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Abstract

Western companies’ outsourcing of projects to emergent markets is
increasingly being replaced by strategic partnerships that require close
collaboration between clients and vendors. This study focuses on
interorganizational boundary-spanning activities in the context of global
information technology (IT) development projects from the rare perspective
of Indian vendor managers in one of the world’s largest IT service companies.
It draws on a qualitative study of a collaborative partnership and focuses on
the key boundary spanners who are responsible for developing trustful and
sustainable client relationships and coordinating highly complex projects. We
analyze vendor managers’ narratives of their collaboration with a European
client in a long-term project, which is presented as a strategic partnership in
an outsourcing 3.0 mode. The study offers a rich and conceptualized account
of those managers’ boundary-spanning activities and a context-sensitive
understanding of their boundary work. The study applies Bourdieu’s concept
of capital (economic, cultural, social, and symbolic) not only in its analysis of
the two powerful partners but also in its discussion of the boundary-spanning
activities that are reported. The analysis demonstrates the coexistence of
transactive and transformative modes of collaboration in the studied case. It
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reveals both the importance of partner status and the impact of that status
on the forms of boundary-spanning activities in which the partners engage.
Finally, this study suggests new research questions that will promote an
understanding of both transactive and transformative boundary spanning and
the reciprocity of boundary-spanning activities between vendor and client in
a global collaborative partnership.

Keywords
emerging market MNC, vendor perspective, status asymmetry, transformative
mode of collaboration, qualitative research

Introduction

For an increasing number of managers in multinational companies that col-
laborate across the boundaries of their headquarters and foreign subsidiaries,
global collaboration has become the norm. Global work has also become
increasingly important in the offshore outsourcing context, for example,
when employees of large information technology (IT) vendor organizations
from India and other emerging economies are located in offices around the
world to address the needs of their organizations’ major clients. These vendor
managers are expected to engage constructively with multiple overlapping
boundaries (organizational, regional, national, linguistic, and professional);
they are the key actors in a successful collaboration.

This article focuses on interorganizational boundary-spanning activities in
the specific context of complex global development projects from the rare
perspective of vendor managers, who in this case work for an Indian com-
pany that is one of the world’s largest I'T service providers. Indeed, this global
development project is so innovative and strategic for both vendors and cli-
ents that it has been showcased in joint press releases and other public state-
ments that describe it both as the most advanced form of outsourcing and as
a transformative partnership (Carlile, 2004; Clampit, Kedia, Fabian, &
Gaffnery, 2015). In this form of collaborative partnership, the relationship is
no longer considered to be one of vendor and client, but instead is one in
which vendor’s status has changed to that of an ally and an equal partner with
the client (Clampit et al., 2015; Levina & Vaast, 2014).

Inspired by scholars who have called for context-sensitive studies (e.g.,
Hinds, Liu, & Lyon, 2011; Meyer, Mudambi, & Narula, 2011), we follow
Levina and Vaast (2008) in their attention to capital for the understanding of
context, and Ravishankar, Pan, and Myers (2013) and Ravishankar (2015) for
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a non-“Western-centric” stance. In this case study, we draw attention to
Indian top and middle vendor managers, who appear to play vital boundary-
spanning roles not only between “onsite” and “offshore” teams but also
between client and vendor employees.

Most of the empirical studies on boundary spanning have examined orga-
nizations located in developed countries, investigating either how firms form
strategic alliances (e.g., Gulati & Singh, 1998) or how bicultural managers in
subsidiaries act as bridge builders in multinational corporations’ (MNCs)
cross-cultural activities (e.g., Yagi & Kleinberg, 2011). The offshore out-
sourcing research has primarily investigated boundary-spanning activities,
including trust building and knowledge sharing (e.g., Jensen, 2012;
Zimmermann & Ravishankar, 2014), from the perspective of powerful
(oftentimes Western) client organizations that choose their vendors, set agen-
das, transfer knowledge, and assess the work provided by vendor companies.
There are a few exceptions, for instance, Abbott, Zheng, Du, and Willcocks
(2010) and Levina and Ross (2003), who explore how global collaboration is
experienced by vendor representatives; however, vendors are often not con-
sidered equal partners with their clients, as described in Ravishankar et al.
(2013). With the growing maturity of offshore service providers, more schol-
ars have shown interest in conducting case studies on the interaction between
“onsite” and “offshore” team members, exploring their trustworthiness (Teth,
2015) and perceptions of each other’s competencies, their motivations to
share or withhold knowledge, and their commitment to assigned tasks
(Zimmermann & Ravishankar, 2016).

This study adds to the literature on boundary spanners by investigating the
following research question:

How do vendor managers engage in interorganizational boundary span-
ning in a strategic partnership with their clients?

More specifically, we investigate how Indian vendor managers collaborate
with major Western clients in projects that lead to the transformation of a
relationship in which both partners are strong. In addition, we aim to concep-
tualize the boundary-spanning activities in which the vendor managers
engage in the global development of the advanced IT services and strategic
business solutions they offer to their clients. By adopting a focus on these
(micro)practices and a sensitivity to context, we also shed light on the inter-
dependence of the partners’ status and specific boundary-spanning activities
and roles.

Building on extensive qualitative material, the case study provides empiri-
cal illustrations of the nature of the interorganizational boundary-spanning
activities. In addition, it highlights that the boundary-spanning activities
seem dependent on the vendor’s status vis-a-vis the client. In other words,
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although both partners are equally powerful and the transformative mode of
the boundary spanning is clearly achieved in certain instances, the (micro)
practices accounted for in interviews with the vendor managers indicate that
the expected power shifts between the partners (Levina & Vaast, 2005, 2008,
2014), and the partnership among equals that emerges might not be perma-
nent. Consequently, this case study problematizes the literature’s assump-
tions about the transformative mode of boundary spanning as the pinnacle to
reach for both client and vendor. It identifies the impact of potential status
differences and questions whether a client will consider a transformative
mode of boundary spanning desirable.

The article is structured as follows: First, we present an account of previ-
ous works on boundary spanning and boundary spanners to explicate the
diversity of boundary-spanning activities in which vendor managers engage.
This account also clarifies our positioning within the political view of the
boundary-spanning literature. Second, we explain our research design, pres-
ent the case, and account for the case study methodology. Third, we present
our analysis of the (micro)practices of boundary-spanning activities and the
client-vendor contexts in which they are embedded to reveal narratives of the
close collaboration that is characterized by mutual trust and strong social ties
alongside practices that are linked to tenser relationships. Subsequently, we
discuss the insights that can be gained from the empirical analysis regarding
modes of boundary spanning, and then present new research questions
inspired by our study.

Boundary Spanners in Global Collaboration — A
Theoretical Outline

The theoretical and empirical research on collaborative partnerships tends to
focus on the organizational and institutional levels, for example, in studies of
mergers and acquisitions. In recent years, the focus has changed from being
on Western companies’ acquisitions toward multinational companies ventur-
ing from emerging markets such as China and India into advanced economies
. Studies of the micro-level with an emphasis on how individual actors inter-
act across organizational boundaries are still scarce. An exception is the work
by Liu and Almor (2016), whose qualitative study of the cross-cultural
aspects of a supplier—entrepreneurship relationship investigates how culture
can influence how returnees and local entrepreneurs in China address uncer-
tainty in interorganizational relationships.

In this study, we aim to investigate how boundary spanners’ actions are
intertwined with interorganizational collaboration. Therefore, we first briefly
present what is commonly meant by boundary spanning, and then focus on
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the literature streams that investigate boundary spanners’ (micro)activities,
along with the interorganizational dynamics in which they are involved.

