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A B S T R A C T 

Companies, even those that engage in business process outsourcing, get value from their supplier networks, and this fact is 

recognized in the literature on business-to-business marketing. A dynamic interchange of complementary organizational 

skills between a corporation and its network partners typically makes this value realization feasible. Little is known, 

however, about the processes via which outsourcing companies acquire these competencies and so achieve value. This study 

fills a theoretical need by discussing how business process outsourcing companies might build organizational learning 

capabilities based on market data. Developing market-based organizational learning capacity is the focus of this research, 

which examines the role of quality management skills via a capabilities lens. Results from a case study of four Indian BPOs 

point to the importance of quality management in facilitating knowledge sharing, diffusion, and the growth of market-based 

organizational learning capacities. Theoretical and practical implications are addressed. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Software, IT, and business process outsourcing 

services comprise US$1.0 trillion of the expected 

US$1.5 trillion spent on technology and associated 

services worldwide (NASSCOM, 2010). While overall 

spending fell by 3% after the 2008 financial crisis, 

experts predict a healthy 3-4% increase from 2010 to 

2012 (NASSCOM, 2010), with developed nations 

accounting for a hefty chunk of the increase. Despite 

the fact that the United States and Western Europe get 

almost 80% of all IT spending, a considerable amount 

of IT and BPO work is being sent to emerging Asian 

nations for outsourcing. The offshore market in India is 

valued at around US$94 billion (NASSCOM, 2010), 

with an anticipated growth rate of 7-9% from 2010 to 

2012. At present, India holds 51% of this industry. The 

growing prevalence of outsourcing has prompted 

academics in the fields of management and business- 

to-business marketing to propose theories and publish 

empirical research on the topic (e.g., Industrial 

Marketing Management, 2009 and Special Issues on 

 
 

outsourcing in the Journal of Management Studies, 

2010).According to recent research in B2B marketing 

(Ahearne & Kothandaraman, 2009), companies get 

value from their supplier network when they outsource. 

A dynamic interchange of complementary 

organizational skills between a corporation and its 

network partners makes this value realization feasible 

(Banerjee, 2004). Nevertheless, there is a dearth of 

literature that specifically addresses the competencies 

important for business-to-business outsourcing 

organizations. The complexity of services and the 

competencies developed by these enterprises to 

maintain high performance are not well understood, 

and there is a lack of empirical research and 

frameworks to address this (Ethiraj, Kale, Krishnan, & 

Singh, 2005). Various aspects of global supply chains, 

including organizational capacities and vendor- 

supplier relationship coordination, require more 

research. 
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For effective coordination in  global supply chains  and 

to ensure efficient and timely service delivery, large 

Indian outsourcing firms have invested in capabilities 

that are becoming the benchmarks in the outsourcing 

industry. These include:  project  management  and 

client- specific capabilities, and technological  and 

quality management capabilities for improved market 

signalling and firm performance (Arora  &  Asundi, 

2000; Ethiraj et al., 2005). The extant literature from 

strategic marketing suggests that a firm's market-based 

organisational learning (MBOL) capability is a critical 

market-sensing capability (Morgan, 2004; Sinkula, 

Baker, & Noordeweir, 1997). However, little is known 

about how this capability is developed, especially in the 

context of the outsourcing sector. The purpose of this 

paper is to understand how MBOL capability is 

developed and the role a firm's quality management 

capabilities (QMC) play in outsourcing environments. 

Although earlier research has looked at the relationship 

between learning orientation (LO) and  market 

orientation (MO) (Sinkula et al., 1997)and its impact on 

performance, the literature on LO and MO presents 

competing views – theoretically and empirically – thus, 

suggestingthe need to unbundle the relationship between 

LO and MO and its antecedents. Similarly, inconsistent 

findings exist in the relationship between market 

orientation (MO) and a firm's quality management 

capabilities (QMC) (Demirbag, Koh, Tatoglu, & Zaim, 

2006; Day, 1994; Lai, 2002; Kordupleski, Rust, & 

Zahorik, 1993; Sittimalakorn & Hart, 2004; Zelbst, 

Green, Abshire, & Sower, 2010) and between a firm's 

learning orientation (LO) and organisational learning 

capability (OLC) (Jerez-Gomez, Cespedes-Lorente, & 

Valle-Cabrera, 2004; Sinkula et al.,1997; Yeung, Ulrich, 

Nason, & Von Glinow, 1999) and quality management 

(Gutierrez, Llorens-Montes, & Sanchez, 2009; Sohal & 

Morrison, 1995; Wiklund & Sandvik Wiklund, 

2002).The above  studies have mostly been  undertaken 

in manufacturing environments of developed countries. 

