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Introduction 
Purchasing of management consulting services is a challenging and complex task (Mitchell, 1994; 
Smelzer and Ogden, 2002; Werr and Pemer, 2007; Pemer et al., 2014) that has received increasing 
attention in research and practice. As other professional services they are abstract, built on intangible 
qualities and dependent on the buyer-supplier interaction which make them difficult to specify, 
compare and evaluate. But management consulting services (MCS) normally have high strategic 
stakes, including high prices for the services and giving advice concerning critical situations (Mitchell, 
1994). Siewke et al (2012) find two main approaches for purchasing MCS: a decentralized where the 
functional high-level manager decides whether to use consultancies, which, and how much to spend; 
and a more centralized where e.g. the purchasing department is more involved in selection and 
contract negotiation phases. Werr and Pemer (2007) add a hybrid approach with some stages in the 
purchasing approach centralized while other still run by the functional manager. Traditionally, and still 
in many companies, MCS have been purchased without the involvement of purchasing professionals 
(Smelzer and Ogden, 2002; Ellram et al., 2004; Schiele, 2005; Werr and Pemer; 2007), as the 
managers instead personally handle the purchase themselves, leading to a situation where the 
personal relationships between high-level managers and consultants play a central role (Clark, 1995; 
Smelzer and Ogden, 2002). Although recent studies argue that purchasing professionals could 
contribute in the purchase of MCS (Ellram et al., 2004; Schiele, 2005; Werr and Pemer, 2007; Siewke 
et al, 2012; Pemer et al, 2014) to make it more professional (Höner and Mohe, 2009), they also 
indicate that MCS are among the most difficult for professional purchasers to get involved in.  
While researchers argue that there is now a shift ongoing to the more centralized approach (Werr and 
Pemer, 2007; Siewke et al, 2012) there have been little research really exploring the structure and the 
process of centralized purchasing of MCS. Werr and Pemer (2005) studied 6 companies that used, or 
discussed to introduce, more professional procedures for purchasing MCS. But they characterized 
only one of those 6 as centralized, while two were coordinated decentralized, and the final three were 
decentralized when it came to the purchasing of MCS.  The hybrid approach (coordinated 
decentralization) meant that the purchasing department had taken initiatives to select preferred 
suppliers, establish master service agreements, developing procedures and templates for dealing with 
different challenges in the purchasing process. 
This explorative study intends to increase the understanding of both the structure and the process of 
the purchasing function after that purchasing of MCS has been centralized. This is done based on 
case studies of four large companies that all have centralized their purchasing of MCS and where 
purchasing professionals are more than just slightly involved. This study extends current research by 
discussing how the centralization evolves over time; by finding that service definition and supplier 
selection are done twice; by finding that the cases with longest experience of centralized purchasing 
of consultancy services even outsources certain steps of the purchasing process to an external 
middleman that does parts of both tactical and operative purchasing. All of this challenges the 
traditional perspective that the functional manager must be as a key person in the purchasing 
process.     
This article is structured as follows. First a framework regarding the organization structure and the 
purchasing process of management consultant services is given before the methodology of the study 
is described. A cross case analysis follows, before conclusions are spelled out in the final section. 
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Structure and process of purchasing management consulting service 
 
Organizational Structure 
Organization of purchasing is highly dependent on the characteristics of the company, the type of 
industry, and the characteristics of the products purchased (van Weele, 2010). Traditionally the 
discussion has been between the decentralized and centralized structure, but Johnson et al. (2006, 
2012) showed that different kind of hybrid structures summed up to be the most popular 
organizational mode for purchasing in general. But while around 65% in their studies leaned towards 
centralization (centralized and centralized hybrid) only 25% leaned against decentralization. van 
Weele (2010) points in his purchasing development model out centralized and co-ordinated 
purchasing as an important dimension for more developed practices. In a centralized purchasing 
structure, a purchasing department can be found where corporate contracting specialists operate at 
the strategic and tactical level, while operational purchasing still can be done locally (van Weele 
2010). Main advantages are that through co-ordination can better conditions in terms of price, cost, 
service and quality from suppliers be achieved, it facilitates efforts towards production and supplier 
standardization, better control and compliance (van Weele 2010; Karjalainen 2011). One result of 
centralized purchasing are often framework agreements, and Karjalainen (2011) describes their 
results in three main categories of synergies: economies of scale, economies of process, and 
economies of information and learning. A decentralized structure is characterized of that the 
management of a business unit is fully responsible for all its purchasing activities (van Weele, 2010). 
Negative consequences of more relationship-oriented (decentralized) approach to purchasing MCS 
has been argued to be e.g. uncertain/mis-estimation of consulting demands, unsystematic selection of 
consultants, the reinterpretation of aim and scope to suit the consultants in consulting projects, 
assignment of inexperienced consultants in projects, no utilization of synergy potentials, and no 
evaluation of consulting projects (Ellram et al, 2004; Mohe, 2005; Werr and Pemer, 2007). 
 
