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Abstract 

A critical overview of the RFQ process of a Global 

Company 

Muhammad Ahmed 

Eric Toste 

 

The increasing globalization has changed the dynamics of different functions 

within organizations. One function is procurement which has transformed from 

an operational to a strategic function. This transformation now requires 

standardization so that the entire sourcing of products is synchronized 

especially concerning the Request for Quotation (RFQ) process. A theoretical 

gap was also identified where the researchers observed that an in-depth RFQ 

process has not been explicitly discussed in the literature. The aim of this study 

was thus to explore the practices that global multi-categorical companies use 

to source their products, especially concerning the request for quotations. To 

investigate this aim, three research questions were used that helped identify 

the practices that purchasers use to source products with RFQs. To answer 

the research questions, the researchers conducted a case study at IKEA. A 

qualitative approach was chosen to better study the phenomenon in-depth. 

Methods used for data collection involved a combination of semi-structured 

interviews and open-ended questionnaires. In total, seven interviews were held 

with the focal firm with an additional 16 answering the questionnaire. An 

additional six interviews were also held with purchasers external to the focal 

firm to complement in filling the gap in existing research. The data was analyzed 

through thematic analysis and benchmarking. The main findings from the 

research were the identification of the RFQ process used by the focal company 

and consultant within the field of purchasing. The RFQ process for the focal 

company consisted of 7 themes (Triggers to launch RFQ; Defining Scope; 

Finalize Scope; Making Tactics, Structure and Approach; Execute and evaluate 

offer; Aligning solution and confirming the purchase agreement; and follow up 

and feedback).  The process explained by consultants consisted of 8 themes 

(Preparation; Supplier identification and reduction; Making tactics and 

communication; Evaluate the quotations and internal alignment; Negotiations; 

Risk assessment and communication of results; and Feedback). These themes 

were highly similar to each other while at the same time providing an 

opportunity to identify areas that can be improved. Overall, besides 

contributing to filling the existing gap in the request for quotation process, this 

study concludes with a framework that global retail companies could adopt to 

procure more efficiently.  
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Popular science summary 
 

The importance of procurement has increased over the last two decades where it has transformed 

from an operational to a strategic function. This means the different methods within the overall 

procurement process must be transformed as well. One method is Request for Quotation (RFQ) in 

which the purchaser wants to ask and evaluate bids from the suppliers. This thesis has aimed to 

identify the practices that global multi-categorical companies use to source their products, 

especially concerning the RFQs. Thus, contributing to filling the gaps in empirical evidence and 

research on how the transition from traditional to modern sourcing can be accomplished. To 

investigate this, a case study at a global retail company has been performed that allowed authors 

to get a critical overview of their RFQ process. This was further evaluated by interviewing high 

experienced personnel within the purchasing domain and analyzed through thematic analysis. 

Consequently, the similarities within the RFQ process used by the multicategories within the 

Global Retail Company can be explained by 7 themes while the RFQ process explained by 

consultants externally to Global Retail Company consisted of 8 themes. This provided an 

opportunity for a global retail company to standardize its RFQ process by improving the areas of 

supplier selection, risk assessment, and feedback. Global retail companies could, with the proposed 

improvements, make their RFQs more objective, resilient, and value-adding.   
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Terminology  
 

APL - Action Plan 

BPL - Business Plan 

Capcom – Capacity Commitment 

CSS - Category Sourcing Specialist 

HFB - Home Furnishing Business 

IWAY- IKEA Way of Working 

RFQ - Request for Quotation 

RFI - Request for Information 

RFP - Request for Proposal 

TA - Thematic Analysis 
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1. Introduction 

This chapter explains the background and main problem that resulted in the formation of this 

thesis. A short description of the importance of procurement is provided whose purpose is to 

provide an overview of how important this function has become. It also introduces the case 

company along with the aim of the thesis. The aim of the thesis is further researched by defining 

research questions that will work as a guide for this thesis. The chapter ends with limitations that 

explain the topics that the author will cover in this thesis. 