Except for Wang and Wei (2005), which focuses on 

Taiwanese software firms, no  research  hasconsidered 

the intersection of the three threads in the literature on 

a firm's market and learning orientations and its quality 

management capabilities in  an  outsourcing 

environment. Owing to India's spectac-ular growth, and 

its increasing market share of the global outsourcing 

sector, and the high degree of proliferation of quality 

management practices in the Indian BPO sector 

(NASSCOM, 2006), we consider India to be a fertile 

research setting to explore the research problem 

identified above. 

 

Using a case study research methodology, our study 

contributes to the literature in the following manner. 

Firstly, we extend Sinkula et al.'s (1997) theoretical 

framework by incorporatingthe effects of a firm's QMC 

in the development of MBOL capabilities, and its 

subsequent impact on sustained competitive advantage. 

Secondly, we test the application of the MBOL 

framework in the context of outsourcing firms.Finally, 

this study explores whether any theoretical 

generalisations from Sinkula et al.'s framework are 

applicable to the outsourcing industry in a developing 

country context. In addition to exploring the above 

gaps, our study also addresses the call for undertaking 

research in contexts specific to industries and firms 

(Collis, 1994; Oliver, 1997) by focusing on India's BPO 

firms. Such research will be of direct relevance to 

practitioners in this industry group. In view of these 

above gaps, this study seeks to answer: (1) does an 

organisation's quality management capabilities help in 

enhancing or deterring its MBOL? If so, how?; And (2) 

how do quality and MBOL capabilities in BPO firms 

affect firm performance and sustained competitive 

advantage (SCA)? 

The rest of the paper is organised as follows. First, 

we provide a brief overview of India's business process 

outsourcing (BPO) industry. Second, the literature 

review leads to the development of the study's 

conceptual framework and the research questions. 

Third, we present an overview of the methodology 

employed and a brief description ofthe research setting. 

We then present the analysis and findings. Finally, we 

conclude with implications for practice and directions 

forfuture research.India's BPO industry India's BPO 

sector has been characterised by a high growth rate of 

30% per annum over the last decade and dramatic shift 

from mass- service to value-added service environments 

(NASSCOM, 2010). The diverse geographic spread of 

client firms and the varied and complex nature of the 

services provided pose new challenges for firms to 

embed organisational learning, deliver predictable 

service, and ensure sustainable growth. The services 

vary in process complexity, ranging from simple call 

centres to extremely complex business processes 

(business consulting and market analytics). Firms’ 

business modelsinclude third-party service providers 

(mostly large domestic out- sourcing firms), wholly 

owned offshore centres of MNCs (commonlyreferred as 

‘captives’) and joint venture partnerships between the 

two. 
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Unlike the traditional manufacturing industry, 

where gaps often exist in fulfilling customer needs 

based on the information received from marketing 

teams (outsidein), or by a firm's quality or operations 

teams (insideout) (Kordupleski et al., 1993), firms 

operating in the BPO sector adopt an integrated co- 

design and development approach. This approach is 

evident, for example, in most call centres around the 

world, when a customer contacts a customer contact 

centre, acommon message is heard, “your call may be 

recorded for qualityand training purposes.” Input from 

business development teams and  customers is 

inextricably intertwined with a firm's operations and, 

cross-functional teams comprising of operations, 

human resources and business development work 

together in designing and develop- ing solutions for 

clients.In most cases, the solutions are designed and 

developed leveraging firms' understanding of what can 

be developed within the clients' cost and quality 

parameters   through the   strength of  its existing 

organisational capabilities. Banerjee (2004) suggests 

that capabilities in such an environment co-evolve 

through a dynamiccoordination between the client and 

service provider. Thus, bystudying firms operating in 

this sector, we can understand how theydevelop their 

organisational capabilities. Such explanations can 

inform future theory-building and practice needs of this 

industry. 