Categorizing Boundary-Spanning Activities

The completion of global IT development projects requires the organizational
capability to communicate, coordinate, build trust and facilitate collaboration
that spans not only geographical and temporal distance but also national,
organizational, and professional boundaries (Espinosa, Cummings, Wilson,
& Pearce, 2003; Hinds & Bailey, 2003; Hinds et al., 2011). Individual bound-
ary spanners in a client—vendor relationship also have to span radically differ-
ent knowledge domains and expertise: strong business domain knowledge on
the client side (e.g., finance, insurance, accounting), and deep and complex
technical knowledge on the vendor side (Tath, 2015).

In the broadest sense, boundary spanning is a set of activities, processes,
and practices that connect entities separated by boundaries. Boundary man-
agement originates from information processing theory, which focuses on
knowledge as something that can be stored or transferred across a pre-given
boundary (Carlile, 2004). Early contributions to organizational theory
described the boundary-spanning function as managing the interface between
organizations and their environment both through information processing
and gatekeeping (Adams, 1976), and through buffering, moderating, and
influencing external events (Aldrich & Herker, 1977). During the last two
decades, there has been a greater focus on knowledge sharing between and
within teams (Kostova & Roth, 2003; Marrone, 2010), resulting in the estab-
lishment of a common understanding through “translation” (Krishna, Sahay,
& Walsham, 2004).

The Boundary Spanners

A boundary spanner can be described as “an actor whose primary job respon-
sibilities involve managing within multi-organizational and multi-sectoral
arenas” (Williams, 2010, p. 2). A boundary spanner can be an individual with
a dedicated job role or responsibility “to serve as a connection between dif-
ferent constituencies” (Wenger, 1998), for example, a “relationship manager”
helping to make strategic alliances work effectively. Studies of global work
and “offshore” outsourcing present a clear profile of boundary spanners.
Boundary spanners can work “onsite” and “offshore” and at various hierar-
chical levels. Most “onsite” vendor employees who work closely with clients
have extensive international experience and are very mobile (Abbott et al.,
201; Sederberg, 2015). Lower level “onsite” vendor employees are often on
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short-term assignments to assist clients and acquire client-specific knowl-
edge. On their return to “offshore” locations, they are expected to serve as
“knowledge mediators” and potential contact persons for client representa-
tives (Krishna et al., 2004; Sederberg, Krishna, & Bjern, 2013).

In his literature review on boundary spanners in both the public and the
private sectors, Williams (2010) highlights skills that characterize boundary
spanners in general: the ability to work in teams, good communication skills
to help produce a shared interpretation of goals and agreement on roles and
norms, the ability to cultivate and maintain effective interpersonal relation-
ships, and the capacity to build reputational confidence and trust (see also
Kapur & McHale, 2005). However, boundary spanners’ lives are often the
subject of considerable tension and ambiguity, so they also require network-
ing skills and skills to cope with high levels of complexity. They must be
comfortable working with cultural, professional, and organizational diversity
and overcome an “us and them” mentality. Eventually, they must develop
skills in persuasion, negotiation, and conflict resolution (Child, Faulkner, &
Tallman, 2005).

Boundary Spanners’ Activities

The literature lists numerous key functions and responsibilities that are
undertaken by boundary spanners. Early in the research, organizational theo-
rists coined the notion of a “gatekeeper” who protects an organization against
external threats (Adams, 1976). Scholars who focus on how to improve
knowledge management across boundaries highlight the role of boundary
spanner as a “broker” (Dyer, Kale, & Singh, 2001), who enables the exchange
of information and knowledge sharing among various groups (Kostova &
Roth, 2003). A “bridge builder” connects organizations and people from dif-
ferent cultures, and like a diplomat builds trustful cross-group relationships
through negotiations and the management of potential conflicts through care-
ful interventions (Johnson & Duxbury, 2010). This type of boundary spanner
is considered not only a “translator” between different communities who
assists others in interpreting a lesser known context (e.g., between business
users and IT experts) but also a “cultural liaison” or “transnational intermedi-
ary” (Child et al., 2005;,Mahnke, Wareham, & Bjern-Andersen, 2008) whose
foreign language skills may further contribute to the establishment of a com-
mon cognitive ground (Barner-Rasmussen, Ehrnrooth, Koveshnikov, &
Mikeld, 2014). With the ability and sensibility to manage various forms of
difference in collaborative arenas, the boundary spanner can even act as a
partner who cultivates a close relationship with external actors based on trust
and strong social ties (Sturdy & Wright, 2011).
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The multiple activities in which boundary spanners are involved have
been synthesized in a framework by Palus, Chrobot-Mason, and Cullen
(2014), who identify three main boundary-spanning strategies, each of which
involves distinct activities. The three main strategies are “managing boundar-
ies” by acknowledging and respecting differences, “forging common ground”
by connecting and mobilizing parties to go beyond their differences, and
“discovering new frontiers” by transforming the relationship into one that is
new and inclusive. The strategy “managing the boundaries” first entails buff-
ering, which defines and clarifies group identities within each group and then
creates intergroup safety and protection. Buffering is followed by reflecting,
which stands for seeing each side of a boundary and sensitizing each group to
the other’s values and expertise, thereby discursively employing cultural cat-
egories both to make sense of groups’ perceived similarities and differences
and to effectively manage relations between “offshore” and “onsite” teams
(see also Ravishankar, 2015). Reflecting can foster an understanding of these
similarities and differences, eventually developing an intergroup respect that
paves the way for collaborative work (e.g., Johnson & Duxbury, 2010). The
strategy of “forging common ground” is achieved through connecting by cre-
ating person-to-person linkages and building trust, which is associated with
mobilizing where a community and an understanding of common purpose are
developed (e.g., Barner-Rasmussen et al., 2014; Sturdy & Wright, 2011).
Finally, the strategy of “discovering new frontiers” implies a weaving, which
both advances interdependence and integrates each distinct group into a
larger organizational whole. The final stage is transforming, which is accom-
plished by uniting multiple groups to enable reinvention. Transforming
implies continuous interaction across boundaries such as those between ven-
dor and client, questioning the established norms, practices and identities that
allow shared perspectives and new directions to emerge (see also Carlile,
2004; Levina & Vaast, 2005).

Palus et al.’s (2014) framework not only presents a detailed synthesis of
the various activities in which boundary spanners engage but also enables the
recognition of boundary-spanning activities that correspond to various forms
of collaboration. The first two strategies are aligned with collaborations that
are “transactional” (Levina & Vaast, 2014): The partners collaborate closely
but remain in separate groups, each of which builds upon the work of the
other. In the third strategy, the relationship enters a “transformative” mode
(Carlile, 2004; Levina & Vaast, 2014): In other words, new groups are formed
across established boundaries and the collaborators both sense an interdepen-
dence and engage deeply in work that transforms and redefines existing prac-
tices, leading to new joint practices. The transformative relationship tends to
be portrayed by Palus et al. (2014), and also by other scholars, as the most
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advanced form of partnership, and implicitly the most desirable and effective
form of collaboration (Carlile, 2004; Clampit et al., 2015; Levina & Vaast,
2005, 2014).