Purchasing Process 
Purchasing activities are often outlined in a purchasing process to get the work more rational, 
structured and formalized. Contemporary studies of purchasing of professional services in general 
(van der Valk and Rozemeijer, 2009), and management consulting services in particular (Werr and 
Pemer, 2007; Pemer et al 2014), take van Weele’s six-step process for goods as a starting point.  
This purchasing process (e.g. van Weele 2010) is divided into steps for determining specification, 
selecting suppliers, contracting (that together forms tactical purchasing), ordering, expediting & 
evaluation, and follow-up & evaluation (that together form operational purchasing). Although the major 
steps is argued to work well both for goods and services, different activities in the separate steps get 
more complicated (or different) when buying services (Axelsson and Wynstra, 2002), due to e.g. the 
intangible nature of services, the use of personal contacts and experience, and co-production 
between consultant and client (see e.g. Werr and Pemer 2007 for deeper discussion). A tension was 
observed between this kind of rational and effective purchasing process and managers’ actual 
purchasing of MCS that was more relationship-oriented. Van der Valk and Rozemeijer (2009) argue 
that the success of the service purchase is primarily determined during the first step of the purchasing 
process, and they add two substep after determining specification: request for information, and 
detailed specification. The information requested from the suppliers should help to further jointly 
develop and improve the service specification. In essence, they argue for a pre-selection step where 
the initial specification can be detailed in close collaboration with the pre-selected suppliers. 
Centralization vs. decentralization depends on who is performing the different steps in the process. In 
a centralized structure, strategic activities but also the tactical steps of the purchasing process are 
driven by purchasing professionals from a central department while the ordering steps can be 
performed either decentralized (by buying from framework agreements) or by the central function. In a 
decentralized structure, the central purchasing professionals are very limited and ad hoc involved, 
and the non-purchasing managers or local purchasers carry out most of the entire process 
themselves (Werr and Pemer, 2007). 
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Methodology 

This research was part of an explorative project aiming to build knowledge for company X planning to 
centralize their purchasing of MCS. The study should inform how other companies were doing this 
and what challenges they have faced, something we argue also is of a general and academic interest.  
Easton (2007) suggests that if the aim is to advance theory, a comparative case study on elements of 
that theory is a suitable methodology. Hence, a multiple-case embedded design (Yin 2003) was 
applied for two reasons. Firstly, case studies are suitable for building in-depth understanding and 
developing theory when little is known about the studied phenomenon (Voss et al., 2002). These 
cases allowed us to explore and get deep insights into centralized processes for purchasing MCS. 
Secondly, the embedded case design allowed capturing both insights of the centralized structure, the 
process, particular activities in different purchasing process steps, and how this evolved over time. So 
in addition to the focus on the centralized purchasing process (primary unit of analysis), the study also 
explores the centralization process. For those looking for statistical generalization an often stressed 
limitation with case study research is its aim to arrive at analytical/theoretical generalization (Yin, 
2003). But cases are chosen because of their literal and theoretical relevance, while “generalizability 
to the sampling population is not of main concern” (Barratt et al, 2011, p. 332). Our case selection 
followed literal replication logic (Yin, 2003) and the research questions informed the selection of four 
cases of companies that centralized their purchasing of MCS. Other criteria were that they should be 
large and provide access.  (The cases are referred to as InfoCom, FinanceCom, MachineCom, and 
RetailCom based on their industry). The cases are summarized in table 1. (Page restrictions make us 
not being able to describe the cases in more details, but short case descriptions could be received by 
the corresponding author). 
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Table 1: Overview of the cases 
 