 

2. Review of literature 

 

We begin the review by considering the role intangible 

assets and knowledge-based resources play in developing 

a firm's competitive advantage (Grant, 1996a,b; Spender 

& Grant, 1996). This is followed by a short review of 

Sinkula et al.'s (1997) MBOL framework and its 

relationship with quality management capabilities. 

Lastly, we present a critical review of the three 

intersecting literatures of market orientation, 

organisational learning and quality management and 

capture the debate and tensions in this stream of inquiry, 

which provides the motivation for engaging in this 

research and in developing the study's conceptual 

framework. 

In dynamic service environments, knowledge 

developed from customers, suppliers, and network 

partners is of critical importance indeveloping tangible 

and intangible assets necessary for securing 

competitive advantage (Argote & Ingram, 2000; 

Morgan, 2004). Exploiting organisational capabilities 

and resources for sustained competitive advantage is 

the core argument of the resource- and knowledge- 

based view of the firm (Barney, 1991; Dickson, 1996; 

Hunt & Morgan, 1996; Spender & Grant, 1996). 

 

2.1. The MBOL framework and QMC 

 

Applying LO and MO constructs, based on the 

assumption that values drive behaviour, Sinkula et al.'s 

(1997) MBOL framework explicates the influence of 

an organisation's LO in developing marketing 

information processing (MIP), and consequently, its 

actions. LO is conceptualised as a knowledge questioning 

value (Argyris & Schon, 1978; Senge, 1990). Market 

information processing (MIP), which is derived from 

the key construct of market orientation (MO) (Kohli, 

Jaworski, & Kumar, 1993) is conceptualised as a firm's 

knowledge producing behaviour. Although MO has been 

conceptua- lised as a behavioural (Kohli et al., 1993) and 

cultural (Narver & Slater, 1990) construct in the extant 

literature, this paper follows Kohli et al.'s behavioural 

conceptualisation. 

LO has been defined in different contexts but, in 

general, it involves three sets of organisational values 

associated with an organisation's tendency to learn: 

commitment to learning, developing a shared vision and 

demonstrating open-mindedness (Sinkula et al., 1997). 

Similarly, MIP is the process by which external 

market information is transformed into knowledge 

(Sinkula, 1994). MIP is developed from the strategic 

marketing construct of MO (Kohli et al., 1993): 

information sensing, dissemination and response. Of 

more importance is information sensing or generation, 

which involves capturing precise and critical 

information about a customer's needs and the external 

competitive environment. If information acquisition is 

done well, disseminating it horizontally and vertically 

in the organisation and subsequently framing a 

response should, at least theoretically, be simple. 

However, if an organisation's information 

dissemination and response framing ability are 

inefficient and ineffective, changes to itstheory in use 

will be limited, thus, limiting the extent to which new 

learning can occur. 

Similar to Foley and Fahy (2004), Sinkula et al. (1997) 

found that a more positive LO will lead to increased 

market information generation and dissemination, which, 

in turn, will affect the degree to which an organisation 

makes changes to its strategies, as the firm is more likely 

to question their currently used theory, challenge their 

own and clients’ assumptions and demonstrate open- 

mindedness to new ideas and knowledge. While new 

knowledge is procured through an organisation's market 

orientation (MO) abilities, it can be refined, redefined, 

and challenged through its LO, depending on the extent 

to which its LO is developed. 
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From the above review it is apparent that LO is an 

antecedent for developing MO (e.g. Foley & Fahy, 2004). 

However, the literature on quality management and 

organisational learning suggests that LO is a natural 

outcome of a strong quality management approach 

(Gutierrez et al., 2009; Sohal & Morrison, 1995; Wiklund 

& Sandvik Wiklund, 2002). This would suggest there isa 

link between TQM and MO, through LO. However, it is 

not known what processes or conditions make these 

interactions more effective. 