Boundary-Spanning Activities in Context

Although studies of the (micro)practices of boundary-spanning activities
enable a rich understanding of what exactly is done in practice, some studies
tend to present these activities as disconnected from the larger context in
which the collaboration takes place. However, other studies of boundary
spanning represent what Carlile (2004) characterizes as a political approach
with an emphasis on the partners’ different interests (e.g., Levina &
Orlikowski, 2009; Nicholson & Sahay, 2001; Ravishankar et al., 2013).

It is not risk free for the client to offshore service activities. Jensen and
Petersen (2013) show that managers who engage in “transformational” global
sourcing are pulled out of their comfort zones and must reflect upon their risk
perceptions, for example, when a client’s strategic knowledge is revealed to
vendor employees and they are authorized to explore, invent, and develop
new products and processes. Through their analysis of microprocesses, Van
Marrewijk (2010), Mahadevan (2011), and Zimmermann and Ravishankar
(2014) reveal how Dutch and German engineers first presented collabora-
tions with Indian IT consultants as a smooth interaction and knowledge trans-
fer based on a shared “engineering culture.” However, efforts to improve the
coordination of knowledge sharing and collaboration stopped when some
European engineers felt that their jobs were threatened by the equally quali-
fied Indian engineers. Consequently, the Europeans began to blame the
Indians for being less competent and trustworthy. Based on an ethnographic
study that displays how “Western culture” is discursively mobilized by Indian
employees in their sensemaking of collaboration with employees in a
European headquarter, Ravishankar (2015) emphasizes that a microanalysis
of collaborative practices in a cross-cultural setting must not only reflect
inherent tensions between teams, it must also explore how power asymme-
tries are perceived and cognitively addressed by those involved.

Contextual considerations are also proposed by Ravishankar et al. (2013),
who highlight the importance of the historic and economic relationship
between India and Western countries. From their postcolonial perspective,
the authors show how Indian vendor managers engage in practices to com-
pensate for potential power asymmetries, for example, by adopting the
front-edge knowledge-management platforms that are used in the United
States to shed the image of “backwardness” that Western clients tend to
project onto them.
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In their study of offshoring projects, Levina and Vaast (2008, 2014) are
also attentive to context and power dynamics. They apply a practice perspec-
tive (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992) that enables them to acknowledge “the
importance of power relations, the role of human agency, and the mutual
constitution of institutions and actions” (Levina & Vaast, 2014, pp. 286-287).
They posit that power relations arise when agents do not have equal access to
four fundamental types of capital, which Bourdieu conceptualizes as eco-
nomic, cultural, social, and symbolic capital. An example of economic capi-
tal is money to be invested in or received for specific projects, wages, time,
and access to technology. Cultural capital can be professional expertise (in
this case, computer science or domain-specific knowledge within a particular
business area), education, English-language proficiency, or ownership of
important information. Social capital is formed by networks of interpersonal
relationships that are characterized by close and frequent interaction, for
example, between various business stakeholders and senior IT managers.
Symbolic capital can be the prestige, honor, and attention that can be attrib-
uted to each of the three abovementioned forms of capital, for instance, hav-
ing graduated from a prestigious university or speaking English with an
accent that is considered high status. In some cases, these differences in vari-
ous forms of capital can lead to a pronounced imbalance of resources between
“onsite” and “offshore” participants, and give rise to status differences and
power struggles, thus inhibiting effective collaboration.

This phenomenon is illustrated and conceptualized by Levina and Vaast’s
(2008) study of a Western financial service firm’s offshoring of highly
demanding IT development projects to Russia and India. In their study, a lack
of economic capital prevented frequent travel, and a lack of social capital
prevented “offshore” staff from engaging with key managers regarding the
allocation of resources or commitment in new projects. However, that study
also showed how middle managers, who acted as boundary spanners, “allevi-
ated” status differences, facilitated effective collaboration, and enabled a
shift from a transactive mode that preserves existing relationships and power
asymmetry between partners to a transformative mode of collaboration in
which both partners’ power positions changed. Levina and Vaast (2014)
develop this idea further, and posit that transformative relationships involve
“new practices, forms of capital and power relations.”

Few studies that adopt a contextual perspective on a service provider go
into the details of the various activities in which boundary spanners engage.
To our knowledge, even fewer studies have investigated the case of a trans-
formative mode of collaborative partnership. In the next part of this article,
we present how we studied the case of a mature outsourcing client—vendor
relationship.
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Research Design, Chosen Case, and Methodology

In this section, we first present some reflections on the chosen method (a
qualitative study of a single case) and its potential for theory development.
Second, we present the case in more detail, followed by an account of how
the research question emerged and the systematic way in which the empirical
material was analyzed.

A Qualitative Study of a Single Case

Qualitative methods are increasingly considered in international manage-
ment for the potential that they present for theory development (Birkinshaw,
Brannen, & Tung, 2011; Doz, 2011; Romani, Primecz, & Topcu, 2011;
Welch, Piekkari, Plakoyiannaki, & Paavilainen-Méntyméki, 2011). By cap-
turing more of the complexity of the studied issues, they have the potential to
reveal dimensions that may be overlooked in studies in which a theory is
developed through hypothesis testing. Sometimes, it is the uniqueness of a
single case, not its representativeness, which provides the potential for theory
building (Lervik, 2011) when dimensions of individual and organizational
behavior that have not yet been conceptualized become salient. In this article,
we build on a case study that presents two unique features: the studied busi-
ness relationship (a global partnership that is characterized by mature out-
sourcing) and the point of view that is taken (a vendor from an emerging
economy).

According to Welch et al. (2011), one way to theorize from case studies is
to explain social phenomena and specify the contextual conditions under
which they work. A contextualized explanation “often starts with a surprising
contrast, triggered by the realization that an observed outcome is different
from what had been anticipated, provoking the question, ‘why not X’?” (p.
748). In the description of our analytical steps below, we, accordingly, high-
light how the perceived mismatch between the narratives of the interviewees
(the global collaboration and coordination run fairly smoothly) and the
accounts of the extant theory-based empirical research on “offshore” out-
sourcing (immense challenges in global teamwork attributable to sociocul-
tural and linguistic differences and work across time zones), which led us to
“a re-description or re-contextualization of the phenomenon” (p. 748).
Therefore, we decided to focus on boundary spanners in the vendor organiza-
tion and their accounts of the activities through which they bridge and trans-
late between vendor and client. Progressively, we came to think of boundary
spanning in a client-vendor relationship as structurally dependent on power
and status relations. Therefore, the theory development process in which we



Sederberg and Romani 247

engage is neither purely inductive nor deductive: It is essentially abductive
(see Alvesson & Karreman, 2011).

Case Presentation: A Strategic Partnership Seen From an Indian
Vendor Perspective

Modern modes of organizing work increasingly rely on spanning multiple
boundaries in the context of strategic alliances, and the outsourcing of prod-
ucts and services. The chosen case study offers an opportunity to illustrate
intense boundary-spanning activities that form and facilitate a close vendor—
client relationship in the context of a complex global project. In this case, the
Indian vendor combines client proximity for close coordination with the dis-
tribution of “offshore” teams across multiple time zones to ensure lower costs
and establish 24/7 service deliveries (Manning, Larsen, & Bharati, 2015).