InfoCom is a big global company leading its industry, having over 400 000 employees when the 
centralization process of indirect material and services started 1993. For InfoCom the vendor broker 
has had a crucial role in the ordering process since 2007 with which the main framework agreement is 
and with whom they have a close relationship. Employees from the vendor broker sit a few days per 
week in InfoCom’s offices so that information can be shared more easily. FinanceCom is a leading 
player on the Nordic financial market, with activities in Northern Europe, and about 15 000 
employees. It started to centralize purchasing of indirect material and services 2004, when the 
company had a decentralized structure where each line managers purchased consultants needed 
themselves. Before the implementation of the vendor broker, FinanceCom used about 150 
consultancy providers whereof 10-15 were more strategic and had a framework agreement. Now the 
vendor broker handles most of the operative purchasing, and this firm is in principle the only provider 
FinanceCom has a framework agreement with. MachineCom is a big global company (~150 000 
employees) leading its industry. Data is collected from the Nordic region (including the Nordic 
countries, British Island, Baltic states, and Russia), but this purchasing department is part of a global 
corporate structure. The company has a decentralized purchasing structure for direct material, but for 
indirect material and services strategic and tactical activities have been centralized for most 

 InfoCom FinanceCom MachineCom RetailCom 

Year                   
starting to 
centralize 
purchase of MCS 

1993 2004 (coordination of 
strategic purchasing; 
2007 Framework 
Agreements; 2011 
coordination of oper. 
purchasing + broker). 

2012 (only techn mgmt 
consulting) 
(2000 temporary labor 
services). 

2011 

Organizational 
structure for 
purchasing before 
centralization of 
MCS 

Indirect material: 
decentralized and 
unstructured. 
Direct material: 
decentralized. 

Indirect material: 
decentralized and 
unstructured. 
Direct material: 
centralized. 

Indirect material: 
decentralized. 
Direct material: 
decentralized. 

Indirect material: 
decentralized. 
Direct material: 
centralized. 

Type of MCS 
centralized 

Business services, 
financial, marketing, 
management, IT etc. 

IT (70%), management, 
accountants.  

Technology mgmt 
consulting. 

IT, management, 
finance, 
insurance, 
marketing, 
technology. 

Type of MCS 
NOT centralized 
yet 

None. Some strategic MCS 
doesn’t follow similar 
process as others, but 
are dealt with centrally. 

IT, general 
management, 
accountant, project, 
quality, environment, 
law, HR, recruitment. 

Confidential. 

Differences in 
purchasing 
process. 

All follow the same 
purchasing process. 

Most follow the same 
purchasing process. 
Exception, see above. 

Non-centralized MCS 
are planned to follow 
the standardized 
purchasing process 
later. 

All follow the 
same purchasing 
process. 

Centralized 
activities 

Strategic, tactical, and 
most of operative 
purchasing. 

Strategic, tactical, and 
most of operative 
purchasing. 

Strategic and tactical 
purchasing. A 
centralized VMS-system 
will coordinate and 
control most of oper 
purchasing. 

Strategic and 
tactical 
purchasing. 

Possibility to 
buy outside 
Framework 
agreements 

No. No (some exceptions). No. No. 

Number of 
suppliers 

1 Framework agreement 
with Vendor broker 
(since many years). 

1 Framework agreement 
with Vendor broker. 

Tech mgmt consultants: 
a few framework agree-
ments, one with broker. 