 

2.2. Quality management capabilities (QMC) 

 

We begin by explicating what constitutes having a 

quality management capability and then review its 

relationship with MBOL capability and sustained 

competitive advantage. Development of QMCrequires a 

quality management philosophy that focuses on customer 

satisfaction, continuous improvement and treating the 

organisation asa total system (Dean & Snell, 1991; Sitkin, 

Sutcliffe, & Schroeder, 1994). Reed, Lemak, and 

Montgomery (1996) and Reed, Lemak, and Mero (2000) 

have identified customer satisfaction and focus, team 

work, cost reduction, continuous improvement, top 

leadership commitment, training and education, and an 

appropriate work culture as key components of a TQM 

approach. There is some agreement that TQM constitutes: 

a commitment to quality and information sharing, 

customer orientation, continuous improvement, and team 

working (Reed et al., 2000); Prajogo & McDermott, 

2006)Reed et al. (2000) distinguish between TQM 

content and process 

and suggest that while the TQM content can be a source 

of competitive advantage, it is how organisations 

deploy their TQM practices that can potentially create 

sustained competitive advantage. Most quality 

management practices have an internal and external 

orientation. An internal quality orientation provides a 

strong focus onstatistical process control, minimising the 

variance by using a range of sophisticated statistical 

techniques for monitoring the quality of the product or 

service deliverable as in conformance to standards. 

QMC with a strong external orientation considers 

product and service quality and latent needs from the 

customers' perspective. 

The extant literature explicates the links between 

product and service quality, cost leadership and 

differentiation strategies (Belohlav, 1993; Prajogo, 

2007). For example, Belohlav (1993) suggests that by 

achieving high quality, firms can pursue both 

differentiation and cost leadership strategies. By 

focusing on the external dimensions of quality 

(customer satisfaction and innovation) differentiation 

can be achieved. 

 

Similarly, by focusing on internal aspects of quality 

(process improvement, waste reduction, cost reduction, 

and so on) cost leadership strategy and competitive 

advantage can be achieved.Prajogo (2007) explains:the 

synergy between external differentiation and internal 

cost leadership provides firms with flexibility to select 

the scheme of competition they want to pursue by 

charging premium price withhigh quality or offering 

lower price with relatively equal quality level to 

competitors.(p. 78) 

The above distinction is critical to our understanding 

of how firms can adopt an integrated quality 

management approach for achieving better functional 

integration between a firm's marketing, humanresource 

and operations management functions. Firms in the 

BPO sector can select quality management frameworks 

for delivering both strategic (cost leadership and 

differentiation) and operational (cost and waste 

reduction, functional integration, capability 

development, customer satisfaction, and process 

improvement) outcomes. Such an approach also helps 

in identifying and developing organisational 

capabilities for serving unique competitive positions. 

Using Motorola as a case study, Belohlav (1993) argues 

that a low sigma level manufacturer, for example, a 

Level 4 Sigma firm, cannot directly compete with a 6 

sigma supplier. Thus, we argue that strong QMCs are 

critical in developing and realising value and that they 

positively affect firm performance and SCA. 

Furthermore, in the strategic marketing and quality 

management literature, it has been argued that there 

are synergies between TQM philosophy and MO, as 

both focus on continuous improvement, functional 

integration, team work, customer satisfaction and 

information sharing (Day, 1994; Reed, Lemak, & 

Montgomery,1996; Reed et al., 2000)).Although Porter 

(1985) has argued that cost leadership and 

differentiation are the two generic, albeit incompatible 

strategies, others (Hill, 1988 for instance) have rejected 

this assertion, and pointto the co-existence of these two 

strategies. QMC is one such capability that serves both 

differentiation and cost leadership strategies, and has 

been linked to providing SCA (Morgan & Piercy, 1996). 

This leads us toexplore and develop the measures of high 

firm performance or SCA, asapplied to this study. 