1.1 Background 

The dynamics of industries have changed due to increasing globalization. New information 

technology mechanisms have greatly facilitated access to different departments in different 

regions. On the one hand, technologies have improved the communication process between 

different stakeholders; on the other hand, they have increased competition between different 

industries due to better access to key stakeholders in different markets (Zeng, 2003). Under this 

impression, a synchronized procurement process is becoming increasingly important for 

companies to achieve a sustainable competitive advantage (ibid). A synchronized procurement 

process especially in a globalization context can be defined as the “integration and coordination 

of procurement requirements across worldwide business units, looking at common items, 

technologies, processes and suppliers” (Monczka and Trent, 1991). 

 

From a traditional perspective, the task of procurement is to ensure efficient purchasing processes. 

Enterprises connect the function of purchasing with the procurement of economical 

goods/parts/components, without accepting compromises with the quality. To fulfill this function 

in today's market, it is important that the sourcing of products has to be innovative with fast service 

while maintaining a high level of flexibility (Hong and Kwon, 2012). All of this must be achieved 

with adaptation to ever-changing customer requirements. In this situation, the main source of 

sustainable competitive advantage mustn't be acquiring expertise in specific areas, such as 

identifying key suppliers, but rather aligning key strategic areas that align with overall business 

processes. This means that the various departments must implement a standard process that ensures 

that products are procured to fulfill the purpose of fast service with high flexibility and low costs 

(Ryals and Rogers, 2006). 

 

The increasing complexity in the procurement of products and the shorter life cycle of products 

require innovative products and services, which have made procurement more challenging and 

costly than before. According to various studies, procurement represents almost 70% of the cost 

of goods sold, indicating the great importance of procurement for the profitability of the industry 

(ibid). It is an area that is becoming increasingly important and whose function is evolving from a 

transaction-based process to a key strategic process for the industry. Given the importance of 
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procurement, aligning the sourcing of products from different departments is therefore one of the 

most important issues that must be addressed to ensure that the procurement department achieves 

the goal of sustainable competitive advantage (Wu and Tunca, 2009). 

 

One area that has an opportunity for development in procurement is Request for Quotation (RFQ). 

RFQ is a step-in procurement when there is a clear need for a product relevant to the business 

needs. These products may be a specific type of material, a unit of stock, or other products. It is a 

tool that fulfills the purpose of price comparison for commodities sold in a free and open market 

by including suppliers' offers. In general, it is a request consisting of a list of  suppliers that can 

provide quotations for the products needed. Once the RFQ is prepared, it is reviewed and sent to 

suppliers via email, fax, or e-procurement. The quotations from the various suppliers are then 

recorded and the buyer selects the best quotation based on criteria such as price, delivery time, and 

quality of service. The best possible offer is then selected based on the criteria and a purchase order 

is placed to procure the product from the selected supplier (Johnson et al., 2021). 

1.2 IKEA 

IKEA was founded in 1943 by Ingvar Kamprad. It initially started by selling products through 

mail orders. However, over some time, the business started to grow, and the first IKEA store was 

opened in 1958 in Almhult, Sweden. From then onwards, the business evolved at a rapid pace and 

in 2021 IKEA provided a range of products that vary from home furnishing furniture to food-

related products. Today, IKEA has around 225,000 employees and about 9,500 products in its 

range. It works with more than 1600 suppliers and partners around the world that have the 

responsibility to supply the company with various products and meet customer demand. 

