, G.D. (2000) ‘An empirical examination of the effects of information systems integration on 

business process improvement’, Int. J. Operations and Production Management, Vol. 20, 
No. 11, pp.1331–1359. 

Bhatt, G.D. and Stump, R.L. (2001) ‘An empirically derived model of the role of IS networks in 
business process improvement initiatives’, Omega, Vol. 29, No. 1, pp.29–48. 

Bhutta, K.S. and Huq, F. (2002) ‘Supplier selection problem: a comparison of the total cost 
of ownership and analytic hierarchy process approaches’, Supply Chain Management: 
An International Journal, Vol. 7, No. 3, pp.126–135. 

Dalmaris, P., Tsui, E., Hall, B. and Smith, B. (2007) ‘A framework for the improvement of 
knowledge-intensive business processes’, Business Process Management Journal, Vol. 13, 
No. 2, pp.279–305. 

Davenport, T.H. (1993) Process Innovation: Reengineering Work through Information Technology.
Boston: Harvard Business School Press. 

Davenport, T.H. and Stoddard, D.B. (1994) ‘Reengineering: business change of mythic 
proportions’, MIS Quarterly, Vol. 18, No. 2, pp.121–127. 

Ghodeswar, B. and Vaidyanathan, J. (2008) ‘Business process outsourcing: an approach to gain 
access to world-class capabilities’, Business Process Management Journal, Vol. 14, No. 1, 
pp.23–38. 

Gill, D. and Ramaseshan, B. (2007) ‘Influences on supplier repurchase selection of UK importers’, 
Marketing Intelligence and Planning, Vol. 25, No. 6, pp.597–611. 

Hammond, J.M. (1993) ‘Quick response in retail/manufacturing channels’, In S.P. Bradley, 
J.A. Hausman and R.L. Nolan (Eds.), Globalization, Technology and Competition: the Fusion 
of Computers and Telecommunications in the 1990s. Boston: Harvard Business School Press. 

Huang, S.H. and Keskar, H. (2007) ‘Comprehensive and configurable metrics for supplier 
selection’, Int. J. Production Economics, Vol. 105, No. 2, pp.510–523. 



      

      

    Supplier selection and business process improvement 255    

      

      

      

Itkis, D., Daim, T. and Basoglu, N. (2009) ‘Balancing efficiency and competitiveness in 
outsourcing decisions’, Int. J. Services and Operations Management, Vol. 5, No. 5, 
pp.662–686. 

Lee, K.T. and Chuah, K.B. (2001) ‘A SUPER methodology for business process improvement – an 
industrial case study in Hong Kong/China’, Int. J. Operations and Production Management,
Vol. 21, Nos. 5/6, pp.687–706. 

Liao, Z. and Rittscher, J. (2007) ‘A multi-objective supplier selection model under stochastic 
demand conditions’, Int. J. Production Economics, Vol. 105, No. 1, pp.150–159. 

Ng, W.L. (2008) ‘An efficient and simple model for multiple criteria supplier selection problem’, 
European J. of Operational Research, Vol. 186, No. 3, pp.1059–1067. 

Oberoi, J.S., Khamba, J.S., Sushil and Kiran, R. (2008) ‘An empirical examination of advanced 
manufacturing technology and sourcing practices in developing manufacturing flexibilities’, 
Int. J. Services and Operations Management, Vol. 4, No. 6, pp.652–671. 

Parveen, M. and Rao, T.V.V.L.N. (2009) ‘An integrated approach to design and analysis of lean 
manufacturing system: a perspective of lean supply chain’, Int. J. Services and Operations 
Management, Vol. 5, No. 2, pp.175–208. 

Prahalad, C.K. and Hamel, G. (1990) ‘The core competence of the corporation’, Harvard Business 
Review, Vol. 68, No. 3, pp.79–91. 

Ramayah, T., Roy, M.H., Li, K.B., Jantan, M., Zbib, I. and Ahmed, Z.U. (2007) ‘Type of 
procurement and operational performance: comparing e-procurement and offline purchasing’, 
Int. J. Services and Operations Management, Vol. 3, No. 3, pp.279–296. 

Rao, R.V. (2007) ‘Vendor selection in a supply chain using analytic hierarchy process and genetic 
algorithm methods’, Int. J. Services and Operations Management, Vol. 3, No. 3, pp.355–369. 

Remenyi, D., Williams, B., Money, A. and Swartz, E. (1998) Doing Research in Business and 
Management: An Introduction to Process and Method. London: Sage publications. 

Tracey, M. and Tan, C.L. (2001) ‘Empirical analysis of supplier selection and involvement, 
customer satisfaction and firm performance’, Supply Chain Management: An International 
Journal, Vol. 6, No. 4, pp.174–188. 

Van der Rhee, B., Verma, R. and Plaschka, G. (2009) ‘Understanding trade-offs in the supplier 
selection process: The role of flexibility, delivery, and value-added services/support’, Int. J. 
Production Economics, Vol. 120, No. 1, pp.30–41. 

Williamson, O.E. (1985) The Economic Institutions of Capitalism: Firms, Markets and Relational 
Contracting. New York: The Free Press. 

Yin, R.K. (2003) Case Study Research: Design and Methods (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks: Sage 
Publications. 

Zairi, M. (1997) ‘Business process management: a boundaryless approach to modern 
competitiveness’, Business Process Management Journal, Vol. 3, No. 1, pp.64–80. 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