 

2.3. Performance and sustained competitive advantage 

 

The BPO industry is people-intensive and most 

outsourcing work that is received is in the form of short- 

to medium-term contracts. Although there is a continuum 

of services from simple to complex in the outsourcing 

industry, the BPO industry typically falls in the relatively 

simple to medium complexity of services continuum in 

the Indian IT-BPO industry. 
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The nature of firm ownership, mostly wholly owned 

MNC subsidiaries and joint ventures with domestic 

private limited service firms, renders it extremely difficult 

to collect hardperformance metrics, such as revenues and 

profitability. Moreover, a number of firms are cost centres 

of large MNCs and operate on a cost- plus-mark-up basis 

or on a simple cost transfer to head office model. A 

tangible measure and good proxy for growth and 

performance is the growth in number of employees in a 

firm. This measure is valid because, in most cases, BPO 

firms ‘bill’ the bulk of their expenses and record their 

revenues on the basis of ‘service seats’ or ‘per head’ cost 

ofemployees and often cannot afford excessive ‘fat’ (in 

the form of non- billable human resources. BPO sector 

firms usually have between 3– 5% of their workforce as 

non-billable). Thus, for the purposes of this study, we 

have employed ‘the increase in the number of employees’ 

in two periods: in 2005, at the time of data collection, and 

three years later, in 2008, as a proxy measure of firm 

performance (PERF). Where available, additional 

information regarding firms’ service diversifi- cation is 

also considered in our analysis (see Table 1). 

 

3. Conceptual model 

 

Following the gaps identified above, we explore the 

linkages between a firm's QMC and its MBOL 

capabilities and investigate how MBOL capabilities can 

be developed. In order to fully understand the nature of 

this capability, we need to unbundle this capability and 

how firms develop it. We argue that LO as a set of 

knowledge questioning values is not sufficient to drive 

knowledge producing behaviours (MO).For the purposes 

of this study, and following Sinkula et al., LO has three 

values-based sub-constructs: commitment to learning 

(LO1), open-mindedness (LO2), and developing a shared 

vision (LO3) which influence a firm's ability to create and 

use knowledge (Argyris & Schon, 1978; Senge, 1990). 

The three behavioural sub-constructs of MO are labelled 

as information sensing (MO1), information dissemina- 

tion (MO2), and framing appropriate organisational 

responses (MO3). See Table 2 for a further  description 

of these sub-constructs (Kohli et al., 1993; Narver & 

Slater, 1990). 

Another set of values, such as a firm's QMC, is needed 

to create anduse new knowledge of what is doable in a 

given context. Such knowledge is a decision rule that 

guides knowledge questioning values (LO) and shapes 

knowledge producing behaviours (MO) for framing 

practical and prudent responses. We build this assumption 

on the hierarchy of knowledge (data, information, 

knowledge, understand- ing, and wisdom (Ackoff, 

1999)), and argue that it is through the application of a 

strong 

 

QMC that firms can successfully apply their collective 

wisdom for creating value and SCA. For the purposes of 

this study, based on research undertaken in Australia 

(Prajogo & McDermott, 2006), the common quality 

management content areas are encapsulat- ed into three 

broad areas. This study views quality management as a 

philosophy that guides organisational action and 

behaviour through certain values. These values are labelled 

as follows: QM1 commitment to investment in quality and 

information sharing; QM2 – focus on continuous 

improvement; and QM3 – team working (Fig. 1). 

While customer feedback provides a firm with some 

indicators ofservice or product performance, it is only 

through a firm's process experience and by 

benchmarking performance metrics that contin- uous 

improvement can take place. Firms need to know what 

is doablein a given context, highlighting the need for a 

set of prudent values that help shape the nature and 

extent of information sensing, dissemination and 

response (MO). 

Informed by the above review, given the diverse 

relationships noted in the extant literature between 

QMC, LO, MO and firm performance, we argue that 

three quality management values: QM1, QM2 and 

QM3, are critical in developing a firm's MBOL 

capability. QMC affects MBOL capability in the 

following manner. First, a strong commitment to quality 

and a culture of information sharing (QM1) is critical to 

the development of a strong shared vision (LO3) 

because knowing what is critical to quality and hence 

the performance of theprocess helps firms focus their 

learning and information sharing mechanisms. 