This case is part of a research project that studies communication and
coordination challenges in large global software development projects in
which the researchers developed close, long-term relationships with both
European and Asian IT companies. One of these, which we anonymize as
InIT, is an Indian multinational company recognized worldwide as a power-
ful and knowledgeable provider of sophisticated IT services and solutions.
The Indian vendor company was established in the 1960s, and like other
companies in the Indian IT industry (Sauvant, Pradhan, Chatterjee, & Harley,
2010), it moved rapidly into developed countries and now employs more than
300,000 employees worldwide. Most of the company’s employees work at
various locations in India, but the vendor has a substantial presence in 46
countries and has 60 subsidiaries overall (according to the company website).
The reasons for the global distribution of InIT’s employees are manifold:
Although information and communication technologies facilitate virtual col-
laboration, some IT consultants must be collocated with important clients to
improve dialogue and obtain more local and domain-specific knowledge.
Moreover, InIT applies a “follow the sun model” (Carmel, Espinosa, &
Dubinsky, 2010), which requires its presence in many time zones to ensure
24/7 delivery of IT services to its clients.

A top InIT manager provided entry to multiple company sites and facili-
tated access to people who are engaged in three partnerships with Western
clients: a European bank, a North American bank, and a European insurance
company (see Table 1). According to this manager, the three complex global
projects represent not only the most advanced level of services offshoring
and global sourcing but also mature relationships that imply strategic busi-
ness development and experiential learning both for the client and for the
vendor.
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Table I. Overview of Interviews Performed Between December 201 | and
February 2014.

Client organizations Offshore Onsite
Eurobank 17 5
European insurance company 15 7
North American bank 20 0
Total 52 12

The primary empirical material, which was collected during visits to mul-
tiple vendor sites between December 2011 and February 2014, consists of 64
semistructured, open-ended, face-to-face interviews with a wide range of
people in InIT, from senior executives to middle managers to young system
developers who represent different hierarchical and professional positions
within the multinational company (see Tables 1 and 2). In the next section,
we show how our research question emerged from the work with all three of
the abovementioned projects. However, in this article, we analyze accounts
of boundary-spanning activities within only one of three projects and have
chosen the project in which the interviews provided the richest accounts of
the issues that we wanted to study. Consequently, all of the empirical illustra-
tions of the interorganizational boundary work are taken from 22 interviews
with Indian “onsite” and “offshore” vendor managers who are involved in
close collaboration with a major European client, here anonymized as
Eurobank. In the final phase of our analytical work, we present the insights
gained from InlIT’s partnership with Eurobank in the context of the entire
study. These insights facilitated our understanding of how boundary-span-
ning activities are embedded in the power dynamics between clients and
vendors.

The technical expertise of the interviewees and their international experi-
ence (see Table 2) indicate strong similarities between the interviewees’ pro-
files and those that have been previously identified in the literature on
boundary spanners (see Abbott et al., 2013; Krishna et al., 2004; Mahnke
et al., 2008). Although boundary spanners in “offshore” locations can be peo-
ple in top management who are responsible for accounts, programs, and busi-
ness units, they can also be middle managers and more experienced IT
consultants who, because of their previous international experience and exten-
sive experience collaborating with client representatives, have acquired addi-
tional knowledge and technical, cross-cultural, and communication skills.

Eurobank, which is one of the world’s leading financial services institu-
tions, has been one of InIT’s major clients for the last 15 years. Based on the
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Eurcbank [
InIT o

Figure 1. Case-related IT workplaces of Eurobank and InIT.

successful maintenance and development of products, the two companies
have gradually developed a trusting relationship to the extent that in press
releases and public media InIT is often presented as one of Eurobank’s “stra-
tegic partners.” More than 2,500 InIT employees are working with mainte-
nance and IT development projects for Eurobank. Approximately 85% of
those employees are located in so-called “offshore” teams that are geographi-
cally dispersed at various sites in India. These teams are sometimes managed
virtually by a manager who is situated either in another Indian location or in
a foreign country. Other teams are based at low-cost locations such as China,
the Philippines, and Brazil, and they are part of InIT’s back-office develop-
ment or support structures. InIT also has employees stationed at the “front
end”—in this case in London, Frankfurt, Singapore, and Sydney—to facili-
tate daily face-to-face interaction with client representatives (see Figure 1).

Eurobank may be represented by either locally recruited employees or
employees who are expatriated from the headquarters. In other words, the
global software development project that we study is truly global, and involves
a culturally, geographically, and organizationally diverse workforce at both the
client and the vendor levels. Unfortunately, InIT did not allow us to contact
client representatives, although we attempted to explain that it would be benefi-
cial to hear both vendor and client accounts of the collaboration process.

An Empirically Based and Emergent Research Question

The research on the “offshore” outsourcing of innovation projects and their
organization and management (e.g., Doz & Wilson, 2012; Krishna et al.,
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2004) often identifies tremendous difficulties with cross-cultural communi-
cation, the sharing of tacit knowledge and trust building in geographically
dispersed and culturally diverse teams. (Hinds et al., 2011; Leonardi &
Bailey, 2008; Mahadevan, 2011; Zimmermann & Ravishankar, 2014).

Familiar with this research and expecting such accounts, during its first
round of interviews in Bangalore, India, the research team was struck by the
fact that the InIT interviewees did not narrate any stories about challenges
and difficulties in communicating virtually, collaborating across cultural
divides, and making tacit knowledge explicit. Indeed, they described the
development of a trustful relationship between client and vendor representa-
tives, emphasizing that the transparency of both parties and a strong commit-
ment from top management had paved the way for smooth and successful
collaborations across boundaries (Sederberg et al., 2013). The unexpectedly
positive interview accounts from “offshore” vendor representatives drove the
team’s curiosity to further investigate how the allegedly easy knowledge
exchange in global collaborations with the Western client was enabled. Who
had done the important boundary work in the specific cases? In what type of
activities did the vendor managers engage? Was the collaboration actually
that smooth? These interrogations led us to our current research question,
which focuses on interorganizational boundary work.

In two more rounds of interviews in Bangalore and one round of inter-
views in London, we approached vendor managers who were deeply involved
in activities that aspired daily to further develop the vendor—client relation-
ship and transform it into a strategic partnership (Sederberg et al., 2013,
Sederberg, 2015). The interviews with these vendor managers (see Table 2),
each of which lasted approximately 1 hr, were conducted using a narrative
inquiry approach (Gertsen & Sederberg, 2011; Liu, Xing, & Starik, 2012).
The interviews constitute the primary data of this case analysis; they are com-
pleted using both company information (corporate communication brochures,
press releases, and web publications) and field notes.

Analysis

Our coding and the further analytical process were iterative: We shifted our
attention back and forth between what the interviewees said and what the
previous research has reported about global (virtual) collaboration. For sim-
plicity, the data are presented here in a linear path that emphasizes the analy-
sis as an emergent research process.

During the first round of interviews in Bangalore, it became clear that
many of the daily work activities described by the interviewees involved
spanning multiple boundaries. Some vendor managers, both “onsite” and
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“offshore,” played important roles as bridge builders, translators, and nego-
tiators in relation to the client. Therefore, we decided to go to London and
interview vendor managers who were collocated with or at least close to cli-
ent representatives to better understand their specific tasks and requisite
skills. Gradually we realized that the absence of interview accounts of cross-
cultural communication and coordination challenges did not indicate the
absence of tensions in relation to the client representatives.

After the third round of interviews in Bangalore, we decided to code the
interviews related to the collaboration with Eurobank, paying attention to
three major themes: “vendor—client relationships,” “perceived power differ-
ences,” and “boundary-spanning activities.” We performed the first-order
categorization individually and independently and then systematically com-
pared the selected quotes. We discussed each variation in coding (choice of
quote, category in which the quote is placed), retaining the quotes on which
we both agreed, thus creating a shared categorization.