15 (including both 
framework 
agreements and 
for separate 
services). 
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categories. Within the category Contracted services, purchasing of e.g. temporary labor (blue and 
white collar) was centralized already from 2000, but the work to centralize purchasing of consultants 
(black collar) started 2012. RetailCom is a Swedish retail chain with about 3000 employees. It has two 
separate purchasing processes for direct vs. indirect material. RetailCom started to centralize the 
purchasing of indirect material 2011, and part of this was professional services including MCS. 
Guiding theory and investigation framework were developed based on current research on centralized 
purchasing of MCS, purchasing processes in general and professional services in particular, and 
purchasing organization. The framework served to map where, how and by whom different activities 
in the purchasing process were performed. A pilot study (a fifth case not explicit reported here) was 
used for fine tuning the investigation framework, case study protocol and interview guide. An 
important observation from this, as supplement to previous literature, was the separation of selecting 
consultancy firm for the framework agreement, and selecting the individual consultant for a specific 
project. This made us more thoroughly investigate the specification, selection and ordering process.  
One of the strengths of the case study method is the possibility of carrying out multiple data collection 
techniques to get a deeper understanding of the phenomenon (Eisenhardt, 1989). Data were 
collected through nine semi-structured open interviews with strategic purchasers and managers 
leading the transformation, were the interview guides were send in advance. The interviews covered 
multiple themes to map current and previous organization and processes, as well as the change 
management process. The interviews (in average 90 minutes) were both recorded and transcribed. 
Data were triangulated with other data collection techniques and sources (Yin, 2003; Ellram, 1996; 
Marshall and Rossman, 1999). Interviews were complemented by collection and analysis of annual 
reports as well as company internal documents (organization charts, process descriptions). Finally the 
cases were sent to respondents for validation and confirmation. 
The analysis was conducted in two rounds: first for cases individually, and then across cases. In line 
with qualitative data analysis guidelines (Miles and Huberman, 1994), the raw data were progressively 
reduced and organized. After all individual case descriptions were finalized, a number of tables were 
devised for each case (as suggested by Miles and Huberman, 1994). A pattern matching approach 
(Yin, 2003) was followed using manually constructed cross-case tables and processes (see table 1, 
figures 1 and 2). These helped to reduce and make sense of the data (Miles and Huberman, 1994) 
and identify theoretically important similarities and differences (Yin, 2003) across the cases. The 
understanding gained from this analysis was compared with suggestions from theory to refine the 
conceptual model and further our understanding of the topic. 
 

Cross case analysis and discussion 
 
Centralized purchasing process for MCS 
The purchasing process for management consulting services (MCS) follows similar patterns for the 
four studied cases. It is handled by a central function for purchasing of Indirect Material and Services, 
and as is often treated as a sub-category to the category Professional services. The cases have all 
centralized their strategic and tactical purchasing activities (policy and process development, spend 
analysis, defining specification, supplier selection, and contracting) that lead to a framework 
agreement with a consultancy firm. The operative steps (ordering, evaluation & follow up) had more 
decentralized and local involvement, but were still within standardized processes and getting support 
from central purchasing, automatic support system, or external vendor brokers. The operative steps 
resulted in a call off of an individual consultant coming from one of the few providing companies 
having a framework agreement. This observation can be noted as a clear distinction from the view of 
authors like Gummesson (1977) stating “..buyers purchase the services of individuals in whom they 
have confidence, not those of consulting companies”; and Edvardsson (1990) stating “buyers is less 
interested in the service itself and more in the individual service provider/consultant”. In the 
systematic purchasing processes developed by professional purchasers, seen in our cases, the focus 
is instead first on selecting the providing firms based on the needed and specified services. In 
comparison to previous discussed processes in literature, the four cases had then established a 
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specific sub-ordering process for calling off individual consultants based on a previously centrally 
negotiated framework agreement. In the latter steps the functional manager/user had a larger role and 
could make interviews with individual consultants, based on selected CV’s. This indicates a 
movement of roles and responsibilities. In comparison with Werr and Pemer (2007), the degree and 
scope of centralized activities in the purchasing process observed in our cases were much larger, and 
suggest that the trend of more specialized purchasing professionals involved in purchasing of MCS 
has continued.  
For most of our cases the operative purchasing steps were decentralized and done locally, but three 
of the four cases had also involved a neutral external middleman, vendor broker, for these steps. 
(Examples of such vendor brokers on the market are ZeroChaos and eWork). This use of an external 
middleman for purchasing MCS is something we have not seen discussed before in research 
literature. To move the involvement and execution of buying activities from the functional managers 
first to centralized purchasing professionals – and then further beyond this to external companies, is 
from our perspective an interesting observation. This might indicate that when the purchasing of MCS 
can be demystified and separated from functional managers, purchasers might be able to better 
define the services and make them so “tangible” that parts of the purchasing processes can be more 
automated and even outsourced.    
A purchasing process for MCS, developed based on the four cases and van Weele’s (2010) classical 
process, is outlined in figure 1. This process clearly divides between the more tactical sourcing 
activities (leading to framework agreements with providers) and the more operative ordering 
processes (starting from the framework agreement and leading to a purchase order) of an individual 
consultant. For all companies spend analysis was stressed as an important and initial step, and hence 
it has been added not only as a part within “selecting supplier” but as an initial step before 
specification of the service. A reason for the importance of spend analysis related to purchasing of 
MCS might be its history of decentralized purchasing, and that companies in their transformation to 
centralized purchasing really have to understand what were bought, from whom and by whom. 