Similarly, QM1 is also critical at the time of disseminating 

the information (MO2) collected from clients and 

competitors withinthe organisation. QM1 cannot fully 

support the identification of focused learning and 

develop a culture of open-mindedness until firms learn 

through its continuous improvement (QM2) 

capabilities, the precise nature of learning needs and 

thus the knowledge of how toengage in a open-minded 

way to existing and new information received from its 

external and internal milieus.Thus, QM2 develops a 

strong commitment to learning (LO1) and open- 

mindedness (LO2) byfocusing on learning that is critical 

to quality. Through QM2, firms’business development 

managers are able to identify the critical to quality 

performance metrics and information they need to 

negotiate or sense (MO1) at the time of pitching to their 

clients, as knowledge ofwhat is doable and its likely cost 

will be helpful in better competitive positioning and 

targeting. High levels of QM2 also help in dissemi- 

nating critical to quality information (MO2) to project 

teams. 
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Thus,  QM2,  MO1  and  MO2  help  in  framing(ix) Using multiple  sources  of  evidence,  establishing  a 

appropriate marketing and operational responses 

(MO3). Finally, strong team working (QM3) and top 

management commitment to quality and information 

sharing (QM1) helps in increasing a firm's ability to 

develop a shared vision(LO3). Team working (QM3) 

is also critical in disseminating key information and 

thus, a response. If a firm has strong mechanisms for 

team working, and has established cross-functional 

dissemination platforms rather than group working or 

operational silos, the likelihood of better cross- 

functional information dissemination (MO2) will be 

higher. These relationships are depicted in the 

conceptual model. It is through the interaction between 

the QMC values, knowledge questioning values (LO) and 

knowledge producing behaviours (MO1 and MO2) that 

an appropriate marketing response (MO3) can be 

framed, which may ultimately affect a firm's SCA and 

performance (PERF). 

 

4. Research methodology 

 

A case study research strategy (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 

2003) is employed to uncover the interactions that 

occur in the phenomenon under study. Owing to the 

nature of the research questions, an evolving state of 

theory of market-based assets and capabilities, and a 

relatively unexplored industry sector (BPO), a case 

study research design was the obvious choice 

(Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2003). Our study satisfies Yin's 

(2003) three conditions for a case study design: 

chain of evidence, and asking participating firms to 

review and give feedback ensured external validity 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994; Yin, 2003). 

 

5.1. In this paper, we present findings from four BPO firms in 

India's IT sector. The sample was selected based on 

organisations' willingness to participate and the extent to 

which they satisfied the theoretical criteria of interest 

(Table 1). The case organisations were approachedwith 

details of the project, of the data to be collected and its 

likely sources, and of the people to be interviewed. 

Participation consent was obtained before entering the 

work-sites. The respondents (a totalof 41) (see Table 3) 

represented diverse employee groups. The case-study 

protocol was finalised after receipt of feedback from 

senior academics in the fields of marketing and 

employment relations. Data collection and analysis 

 

Semi-structured interviews were the main source of 

data collection. In this study information was sought from 

HR and/or industrial relations managers, CEOs, 

operational or functional heads, union delegates, 

employees, and their immediate supervisors (Ashton & 

Sung, 2006; Smith & Hayton, 1999). The questions were 

developed primarily from a priori concepts and from the 

gaps identified in the literature. Following careful content 

analysis and the review of literature, the main elements of 

each concept/theory was noted and semi-structured 

questions were developed for each sub-construct. 

Additional questions were included that were critical in 

) the nature of the research question deals with the what, answeringthe study's research questions and maintaining 

how and why of a phenomenon; (ii) the research 

requires no control over behavioural events; and (iii) it 

focuses on contemporary events. Owing to the diversity 

of business models, the uneven profile of India's IT 

sector (Heeks, 1998), and use of new and unfamiliar 

industry terminologies, the phenomenon needs to be 

studied in its real-life context, using data from multiple 

informants and sources (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2003). 

The validity and reliability of the research design was 

ensured as follows. The use of a case study protocol 

and the development of a database ensured the general 

reliability of the study. Internal construct validity was 

ensured by theuse of a priori concepts and analysing the 

inter-relationships at a sub-construct level. 

construct validity. Following an analysis of the main 

themes, excerpts of the interviews are provided in Table 

4. 

The use of an interview schedule helped in collecting 

and cross- checking the data from different informants. 