Approximately a thousand of the company’s suppliers provide home furnishing while the 

remaining 600 operate in various other fields such as food and transport services. All products, 

including the billion meatballs sold each year, are sourced from a total of 55 markets. (IKEA, 

2021) 

 

The main business idea of IKEA is “To offer a wide range of well-designed, functional home 

furnishing products at prices so low, that as many people as possible will be able to afford them” 

with the vision to “create a better everyday life for the many people”. This idea has led to around 

Euro 41.9 billion in sales and a total of 464 stores in 63 markets of the world. (IKEA Sustainability 

Report, 2021) 

 

The Inter IKEA group consists of 5 core companies: Inter IKEA Systems, IKEA of Sweden, IKEA 

marketing and communication, IKEA supply, and IKEA industry. Each company covers different 

key business processes within the organization which is further depicted in figure 1. (IKEA 

Sustainability Report, 2021) 
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Figure 1. Inter IKEA group organization (Adapted from IKEA Sustainability Report, 2021) 

The business idea of IKEA has made the sourcing of products very important. Business leadership 

in IKEA is organized into a business area that includes Living rooms, kitchens, and home 

appliances. These business areas are working in close collaboration with the 35 categories within 

purchasing to ensure that the product is sourced at the lowest unit cost possible. The coordination 

and standardization between the categories are very important so that IKEA can fulfill its vision 

of creating a better life for many people (Carlsson, 2019).  Figure 2. illustrates the way IKEA’s 

commercial structure is organized. 

 

 

Figure 2. Overview of. IKEA’s commercial structure (Adapted from Carlsson, 2019) 

1.2 Problematization 

Due to the large number of categories in IKEA, there are opportunities to ensure that the sourcing 

of products is synchronized and standardized. One opportunity IKEA has is to standardize the 

sourcing process in terms of how the RFQ process is structured, documented, and executed. Even 

after a specific RFQ is created by a category, there is also the possibility of implementing the 

RACI (Responsible, Accountable, Controlled, and Informed) matrix which can more clearly define 

the individual responsibilities and roles associated with the sourcing of products. Additionally, 

IKEA could also transition from manual resources to digital supply chain management tools that 

could make the sourcing process more efficient. 

 

The thesis, therefore, provides an opportunity to identify RFQ processes in which IKEA seeks to 

identify the best sourcing and RFQ process compared to the structure of its current operations. It 

allows investigating IKEA’s sourcing processes compared to Sourcing and Purchasing theories to 
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identify gaps in the standardization of RFQ processes. It also provides an opportunity to compare 

IKEA’s RFQ process with an outside-in perspective so that potential gaps in IKEA’s current 

processes can also be identified. These practices will enable purchasing development  at IKEA to 

ensure a more consistent, professional, and objective approach to the different types of RFQs. In 

addition, the current purchasing process in literature, especially in correspondence with the RFQs, 

could accommodate an in-depth RFQs process. Empirical data from global companies could help 

to fulfill the research gap of constructing a sequential and thorough RFQ process.  

1.3 Aim and purpose 

The aim of our research has been on collecting information to identify the practices that global 

multi-categorical companies use to source their products, especially concerning the RFQs. The 

identified RFQ process in this thesis could contribute to filling the gaps in empirical evidence and 

research on how the transition from traditional to modern sourcing can be accomplished. Thus, the 

research questions addressed in this thesis are: 

 

1.       How does a global retail company source their product using RFQ? 

a. What does a global retail company perceive are the most important criteria and 

methods for the supplier selection process in the RFQs? 

 

The reason this question was posed is that it allowed the authors to identify the current processes 

that a global retail company uses to source their products using RFQs. It also allowed them to see 

which supplier selection criteria and methods are used when sourcing products through RFQs 

 

2.       What are the general steps that purchasers external to a global retail company take to source 

their product using RFQs? 

 

The reason this question was posed is that it allowed authors to gain an external perspective on the 

RFQ by identifying how professionals within the field of purchasing (not directly working for the 

global retail company) are using RFQs for the sourcing of products. 

 

3.       How could a global retail company with a wide variety of categories standardize as well as 

synchronize the RFQ processes? 

 

The reason this question was posed is that it helped the authors to benchmark the RFQ process of 

a global retail company with the process used by external purchasers as well as the theory. 