In a second analytical step, we aimed to refine the categories with the help
of the existing theoretical studies. The boundary-spanning practices described
by the vendor managers presented a clear fit with the strategies advanced in
Palus et al. (2014). We consequently developed second-order categories for
each of their model’s six boundary-spanning activities (see Table 5).
Subsequently, we examined the content of our “perceived power differences”
category. We were attentive to how inequalities between the European client
and the Indian vendor were accounted for in the interviews, and how the
vendor managers attempted to negotiate and enact them. In line with Levina
and Vaast (2008), we found Bourdieu’s conceptualization of various forms of
capital (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992) to be a useful framework within which
to systematize the interview accounts of perceived differences between the
client and vendor (see Table 3).

Our work on the first-category “vendor-client relationships” led us to
identify the somewhat contrasting accounts of the partners engaged in a
transformative relationship (as described by Carlile, 2004; Levina & Vaast,
2014) alongside a narrative of the vendor as closely monitored by the client
and placed in competition with other vendors (see Table 4). We derived three
new categories: “form of contracts with the client,” “control,” and
“competition.”

However, the manner in which these categories were connected remained
unclear, leading us to take a third analytical step. We returned to the inter-
views with vendor managers involved in projects with the two other Western
clients, and in parallel we examined documents such as company flyers,
advertisements, brochures on specific services, web pages, and press releases
that were collected during the fieldwork studies. Through this exercise, the
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importance of notions such as “transparency” (see Table 6) and “strategic
partnership” (see Table 4) became indicative of the type of relationship in
which the vendor and its clients are engaged, and that they constantly
renegotiate.

In summary, our approach to qualitative research through a case study is
driven by two main ambitions: First, we have an interest in preserving the
semantic richness of the empirical material through the extensive use of inter-
view quotes, providing readers with insights into how the boundary spanners
talk about, interpret, and cope with their tasks in a specific context. Second,
we have an interest in describing the patterns of interorganizational boundary
work through researchers’ categorizations, thereby offering a more structured
analytical approach to our research issues. Our approach can be characterized
as “semantic-abstract” according to Cornelissen’s (2016) model of how vari-
ous styles of theorizing and choice of qualitative methods are combined to
represent and explain managerial and organizational phenomena.

Empirical Findings

We first present the client and vendor in interaction, using Bourdieu’s con-
cept of capital. This enables us to show that both partners are powerful actors
with strong capital. However, the interviewees’ accounts indicate a possible
perceived asymmetry. The collaborative and transformative relationship in
which InIT says that it is engaged with Eurobank, termed “outsourcing 3.0,”
is then explicated. Subsequently we analyze the vendor managers’ accounts
of the boundary-spanning activities in which they engage. The final part of
this section adds complementary contextual information to the competitive
relationship between the partners.

Two Powerful Partners

Western clients who are unfamiliar with outsourcing services to India do not
necessarily know that InIT is a giant in India’s global IT and business process
offshoring sectors, and one of the world’s largest IT service providers. A
global account manager recounts that two major cultural challenges related to
some Western clients who are new to “offshore” outsourcing are their nega-
tive stereotypes about India as a developing country and their prejudices
toward Indians, who are perceived as a homogeneous national group:

You need to sell the country, you need to talk about the colleagues, who are
they, and there will be initial issues with accent, understanding the accent and
the different ways that people think in India . . . [and] in the West. (#8)



(panunuoo)

(p#) "12Ww0ISND B3 91BINPS O dABY OS[E DM O "3D1JJO DY I& U3 JOU UM

no A "Suluiow ay3 ul 320J2,0 7 ||13 9433 Sem X Inq ‘saf ‘Aes | pue ‘sAnd unoA jo Aue
995 3,uop | ‘SuluJow BY Ul G/ B DO Y3 O BWOD | ‘ABS 03 PAsn sJsaWoISND)
(9#) ‘s3un@sw ad1u pue saumoaid 9d1u

pue suonejuasaid ad1u wiy SulAig pue Supjjel 3snl aw jo peasul d|qeIIoJWOD dJow
|99} 8y 0 “Jom a3 3uiop aJe oym Inoge punodd ays uo ajdoad ays 01 Apdadip
323 03 ddueYd € JaWOoIsSNd Y3 SulAld aue noA ‘AduaJedsuesy unoA jo 1ued sy

-+ - “3uifed s1 Jswolsnd

a3 38y anfeA Alunoy ay3 SulIaAIjp d.Je A3U) PUE [|D]S JBYI SA|OAU] S3DINOSI
9533 JBY) 995 UBD [JaWoIsSNd ay3] OF "924nosaJ ||pjs paa.Se ay3 papiao.d aAey
noA ey AduaJedsued) & urejurew o) pasu noA ‘s||pjs Sul||9s a4e NOA USYAA

239 ‘Supjiom Aay aJe sunoy Auew
moy “23foud ay3 uo Sunjaom sI OYAA
:ajdoag

(p#) »lom jo ada1d 1eyd

Aojdap 01 wea) pajiersp J4noA ulunionas Jo Sulkojdsp aue noA moy pueisispun o1
Spaau Jawo3snd [ay | ] ;5904 JBYM U] jeIpU| Ul SINSEI|[0D YIM A[323JIp 123UUOD 0
paJinbau aq Jawolsnd aya [[IM UBYAA ;9AeY 01 Bulog aJe noA s3unsaw Auew moy
UBBW | "92UBUISAOS Y1 SulPp 03 paau hok uay] * * * ‘Buluuna aJe noA weudoud
199/0.4d JaASIBYM 24N1DNJIS [BUONEZIUBSIO S SUYSP O PISU A|[BIIUSSSD NO A

POA|OAU] SJ031DE SNOLIBA Y3 JO 3|0
a3 ‘paJn3dnuis 3q [|Im 3123]oud sy moH
:24n32n1§

sajonb aApessn|||

Aouauedsued |

"AduaJedsued ] Jo suoisuswiq 9 d|qel

262



*ASojouyda) uonBWL.IOUl = ]| 910N

(8#)
11 93euew ApAndeoud [|jIm] nod moy ways |91 Uyl pue pueyaJojeq Wayl [[93 ok

0g "JaWOISNI 3Y3 YIIM UODESUERI] Y3 Ul Swil Ul Julod SWOS Je 3Nss| 1Byl dABY
JIIM ‘aopuanA Aue ‘uaulsed Aue yonw A3384d Moud| oL * * * *2J3Yl 9q O3 Sey a4mjnd
Aouauedsueas ay] “JawoIsnd UnoA |[91 01 uosaad Isuly ay3 aq p|noys noA ‘wsjqo.d
® S| 943Y3 JI 1843 SI A||BqO[S SWes) Jno 03 9IBDIUNWIWOD O3 PA3U SM JBYM OF

syuawipadwi Jo ‘sAejap
‘pEAYE SUIWOD SINSS| DB DUBYY JOYIDYAA
:s9ssadodd

(9#) "aowo1snd e se Addey 93} | pue daom Aw 3uiop aJe Aoy ‘wool

ey ur 3umis aq asnw ajdoad g ey suiSew ued | sjdoad ays 03 3upjjer pue Jeyd
ay1 [1e y3nouya anq ‘[, 2J0oysyo, ] woou 1eys ul Suiuaddey si 3eym mou| 3,Uop |
pue [,,211suo, ] 3umis we | og "Aes pjnom | ‘43|qeus AduaJedsued e s| pue wnipaw
UONEDIUNWWOD [BID1}JO UE PAISPISUOD OS|e SI ey * * * “Sulop Aj3doexa aJe Aoyl Jeym
pUE s)[sap J1a3 & 2J3Y3 aJe 9|doad 3uo| moy aas 03 wsiueydaw poos e si [1eyd)]
***"$HJOM uonIEIOqE||0D 3Y) ‘Aem 1By :sapljod Aundas Yaim