Table 5 shows a conceptually clustered matrix of the 

key constructs analysed, the sample questions asked of 

different respondents, and the nature and extent to 

which QMC, LO or MO was present in the case 

organisations. Additional data sources included: 

information from organisational websites, 

organisational documents, policies, records, and non- 

participant observation of the firms' daily routines. All 

interviews were conducted in English and their 

duration varied between 60– 120 min. Verbatim 

transcription followed. Data analysis and coding 

followed a combination of a priori and a posteriori 

approaches. 

While  a   priori   codes   were  identified   from   the 
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6. framework and literature review above, new 

categories such as geographic dispersion of MO 

capabilities (between the client and theservice provider 

sites), open-mindedness to clients' specifications as 

well as internal business assumptions, were added 

during the course of data collection and through 

iterative data analysis and cross- checking by two co- 

authors. Separate within- and cross-case analysis was 

carried out using pattern-matching and explanation- 

building analytic strategies (Yin, 2003). Explanatory 

maps, conceptually clustered matrices, and case reports 

were developed for within- and cross-case analysis (Miles 

& Huberman, 1994). Case reports were sent to 

participating firms for validation and feedback. Cross- 

case analysis of the themes followed. To ensure 

confidentiality, firms are labelled as Organisation A, B, C 

and D. Findings and discussion 

Our findings indicate that all four firms were 

competing on thebasis of price (cost leadership) and 

quality (differentiation) of the 

services provided. The extent to which they were able 

to define theircompetitive position was influenced by 

their initial competitive strategy, which coevolved with 

the evolving nature of their quality management 

capabilities, and the nature of their service contracts. 

The findings indicate the presence of a strong metrics- 

driven quality culture within Organisation A which 

strengthened its LO and MO, thus supporting our 

proposition that QMC helps in developing MBOL 

capabilities. Organisation A's core solutions' team, which 

comprised ofoperations and marketing managers, and 

quality management experts was involved right from 

the time the information was sensed from current and 

potential clients and competitors, to the time it was 

disseminated to process delivery, marketing, and HR 

teams for framing appropriate service responses. 

Sharing knowledge of internal quality management 

benchmarks and performance metrics (QM1 and QM2) 

for processes that can be outsourced with teams is 

critical in decidingthe scope of outsourcing solutions 

proposed. Process metrics and experience from internal 

benchmarks were employed by the solutions team at 

the time of negotiating service level agreements with 

new and existing clients (QM1 and QM2). Thus, the 

solutions team (QM3) would know which process 

metrics were critical to quality and thus the 

performance of the process and service delivery.Such 

metrics have evolved through firms’ process 

experience and expertise in Lean Six Sigma 

methodologies. 

 

Subsequently, such metrics are embedded in its quality 

management philosophy (QM1)and daily routines. It is 

through the strength of a firm's QMC that firms know 

where and when additional units of learning and 

process improvements do not have a proportionate 

impact on performance. Strong QMC also suggests the 

stage at which the learning between inter- and intra- 

organisational partners can be optimised. Thus, our 

findings provide insights into how the gaps identified 

by Morgan (2004) be addressed. An Organisation B 

Manager noted: 

At times the client does not have an idea of what the 

specificationsshould be; so we contribute from our own 

standards… Organisation A's VP — Six Sigma 

emphasized, “there has to be abusiness impact for any 

new learning and process improvement initiative”. The 

presence of such a work ethos (QM3) was noted by 

Organisation A's respondents saying they have a 

special “Lean/Six Sigma DNA”— one that suggests 

what is doable for each client within their service 

performance agreements. The central and pervasive 

roleplayed by QMC was evident. 

To answer the second question of whether strong QMCs 

improved organisational performance and consequently 

SCA, we looked at thereported benefits  of  QMC  by 

case organisations and their growth in terms of the 

number of employees engaged over two time periods: 

December 2005 and December 2008. Our analysis 

indicates that  twoof the four firms that reported growth 

in employee numbers over the December 2005–2008 

period, also had high (Organisation A) or medium-to-high 

(Organisation B) QMCs (Table 1). These firms reported 

adding value through cost reduction in their internal 

process, using Lean and Six Sigma methodologies, as 

well by offering better quality of service with extremely 

low error rates, thuscontributing to improved client-value 

proposition and consequently improved performance and 

SCA. There were cases where high service quality and 

differentiated services were not on the clients' agenda. In 

such cases, for example, at Organisation A's insurance 

business line, the focus shifted to increasing its internal 

process productivity. Such productivity gains are either 

shared with firms' clients, retained by the firm, or used to 

cross sell, and strengthen the firms’ competitive position. 