1.4 Limitations 

To ensure the feasibility of the degree project, exploration is limited to the RFQ process. This 

means that the degree project will only concentrate on the activities related to sourcing and the 
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Request for Quotation process as opposed to mapping the whole procurement process. 

Furthermore, the practical implementation of the RFQ process that will be suggested will not be a 

part of the scope of the degree project. 
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2. Theoretical Framework 

This chapter addresses the main theories that are aligned with the aim of this thesis. It provides a 

broad description of the theories from the perspective of different authors. The main topics that 

are covered in this chapter are Purchasing Process, Lean Sourcing, Strategic Sourcing, and 

Kraljic Matrix. 

2.1 The Purchasing Process 

The production and sale of products are the results of a combination of different processes. This 

process begins with the purchase of raw materials from suppliers, followed by a production process 

that transforms the raw materials into a product for sale. There are several functions responsible 

for the transformation of raw materials, including purchasing, production, logistics, and inventory 

management (Johnsen et al., 2014).  

 

Traditionally, purchasing was viewed only as a process of procurement, where purchasing 

personnel was responsible for procuring the right equipment, materials, services, and supplies from 

the right source, at the right price, in the right quantity, at the right location, and of the right quality. 

In this perspective, the goal of purchasing was limited only to operational activity. However, in 

today's society, the goal of purchasing has broadened as it is increasingly seen as a key strategic 

area in an organization (Van Weele, 2010; Johnson et al., 2021). According to Van Weele (2010), 

purchasing is defined as: 

 

“The management of the company’s external resources in such a way that the supply of all goods, 

services, capabilities, and knowledge which are necessary for running, maintaining and managing 

the company’s primary activities are secured at the most favorable conditions.” 

 

Many authors have addressed the activities that must be performed in purchasing. In general, 

authors have discussed the same activities (developing specifications, selecting suppliers, 

ordering), but the way the activities are grouped in each step varies. Robinson et al. (1967) 

described the activities as an eight-step process: (1) anticipation of problems; (2) determination of 

specification and quantity of items needed; (3) description of specification and quantity of items 

needed; (4) search and qualification of potential sources; (5) acquisition and analysis of suppliers; 

(6) evaluation and selection of bids; (7) selection of a purchase order; (8) feedback and 

performance evaluation. In contrast, Woodward and Samuel (1981) identified four events: (1) 

analysis of requirements; (2) RFQ preparation and analysis; (3) negotiation between committee 

and supplier; (4) evaluation and feedback after negotiation. Webster Jr. and Wind (1972) also 

identified 5 steps similar to the six steps identified by Robinson et al. (1967). In general, six to 

eight steps are most commonly discussed in the literature as authors such as Abratt (1986), Cardozo 

(1983), Mendoza and Ventura (2012) and Johnson et al. (2021) have described the purchasing 

process in these number of steps. 
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The most common framework used to describe the purchasing process which will be used as a 

basis in this thesis is discussed by Van Weele (2010). This model is shown in Figure 3. Van Weele's 

framework consists of a process perspective where different steps are interconnected. This means 

that the quality of the previous steps determines the quality of the next step since some of the 

prerequisites for the next step are present in the previous steps. However, this does not mean that 

every task must be completed in every step. The idea of the framework is that it consists of the 

most common tasks that are performed in each step (ibid).  

 

Figure 3. Van Weele’s Purchasing Process (Adapted from Van Weele, 2010) 

 

The input for the purchasing model is the business need, which triggers the requirement of defining 

specifications (Van Weele, 2010; Johnson et al., 2021). This means that, for example, a high-tech 

manufacturer has decided to enter a new market that has a high value and a high-profit margin. To 

enter this market, the manufacturer has determined that the technical requirements of the market 

are high and therefore he needs to invest in new technology. He must then determine the 

specifications of the technology and follow the steps of the purchasing process so that he can 

procure the new technology. So, the most important requirement for initiating the purchasing 

process should be the business need (Van Weele, 2010). 