Buld|dwod aue suaiiddns sy e Jayaaym * * * HPaYd pue 03 sAem|e ued 3y ‘ssadde
sey SaAeIUasaUdal JWOoISND BY) JO DUO ‘S|l DAL} PIIBISUSS SARY | HI ‘OPOD JO
SBUI| DAl US1ILIM dARY | JI OS "aJ3Y Os|e s| Aduaaedsue.) [9AS]-punoud ‘Aem Jey) uj
‘3UIOp 9.8 M JBYM 995 SABM[E UBD ASY3 183 OS 949Y3 SUD|IOM PUB JUSWUUOIIAUD
11 Djueqouang] aya ur Bunus Aq Pjueqoang] oy s3dsloud sasalpp [1|ul]

SUOP OM 33 03 SS3JJE
|se1 3y jo uonajdwod ay3 ul ssaudo.d
Dse ]

sajonb aApessny||

AousJedsued |

(penunuod) ‘9 a|qe L

263



264 Group & Organization Management 42(2)

This means that at least in the initial phase of collaboration, InIT is not
necessarily seen as an equal partner by its Western clients. Negative stereo-
types of Indian management and culture, along with perceptions of Indian
engineers as less skilled and knowledgeable, tend to pervade (see multiple
examples in offshoring ethnographies: Cohen & El-Sawad, 2007; Mahadevan,
2011; Ravishankar et al., 2013; Zimmermann & Ravishankar, 2014).
Stereotypical images of India and Indians ignore the huge social, economic,
and cultural changes occurring in India’s major cities with a fast-growing,
well-educated middle-class.

It is understandable that InIT’s Indian interviewees are insulted when
Western client representatives sometimes treat them as inferior in status and
rank despite their strong educational background in computer science, their
extensive international experience, and the vendor company’s strong brand in
the field of global IT services.

Nevertheless, InlIT has built a global reputation as an IT service provider
based on successful projects with Western clients who were ready to out-
source and “offshore” maintenance and R&D activities, and the company has
developed a strong relationship with Eurobank characterized by respect for
its key capabilities. A production manager explains that he has heard Eurobank
managers commenting several times on their relationship with InIT in the
following terms:

If it’s a complex project, if you want this to be successful you will give it to
[InIT]; they will work with you to ensure that if there are pitfalls they will tell
you, or they will work with you to come out of it. So eventually, it will be
successful. (#4)

In addition to the trust that has been built based on previous demanding
development projects, the vendor and client have strengthened their close
collaboration and mutual exchange of ideas based on what can be described
as their complementary and interdependent capital, which are displayed in
Table 3. In sum, both client and vendor in this specific case have a strong
profile with equally strong capital (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992).

An Outsourcing 3.0 Relationship

Eurobank has been involved in offshoring activities for more than two
decades, beginning with a captive center in India in the late 1990s. In 2010,
after many years of collaboration, InIT and Eurobank signed an ambitious
10-year development contract to transform the global banking platform. In a
press release, the president of InIT’s financial solutions expressed pride in
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this recognition and stated, “This stellar partnership with [Eurobank] is a
crowning moment for us.”
A head of strategic initiatives explains the various modes of outsourcing:

[with] certain other customers, . . . the maturity level of outsourcing will remain
in staff augmentation [outsourcing 1.0], or . . . few projects in sort of an out-
tasking mode [outsourcing 2.0]. But [with Eurobank], the relationship has also
matured . . . It gives us an ability to experiment along with the bank in certain
initiatives which possibly nobody would do ever. . . . [For example] we worked
along with [Eurobank] in creating this Intellectual Property jointly, which helps
us to build the product, gives [Eurobank] what they want; at the same time, it
gets us into a commercial model where we can sell it in the market. (#7)

The descriptions of the Eurobank and InIT relationship provided by the
head of the business unit, the head of strategic initiatives, the head of produc-
tion management, and three middle managers touch upon the key character-
istics of transformative modes of relationships, as specified by Carlile (2004)
and Levina and Vaast (2014). Both partners establish common interests, mak-
ing trade-offs and transforming domain-specific knowledge. The relationship
between the partners is negotiated and breaks away from a model in which
the vendor is simply answering to the client’s requests, as in traditional (or
transactional) modes of outsourcing. The partners engage in new practices
and the development of new products that will contribute to both the vendor’s
and the client’s future business activities (see Table 4).

Boundary-Spanning Activities for Global Collaborations

An overview of how this partnership functions in practice is presented in the
model of boundary-spanning activities by Palus et al. (2014). In Table 5, we
briefly present some illustrations of the various activities in which the vendor
managers engage when they span organizational boundaries.

The first activity pertains to the management of boundaries, and it is
accomplished in two ways: buffering and reflecting. Vendor managers engage
in buffering when, for example, the client demands services that were origi-
nally not included either in the contract or in the development scheme. To
protect his group’s allocation of resources and safety, the manager can step in
and set a clear boundary. Another mode of buffering can take the form of
placing a person from InIT directly at a client’s site, so that this person
becomes a privileged interlocutor for both the client’s and the vendor’s team.
This establishes a clear boundary between the groups and eases the flow of
communication (Leonardi & Bailey, 2008).
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Reflecting activities between InIT and Eurobank can draw on general
knowledge about cultural differences in the form of communication practices
across countries or across sites, where a vendor representative can serve as a
cultural mediator who facilitates intergroup cultural or linguistic understand-
ing (see also Liu & Almor, 2016). InIT also uses the strategy of posting some
of their employees “onsite” on short-term assignments, so that they can gain
a rich understanding of the clients’ conditions and needs that they can subse-
quently convey to the “offshore” team.

The second type of activity aims to forge common ground. It is achieved
through the practices of connecting and mobilizing. Connecting is actively
done between InIT and Eurobank, not only with “onsite” teams but also
through frequent visits to “offshore” sites and intense interactions between
client representatives and vendor employees, for example, at workshops in
which the requirements of a subproject are discussed in detail. This enables
both partners’ teams to simultaneously bridge cultures and locations.
Eurobank’s visits to “offshore” sites create personal relationships and con-
tribute to the creation of trust: Names are given to faces, different working
conditions and time-zone differences become tangible. Connections between
the client organization and “offshore” members of InIT can also be achieved
by developing routines such as allocating particular periods of a working day
to videoconferences or communicating through chat functions.

Mobilizing is achieved, for example, by involving partners in interac-
tions to build a common platform. Client managers who appear at town-hall
meetings to tell “offshore” teams about future goals and to praise the work
that has already been done also contribute to developing a sense of com-
munity. Mobilizing can be done by pulling in additional resources either
from internal experts with a specific and rare skill set or from external
consultants on specific projects. A global account manager describes the
advantages of rotating experienced computer engineers in the vendor orga-
nization across sites. This commitment to providing the client with specific
knowledge also contributes to creating a sense of shared goals and com-
munity between the partners.