For improving firms' MBOL, QMC provide the necessary 

toolsand practical wisdom to engage in learning that is 

relevant, thus improving an organisation'scommitment to 

learning, engaging in openmindedness and representing a 

dynamic view of its learning and renewal. For developing 

a shared vision (LO3), the standards of performance that 

are critical to quality from a service viewpoint are widely 

communicated. Organisation 
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A, through its cross-functional teams and standardised 

metric-oriented performance dashboards, shared market 

intelligence through various weekly, monthly and 

quarterly forums. Organisation A's ability to demonstrate 

open- mindedness (LO2) to new processes and 

information received from clients was strengthened by its 

internal standards of performance, which, also helped in 

negotiating with its clients what was doable and what was 

not. Using established quality metrics, internal business 

and clients’ assumptions are challenged prudently. 

However, the extent to which a firm can challenge their 

business and clients' business assumptions varies 

according to the strength of its QMC. Differences in 

QMC are due to the varying levels of process maturity, 

experience and the orientation of the firms' quality 

management approaches — internal, external, or both. 

For example, because Organisation B's QMC was not 

fully developed,  its  quality  management  resources 

were utilised in a decentralised, inconsistent and 

uncoordinated way. For example, although  a 

combination of Six Sigma tools and COPC (Customer 

Operations Performance Centre) standards was used for 

its customer contact centre, the same approach was not 

fully evident inits F&A (Finance and Accounts) service 

line. Owing to the evolving state of Organisation B's 

QMC, the extent to which its MBOL capabilitycould be 

developed and SCA realised  was  also  limited. 

Similarly, Organisation C, which had a low-cost 

outsourced vendor distributed model  (with  no 

permanent process staff) for its medical transcription 

service line, also had a low MBOL and quality 

management capability. QMC here focused only on the 

internal dimension of quality — cost and process 

efficiencies. Nevertheless, to deliver sustained cost 

advantage, it employed a core team of quality 

management resourcesto monitor service delivery of its 

outsourced vendors by developingcontracts that were 

based on the quality of their service delivery. Although 

Organisation D had medium to high QMC, a dual 

structure of centralised and decentralised quality 

management team did not helpit in developing strong 

MBOL capabilities. Problems were evident  in 

developing a shared vision due to poor inter-functional 

coordination as a result of this dual structure. 

Subsequently, Organisation D made a strategic decision 

to lease its BPO services to another provider. 

 

7. Conclusion 

Although this study confirmed the earlier known 

relationships between LO and MO, QMC and LO, and 

performance, understanding the relationship between 

LO, MO and QMC, in the context ofoutsourcing firms 

is an added contribution of this study. This study's 

distinctive contribution lies in analysing a critical and 

an unexploredlink between a firm's QMC and its MBOL 

capability and, subsequently, performance and 

realisation of SCA. Future research can be directed at 

testing the above relationships. This research is critical 

for practitioners from different disciplines as it 

suggests, consistent with the original thesis of 

Relationship Marketing (Gronroos, 1994),the need for 

managers to adopt an inclusive and integrated approach 

to their marketing, people development and operations 

management approaches. It is interesting to note that 

even in a highly dynamic and a high growth B2B 

market, the need to maintain good relation- ships is 

paramount for success. Moreover, the study points to 

some key marketing capabilities, which high-tech 

service organisations can benefit from. By employing 

quality management tools, HR and marketing 

practitioners can engage in evidence-based practice. 

Practitioners should pay special attention to structuring 

their quality management processes and a full scale 

development of QMC to avoid issues of poor inter- 

functional coordination and team working. Finally, 

thinking of QMC as a capability that introduces value- 

rationality for balancing analytical and instrumental 

rationality is highly relevant to extending research into 

the fields of TQM and marketing. Such an approach 

will enable marketing practitioners and academics to 

demonstrate which capabilities matter and why. 

http://www.ijmm.net/
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