 
 
Figure 1: Process for purchasing management consulting services 
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While the tactical steps (until phase 3) are well aligned with the classic and rational process normally 
used for goods, we see some differences in the ordering process that are needed to handle some of 
the particularities of MCS. Some more steps are taken when an individual consultant should be hired. 
First a specification of the individual service/consultant needed is further detailed by purchasing 
professionals and functional managers/users working together. In some cases the user is filling in 
templates previously defined by central purchasing. Based on this specification, the central 
purchasing (sometimes with help from a system or an external vendor broker) collects different 
individual consultant’s CVs, and gives the functional manager a selection of those that meet the 
specification. The CVs come from different companies that either have a framework agreement with 
the company, or are part of the vendor broker’s supply base (in case only the vendor broker has a 
framework agreement). Then, if needed, the functional manager/user interviews some of the selected 
candidates, and the user makes this final selection. Assessment of the individual consultant is done 
later by the user, following a process and using templates developed centrally. Evaluation of the 
providing firms is done by the professional purchaser, and sometimes supported by the external 
vendor broker. 
Our observation of the second round of specification and selection in the ordering process was a 
distinction to previous theory (van der Valk and Rozemeiher, 2009). They suggested a second round 
of specification to take place already in the tactical process before contracting. 
 
Outsourcing of purchasing activities to middlemen  
As mentioned, a surprising observation was the use of a neutral external middleman. The explanation 
might be that the demystification of the purchasing of MCS in three of the cases had gone so far that 
an external middleman could take over activities in the tactical sourcing steps. In the two most mature 
cases (InfoCom and FinanceCom) most of the activities in the ordering process were also moved to 
the vendor broker. In fact those two companies only had framework agreements with the vendor 
brokers and not directly with consultant firms. The third case, MachineCom, had a Vendor 
Management System (VMS) supporting internal local buyers for most of the operative purchasing, but 
used the vendor broker to handle the “tail of suppliers”. From a supply risk and a government 
perspective, it has to be reflected on whether the use of a vendor broker creates more of a neutral 
and transparent market place for the purchaser, or it instead leads to a monopoly situation. 
 
Sequential development of the centralized purchasing of MCS 
Werr and Pemer (2007) ask for longitudinal studies for finding evolutionary paths of purchasing’s 
functional role in purchasing professional services. The design of this study is not longitudinal, but our 
observations of the companies’ development over time can be seen through such a lens.  
A pattern of different sequential stages of the centralization process can be outlined, where the two 
most centralized cases (InfoCom and FinanceCom) also are the ones that started to implement it first, 
while the newer cases (MachineCom and RetailCom) not are as centralized. It seems hence that the 
degree of centralization develops over time (see figure 2). All cases first centralized the more 
strategic/tactical steps, while InfoCom and FinanceCom then centralized also more operational 
activities. To do this, they leveraged information systems and an outsourced partner (the vendor 
broker). For InfoCom we also observe a more centralized process for monitoring and evaluation, while 
FinanceCom so far only is planning for this. The power of the functional managers/user has in general 
decreased, and their role are more to first give input to the specification, and then, if needed, to be 
part of the individual assessments of proposed consultants. Another observation is that more activities 
get automated over time, by the use of different systems (such as VMS). 
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Figure 2: Development for centralization of purchasing of management consulting services 
 
The least developed cases, MachineCom and RetailCom, both have reached the stage where the 
tactical purchasing is centralized with framework agreements as output. MachineCom has then 
continued, and developed a plan for their centralization of operative purchasing, e.g. the 
implementation of the VMS and the use of a vendor broker for “the tail” of their suppliers. In much, 
their plans are aligned with the pattern observed for InfoCom and FinanceCom.  
 