 

In addition, it is pertinent to define the interfaces between the individual steps so that the activities 

performed in the purchasing process can be tracked. It implies that to maintain control over the 
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procurement processes, the output of each step should be clearly defined. For example, each 

subsequent step should not begin until the decision for the previous step has been completed. This 

can be achieved by documenting the outcome of each step, which helps to standardize the 

purchasing process. Generally, the correct purchasing process is included in a company's 

purchasing manual, which helps the purchasing manager to organize the related tasks (Van Weele, 

2010). The six steps shown in Figure 1 are explained in more detail so that the activities in each 

step can be understood. 

2.1.1 Define Specifications 

In the initial phase, the buyer must know what the internal customer's requirements are. He must 

know whether the product/service sought should be manufactured in-house or contracted out to an 

external supplier. The specification developed can then be used as a guide for selecting the supplier 

and completing the purchasing process. In addition, the specification should be developed based 

on an accurate understanding of the business requirements. Specifications must be defined to 

provide a clear and accurate description of the product/service being sought, otherwise, this may 

result in unnecessary costs (Van Weele, 2010). 

 

In general, specifications are divided into two types: Functional Specification and Technical 

Specification (Baily et al., 1998; Van Weele, 2010). The functional specification must indicate the 

functionality that the product/service must have for the product/service to be used correctly for the 

intended task. An accurate description of functional specifications leads to three benefi ts: First, 

suppliers can use all their expertise without hindrance, since the details of the specifications are 

developed by them; second, buyers can explore possibilities that they are not aware of but suppliers 

are; third, a common standard is created against which all suppliers are evaluated. In contrast, 

technical specifications consist of features that define the technical characteristics of the product, 

including the activities that suppliers must perform. They are usually given in the form of technical 

drawings and activity schedules, which are useful for evaluating suppliers' bids (Van Weele, 2010).  

 

The functional and technical specifications are part of the purchase order specification, which 

defines all specifications and requirements used to evaluate suppliers. Table 1. explains the main 

components of the purchase order specification and their purpose. These specifications are 

documented in the form of a purchase requisition and help identify or narrow down the relevant 

suppliers for the product/service being sought (Van Weele, 2010).  

 

Purchase Order 

Specifications 

Description 

Quality Specifications It describes the quality benchmarks and standards that the product 

must fulfill and whether a quality certificate is required or not 
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Logistics Specification It describes the quantity needed, the time, and the place of delivery 

Maintenance 

Specification 

It determines how the product will be maintained by the supplier and 

whether any spare parts will be needed or not. 

Legal and 

environmental 

Requirements 

It requires that the product or service must fulfill the health, safety, 

and environmental regulations. 

Target Budget It specifies the financial constraint within which the solution 

provided by the supplier must be found 

Table 1. Main components of Purchase order specifications (Van Weele, 2010) 

 

When defining purchase order specifications, many of the specifications are developed through 

cross-functional collaboration (Johnsen et al., 2014). In this case, the user who needs the product 

must define the specification, while the buyer must ensure that the specifications are defined 

objectively and do not favor any particular supplier. Before a specification is sent to suppliers, it 

should usually be formally approved by the purchasing department or potential suppliers to avoid 

misunderstandings later in the process. An inaccurate or ambiguous purchase order specification 

can result in lost time, have a serious impact on financial resources, cause supply disruptions, and 

result in a missed opportunity to improve a product or service (Van Weele, 2010). 