A third set of activities aims to discover new frontiers through “weaving”
and “transforming.” Weaving practices include, for example, building up
strategic teams composed of experts from both the client and the vendor. This
implies the risk of disclosing important information from both sides.
However, the interviewed vendor managers described how as boundary span-
ners they sometimes need to remind Eurobank representatives that the suc-
cess of the development project in which they are engaged is dependent on
partners’ willingness to both reveal and transfer strategic knowledge across
boundaries (see also Jensen & Petersen, 2013).
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Transforming practices take place when the client and vendor achieve a
mature form of partnership. For example, involvement in large programs
(e.g., changing the global banking platform in 30 countries in which the client
is active) requires the vendor not only to deliver what is expected but also to
codevelop and invent new solutions to unanticipated matters. These practices
may result in new products that strengthen the partners’ respective market
positions as a world-leading bank with a broad portfolio of products and ser-
vices, and as a global IT provider of leading-edge solutions to the financial
sector.

Vendors in Competition

InIT is on Eurobank’s list of top strategic partners and preferred vendors. In
some cases, however, four or five vendors are asked to collaborate and com-
pete for new business. In practice, it seems that only a few key strategic proj-
ects are delivered with a sole vendor, as a global account manager explains:

For a particular project when the customer says I want to work with you and X
who are competitors . . . So we both collaborate, it’s a routine practice, we
collaborate on operational things, on strategic aspects, and sometimes it so
happens that someone from our team is put as the head of both, and he is
supposed to look at both partners equally . . . so his job will be to foster
collaboration between the two competitors. (#8)

These collaborative practices place the vendors’ teams in a competitive-
collaborative situation in which vendors can be benchmarked against each
other. As an engagement manager in InIT underscores, the client thus becomes
less dependent on a sole vendor, thereby enhancing supply security: “From
the [Eurobank] point of view [it is] a very good way of managing risks. . . .
But in these kinds of scenarios they know both these vendors are on their toes
and the client can dictate the terms.” (#5)

This arrangement with multiple vendors thus questions InIT’s understand-
ing of the relationship to the client as a partnership because it reproduces the
conventional vendor—client relationship even though InIT is still among the
most highly recognized providers of IT services in the world, and the client
depends on it to maintain and further develop its core business.

Transparency

The Indian vendor managers describe the close and intertwined partnership
in which InIT employees sit with Eurobank employees at the “offshore”
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locations such as Bangalore and Chennai and at the “onsite” locations such as
London, Frankfurt, Singapore, and Sydney. A common theme is the necessity
of transparency in the processes that are in place, the organization of staff,
and how projects are proceeding and the challenges that must be met:

Transparency is a single word but it means a lot, so transparency in terms of
organization structure, transparency in terms of how you are structuring the
work, transparency in terms of how you are sharing the progress, transparency
in terms of the people, who are the key people. (#4)

Table 6 presents four dimensions of this transparency. In the interviews, the
theme of transparency was frequently linked to the concern of establishing
trust between the client and the vendor: “If as a vendor partner leader I can’t
explain what are the mechanisms I have in place, what are the reports in
place, what you can verify as a factual artifacts, then [the client] will never
believe me” (#4).

InIT’s focus on demonstrating transparency and accountability is also
present both on the company website, and in brochures and magazines from
the firm’s corporate communications and public relations departments.
However, an InIT global account manager mentions that he would like
Eurobank to be much more transparent and explicit in its communication to
its suppliers, not least to improve the exchange of domain-specific and tacit
knowledge:

I think of transparency . . . how do you create a level playing field for all the
suppliers? How do you give all messages or all the information data that is
required for the supplier to do the job? Those kinds of things are where I would
like to influence [the client]. (#8)

There seems to be an asymmetry: Clients demand transparency, which the
vendor is willing to offer at many levels. For strategic reasons, however,
Eurobank does not necessarily aim to be as transparent with InIT and its other
service providers. The client decides which vendor should work on which
parts of a product, and only the client has an overview of the entire develop-
ment process and the tools and technologies developed by various vendors.
Accordingly, there is an imbalance of knowledge and difficulties related to
the information flow from the client to the vendor.

To summarize the key contextual elements of the InIT and Eurobank rela-
tionship, one can advance that the relationship is a mature one in which InIT
belongs to Eurobank’s preferred vendors; however, it is also a partnership in
which the client can “dictate” its terms. Even when InIT managers proudly
present this collaborative project as “outsourcing 3.0” and a transformative
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mode of relationship in which the partners challenge each other, the client
retains areas in which it can pressure all of its vendors. The transparency that
InIT insists upon offering can be seen as both a guarantee of high quality and
the possibility for the client to exercise control.

Discussion

Using the framework of Palus et al. (2014), we could identify the various
boundary-spanning strategies and practices. We see not only how vendor
managers step in to protect their company’s interests and intergroup safety
(buffering) but also how they foster understanding between cultures (reflect-
ing). We learn how they find practical solutions to bridge time zones (con-
necting), and create a sense of community and shared goals (mobilizing).
Finally, we hear how the partners sit together to develop new tools (weaving)
and assist each other in creating new products that can strengthen their posi-
tions in the global market (transforming). Focusing exclusively on the vendor
company’s narrative of the transformative mode of this so-called Outsourcing
3.0 relationship without consideration of the various organizational contexts
gives the impression of an unproblematic client-vendor partnership.
However, the number and detail of transactive boundary-spanning activities
(to manage boundaries and forge common ground), the transparency
requested by the client, and InIT’s status as a preferred vendor in constant
competition with other IT service providers, blur the proposed narrative.
When InIT managers buffer between the client and their own organiza-
tion, their actions can be interpreted as protection of their interests against the
client’s increasing demands and strategic use of competitors. When InIT
managers explain European modes of thinking or communicating to their
Indian employees (see also Liu and Almor, 2016, on cultural understanding
in interorganizational relationships), they are illustrating a reflecting strategy
to promote intergroup knowledge and cross-cultural understanding. However,
one wonders whether there is an acute need to “reflect” because to retain
business, vendor managers must constantly adapt to the numerous demands
of various client representatives at multiple client sites worldwide. The InIT
managers who serve as key boundary spanners both “onsite” and “offshore”
provided multiple illustrations of their cross-cultural interaction skills in
spanning interorganizational boundaries (Sederberg, 2015). It remains an
open question as to whether the Eurobank representatives who play similar
roles as boundary spanners toward the vendors invest equally in learning
about preferred management and communication styles in an Indian business
context. In view of the practices of managing boundaries, InIT appears to
retain the status of a vendor organization that must respond to client demands.
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In addition, it could be that some Eurobank employees assign a lower status
to InIT employees. This could also explain the vendors’ constant use of
“reflecting” practices. The lived experience of the “offshore” staff in other
outsourcing projects in India provides rich testimony of how employees con-
stantly fight the projected image of backwardness (see Cohen & El-Sawad,
2007; Ravishankar, 2015; Ravishankar et al., 2013).

In addition, the strategy of “connecting,” which consists, for example, of
bringing client and vendor representatives together during visits at “onsite”
or “offshore” locations, appears in a different light in view of other clients’
perceptions of Indian IT employees as occupying a lower status while posing
a potential threat to Western engineers due to their strong intellectual capital
(Mahadevan, 2011; Metiu, 2006; Zimmermann & Ravishankar, 2016). From
this perspective, Eurobank’s frequent visits to “offshore” offices can also be
understood as a form of risk control (Aron, Clemons, & Reddi, 2005; Jensen
& Petersen, 2013). Indeed, the client not only achieves a much deeper under-
standing of processes and products by participating in numerous joint work-
shops but also gains stronger control over the vendor through its physical
presence at the vendor’s facilities. InIT’s insistence on offering transparency
can be seen both as an answer to the client’s need for control and as a need to
improve the Indian company’s trustworthiness in Western eyes.