Conclusions 
 
Contributions 
In general purchasing develops toward centerled organizations (centralized and centralized hybrids), 
while purchasing of management consulting services often have been purchased directly of the 
functional managers/users (decentralized). Previous research has lately argued for a movement also 
for this category towards centralization and more involvement from professional purchasers, but there 
has been a lack of deeper empirical studies into it. This study has focused on to understand the 
centralized purchasing of MCS, and confirms that companies can go in this centralized direction of 
implementing more rational purchasing process where functional managers get separated from 
controlling the strategic and tactical purchasing process. The functional manager/users are often still 
involved by giving input for the specification of the general services needed, and in particular involved 
in the operative ordering process of individual consultants. This study contributes with descriptions, 
discussions and insights from cases that have gone further in their implementation of centralization 
(really done it) than we have found in previous reported research. In doing this, we have contributed 
by outlining an adapted purchasing process based on findings from the cases. 
It seems possible to implement a centralized purchasing process, although the power position 
functional managers/users historically have had. Traditionally, the view was that consulting services 
were not purchased from providing firms, but individual managers bought individual consultants 
(compare Gummesson (1977) and Edvardsson (1990)). We have now observed a clear pattern of 
clients’ professional purchasers selecting consultancy firms that gets framework agreements, and 
then the selection of individual consultants is a step in the ordering process where the functional 
managers might be involved for further service specification and direct interviews. As previous studies 
in this area, we used van Weele’s (2010) classic purchasing process as a starting point. This study 
confirms that it seems to work well in general also for centralized purchasing of MCS. However we 
observe, in comparison both to van Weele’s processes and the suggested process from van der Valk 
and Rozemeijer (2009) a difference. We suggest the sub-specification and sub-selection of individual 
consultants to take place in the operative ordering process. Demystification of services seems to be 
critical for being able to implement a more centralized and rational purchasing process. This is for 
MCS done by approaching their intangible nature with 2 stages of specification (first for the providing 
service/firm, later for the specific service/consultant), the personal contact by involving more 
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professional and central purchasers or external middlemen on the tactical level, and letting the user 
evaluate only a proposed limited number of individuals first in the ordering process. 
Another contribution is the observation and discussion of the use of an external middleman both in the 
tactical sourcing process and in the operative ordering process of MCS. This contradicts the previous 
argued importance of the functional manager. It indicates not only involvement of central purchasers, 
but also that after centralization, demystification and structuring of the purchasing process of MCS 
could certain activities also be outsourced. Further we point out a sequential development process of 
the centralized purchasing organization, where first strategic purchasing activities are centralized, 
then the tactical sourcing process. Finally companies, that have been working long time with 
centralization, also could centralize some of the operative ordering activities, e.g. by automating or 
outsourcing some of them. Measurement and follow up are finally approached from the centralized 
function, but involve functional managers/users to get their assessments as input regarding individual 
consultants. 
 
Limitations and further research  
The study is limited to the general boundaries of case study research, e.g. the inherent boundaries of 
the range and size of the sample. Four large companies from four different industries have been 
studied, and this research could be extended by more companies – especially from other industries 
and sizes. Although some of the companies have been global, the data collection has been done 
mainly in Sweden, a country that from a cultural perspective is characterized as a feminine and low 
level uncertainty avoidance culture. Our observations of processes that have increased their 
formalization and created a larger distance between functional user and provider are not fully in line 
with the current research of Pemer et al (2014a). The cultural aspects of the centralization issue, 
especially when it should be implemented in global companies, is hence a research area worthwhile 
continuing in. Our findings should be seen as early indicators and propositions, and must be further 
evaluated and tested. Especially the question of where in the process specification of the service 
should be done could be further researched, as our observations differ from van Valk and 
Rozemeijer’s (2009) suggestion. Research could for example investigate if the positioning is 
dependent of different situations and contingencies. Our proposition regarding the sequential 
centralization process must also be further tested. 
Finally, the potential role and long term impact of middlemen’s (vendor brokers) involvement in the 
purchasing process of services would be interesting to increase knowledge about. Issues here could 
be the development of middlemen’s power position, and the functional user’s acceptance for those 
new players. Of interest would also be how problems in the service delivery are handled when the 
client’s contract is with the vendor broker, and how risk and gain sharing looks like in this extended 
service supply chain. Another research topic is the middlemen’s role in the service triad, e.g. the 
vendor broker’s relation to their suppliers (the consultancy forms) and how it works with 
communication and feedback. In this direction follows also issues connected with if the client would 
like to transfer more of consultancy projects into performance based contracting. 
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