2.1.2 Selecting Supplier 

After identifying the business requirements and translating them into technical and functional 

specifications, the next step is to conduct market research for the offering (Van Weele, 2010; 

Johnson et al., 2021). This involves gathering information about suppliers relevant to the product 

or service and finally selecting them based on various identified criteria. According to Van Weele 

(2010), the process of identifying and selecting suppliers consists of four steps: 

 

1. Identifying the method to be used for subcontracting. 

2. Preparation of a preliminary list of qualified suppliers and preparation of a list of bidders  

3. Preparation of the RFP and evaluation of the bids received 

4. Selection of the best suppliers based on various identified criteria 

 

The method for subcontracting includes deciding whether to award a turnkey or partial 

subcontractor and whether to perform on a fixed-price or cost-based contract. In a turnkey 

subcontract, the supplier is responsible for all activities related to the product or service. In a partial 

subcontract, all activities related to the product or service are divided into parts, and the individual 

suppliers are then assigned different parts. In a fixed-price contract, the cost and time for 

performing the activities are specified in advance, and all risks are borne by the supplier. In a cost -
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reimbursement contract, on the other hand, the scope of activities to be performed is not specified 

in advance but is determined based on hourly wages. Once the activity is completed, an invoice 

can be issued based on the daily report of the work performed (Van Weele, 2010). 

 

After deciding on the method of awarding the contract, a preliminary list of suppliers capable of 

meeting the specifications of the purchase order shall be prepared. The preliminary list of suppliers 

or bidders long list includes those suppliers who are eligible to bid. These suppliers are narrowed 

down into an initial bidder list based on evaluation criteria such as supplier rating and past 

performance (Johnson et al., 2021). Then, various tools are used to communicate or evaluate the 

suppliers. The most commonly used tools are explained below: 

 

1. Request for Information (RFI): In the RFI, information about potential suppliers' 

products and services is collected. Suppliers are asked to provide information about past 

projects or experiences that qualify them for the product or service. In this case, audits or 

visits to suppliers are conducted to assess their capabilities and whether they meet the 

company's standards. Based on the information gathered, the long list of bidders is reduced 

to a list of suppliers that meet the specifications of the purchase order and the company's 

requirements (Johnson et al., 2021).  

 

2. Request for Quotation (RFQ): During the RFQ, shortlisted suppliers are contacted and 

invited to submit bids that meet the specification of the product or service sought. This 

allows the buyer to easily compare the suppliers' bids and select the best possible offer 

(Van Weele, 2010). Generally, RFQs focus on cost, with the buyer trying to select the 

lowest possible cost for the product or service sought. However, Total Cost of Ownership 

(TCO) is increasingly becoming one of the most important factors buyers look at when 

evaluating RFQs. TCO is the total cost to a company over the life of the product (Johnson 

et al., 2021). 

 

3. Request for Proposal (RFP): The RFP is more complex than the RFQ, which, in addition 

to price, takes into account criteria such as experience, supplier expertise, and so on. It 

usually includes a detailed description of the requirements and invites bidders to propose 

solutions based on their expertise (Johnson et al., 2021). 

 

Upon receipt of proposals, a thorough evaluation of the supplier's proposal is conducted. This 

includes a technical and commercial evaluation as well as an assessment of logistical, qualitative, 

and financial factors. The result of the analyzed proposals is usually a supplier proposal that 

discusses the decision to select a supplier, the ranking criteria used, and the offers considered. For 

the strategic suppliers and products, a risk analysis is also performed to identify potential risks in 

case of unexpected failures. At the end of the supplier selection step, the bid selection decision is 
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communicated to the suppliers, and negotiations are conducted with the selected suppliers (Van 

Weele, 2010). 

2.1.3 Contracting 

After the evaluation and selection of the supplier, a contract is drawn up between the buyer and 

the supplier. The contract is an agreement between the supplier and the buyer, which consists of 

technical, commercial, and legal conditions that the supplier must fulfill for the purchased product 

or service (Johnson et al., 2021). Contract terms can vary depending on the type of product, market 

conditions, and the industry operating environment. These factors can make it difficult to create 

standardized contracts for all products or services. Therefore, many terms such as price, delivery 

terms, payment terms, penalties, and warranty terms are negotiated based on individual products 

or services. When negotiating the terms of the contract, the buyer usually insists on a fixed price 

that comes from competitive bidding. The reason is that a fixed price allows for greater cost control 

or budget management. If the terms of the contract are not properly negotiated, it can lead to legal 

problems and improper documentation (Van Weele, 2010).  