Furthermore, InIT’s narrative of being in an Outsourcing 3.0 relationship
is contradicted by the system, whereby Eurobank operates with a set of pre-
ferred vendors that are in constant competition. This is clearly articulated by
InIT managers as a way to pressure the vendors (“Vendors are on their toes
and the client can dictate the terms”). Rottman’s (2008) study of “offshore”
supplier networks associates the practice of multiple preferred vendors as a
way for the client to strengthen its social capital as it increases both social ties
and local networks. Simultaneously, it can be seen as potentially lowering the
unique intellectual capital of a particular vendor whose expertise is exposed
to its competitors.

In sum, the detailed analysis of the boundary-spanning activities that take
place in this client-vendor partnership indicates that contextual dimensions
seem to affect the practices in a manner that is not expected in the literature.
In our case, middle managers do not alleviate status differences (as claimed
by Levina & Vaast, 2008); instead, they seem to be compensating for status
differences. Status and power imbalance between the partners of a suppos-
edly transformative relationship remain similar to that of a transactive rela-
tionship, as demonstrated by the widespread practice of “managing
boundaries.” Although the client-vendor relationship evolves between
Outsourcing 1.0 and 3.0 modes, the client seems to employ strategies to
maintain its advantageous power position and retain its vendor in a
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predominantly transactional relationship by pressing competition and forms
of control (transparency). In other words, the collaborative partnership in
which these two powerful organizations are engaged may not have changed
the vendor’s status very much, at least not with respect to the micropractices
of boundary spanning.

Contribution to the Existing Research and Further
Studies

The study of the EuroBank—InIT case makes contributions to the research in
several ways: First, it offers an empirical contribution to the understudied
issues of transformative relationships as seen from the rare perspective of a
vendor in an emerging economy (see also Abbott et al., 2013; Ravishankar,
2015; Ravishankar et al., 2013). Second, the study combines a contextual
perspective on potential status and power asymmetries with a detailed account
of boundary spanners’ concrete interorganizational activities. Our third con-
tribution is the problematization (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011) of the assump-
tions in the literature on boundary-spanning activities in the transformational
mode. Previous studies have shown boundary-spanning activities primarily
as a method of overcoming or alleviating (status) differences (see Levina &
Vaast, 2008; Palus et al., 2014; Ravishankar et al., 2013), implicitly assuming
the achievement of equal stances between the partners when they engage in
the codevelopment of design and the implementation of innovations.
Ravishankar (2015) goes further by investigating how “offshore” organiza-
tional members from emerging economies, who often suffer from imposed
status asymmetries, discursively frame perceived cultural differences
between “offshore” and “onsite” in constructive ways that reconcile and
realign disputing teams, stabilizing their mutual relationships.

In our case study of what vendor managers describe as a transformative
mode of collaboration, it appears that despite the Indian multinational ven-
dor’s very powerful position (cf. the capital analysis, see Table 3), some sta-
tus differences between client and vendor remain. Because of this status
asymmetry, vendor managers must engage deeply in all types of boundary-
spanning activities, somewhat challenging the imagery of a true partnership
with mutual trust and strong social ties. We therefore see status (asymmetry)
as constitutive of boundary-spanning activities in the sense that it influences
the activities in which vendor managers engage and how; this appears to be
true even in the case of what the companies themselves have termed a strate-
gic collaborative partnership. In other words, boundary-spanning activities
are linked not only to the boundaries that are spanned but also to potential
status differences between the partners.
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Our case study contributes three additional insights: First, boundary-span-
ning activities in offshoring projects have often been studied in relationships of
strong power asymmetry, mostly from the Western client’s perspective. Studying
collaboration between two very strong partners, the theme of status asymmetry
remains. The case study indicates that it may be more important for the vendor
to engage in certain boundary-spanning activities (e.g., protecting its own inter-
ests and adapting to the client’s requirements using strategies such as buffering,
reflecting, connecting, or even mobilizing; see Table 5). The fact that the present
case is vendor centered suggests the following new research questions:

How do boundary-spanning activities differ for the partners involved?
Are there any strategies that do not need to be reciprocal, in which it is
sufficient for one partner to engage and thus to adapt to the other (e.g., by
reflecting)?

Further studies of collaborative partnership could thus investigate the reci-
procity of boundary-spanning activities.

Second, a transformative mode of relationship tends to be presented in the
form of the most advanced boundary-spanning activities and thus implicitly
as the most desirable form. However, in a client—vendor relationship, a more
stable transformative mode will reduce the powerful status of the client, tend-
ing to pull the client out of its comfort zone into situations that represent vari-
ous risks, as identified by Jensen and Petersen (2013). Our case study shows
how the client develops strategies to remain in the most advantageous posi-
tion, placing its vendors in constant competition, thereby increasing its own
social capital and potentially lowering the unique intellectual capital of each
of its competing and collaborating vendors. Consequently, another research
venue could be the study of partners’ motivations for entering into transfor-
mative relationships in global outsourcing.

Is the transformative mode always seen by all partners as desirable?

Could the transformative mode be more desirable for the partner in a
lower status position?

Do vendors ponder the benefits and costs of entering into a transformative
relationship and if the answer is yes, how do they do so?

Third, transformative relationships are also presented both as the end-state
of the process of boundary-spanning activities (e.g., Levina & Vaast, 2014;
Palus et al., 2014) and as the highest stage of outsourcing (Clampit et al.,
2015), in which business is redefined because trusted vendors are considered
to be allies and strategic partners when they help clients innovate and learn
and thereby undergo transformative change. However, in the description of
the various boundary-spanning activities in which the vendor engages, many



Sederberg and Romani 273

activities linked to transactive forms of relationship remained present in the
studied case. The literature posits that transactive forms precede transforma-
tive forms. However, in the case study, the two forms seem to coexist. This
points to another area of future investigation:

Do transformative modes of collaboration really supplant transactive
ones, or do they coexist?

Conclusion

By considering the rich material about a global software development project
from the less-studied perspective of an emerging market vendor engaged in a
transformative mode of collaboration, this case study enabled us to create
more than an empirical illustration of interorganizational boundary-spanning
activities. We have shown how vendor managers draw upon both their multi-
faceted skills and their international and cross-cultural experiences when
they play key roles as boundary spanners both in negotiating client relation-
ships, and in bridging and coordinating complex processes and products. The
study of these boundary spanners’ multifaceted practices also provides infor-
mation about the contextual issues that affect their boundary work.

Despite the advanced level of cooperation between the partners, despite the
size and reputation of the Indian vendor as a global player in the IT services
industry, and despite the importance of its services for the client’s competitive-
ness at a global market, its lower status as a vendor affects its managers’
boundary-spanning activities with respect to the client. Consequently, this
case highlights the need to consider contextual issues, the specific type of
partnership, and the perceived status of the partners involved in global col-
laboration and innovation to better grasp the dynamics of interorganizational
boundary work. Our empirical study thus led to the problematization of
assumptions (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011) in the literature on boundary-span-
ning activities around the themes of reciprocity, desirability, and end goal.

In summary, we adopted the less-studied perspective of a strong Indian
MNC engaged in long-term projects with a major Western client. This pro-
vided a complex case that helped us both to reconsider the pervasive views of
boundary-spanning activities and to offer a contextualized explanation
(Welch et al., 2011) of the vendor’s ambition to reach a transformative mode
of collaboration, the client’s forms of resistance, and thus the instability of
this transformative mode of partnering.
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