2.1.4 Ordering 

After agreeing on the terms under the contract, an order can be placed with the supplier. The order 

is usually issued in the form of a purchase order, which contains instructions and information to 

the supplier (Johnsen et al., 2014). It usually consists of such information as the description of the 

product, the order number, the unit price, the quantity, the expected delivery time, the delivery 

address, and the address to which the invoices can be sent. These details must also be mentioned 

in the invoices and documents that the supplier sends for the product or service. After an order is 

sent to the supplier, the supplier is usually asked to send an acknowledgment of receipt of the 

purchase order so that the order for the product or service is officially documented (Van Weele, 

2010). 

2.1.5 Expediting 

Expediting is the process of putting pressure on a supplier to ensure that it meets the agreed 

delivery date, delivers ahead of schedule, or increases the speed of an order that is delayed. 

Generally, this step is due to poor planning on the part of the buyer, who may have made a mistake 

in assessing the supplier's capabilities (Johnson et al., 2021). According to Van Weele (2010), 

there are three types of expediting methods: 

 

1. Exception expediting: In this situation, the internal customer informs the purchasing 

department that the material did not arrive on time. The buyer then takes immediate action, 

depending on how critical the material is. 
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2. Preventative Expedition: In this situation, the buyer contacts the supplier a few days 

before the delivery date to ensure that all ordered products or services meet the deadline 

and that there are no surprises. 

 

3. Advance Status Check Expedition: This is performed for critical deliveries where the 

buyer visits the supplier's site and periodically checks the progress of the ordered product 

or service. 

2.1.6 Follow-up and Evaluation 

This is the last step of the purchase process. After the product has been received, there is still a lot 

of work that the buyer must do. This includes handling warranty and penalty clauses, 

administrative work, and updating supplier performance documentation. Supplier experience must 

also be carefully documented so that supplier quality and performance can be monitored. 

Typically, a supplier evaluation method is used to assess various criteria that the buyer has 

established related to supplier performance (Van Weele, 2014; Johnson et al., 2021). Supplier 

performance can also be measured through key performance indicators (KPIs). KPIs are measures 

set by organizations based on factors such as cost, delivery, and quality (Hudnurkar and Ambekar, 

2019). These scores or measures are then used to determine whether the company wants to do 

business with the supplier in the future and can enable companies to select high-quality suppliers 

for the future purchasing process (Van Weele, 2014). 

2.2 A global outlook on Sourcing 

Strategically working in purchasing is an area that has received a lot of attention since the late 

1980s. Additionally, it is an approach used in supply chain management to formalize the way 

information is gathered and used to leverage their consolidated purchasing power for a competitive 

advantage (Myerson, 2018). It is therefore of great importance that activities for supplying, 

running, maintaining, and managing the purchasing process operate under optimal conditions. To 

gain further benefits from working strategically, important aspects such as fostering continuous 

improvements and utilizing the potential of cross-functional, and supply base collaborations are 

essential (Khushalani and Woodcock, 2018).  

 

To guide these aspects, the purchasing process could be divided into sequential end-to-end 

processes as Source-to-Contract (S2C) and Procure-to-Pay (P2P), where the S2C process begins 

with a need for a service or a good and is concluded when a contract agreement with a supplier is 

finished. The P2P process starts with buying a service or good based on the need in the S2C process 

and ends with delivery and payment. Figure 4. Further illustrates the main steps in S2C and P2P. 

Thus, the end-to-end purchasing process aligns all activities from sourcing to supplier management 

(Biltoft-Knudsen et al., 2018; Monczka et al., 2015; Van Weele, 2018). 
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Figure 4. S2C and P2P process (William, 2020) 

 

One factor differentiating similar organizations from one another is how they have defined their 

processes and how they are interconnected. Similarly, what differentiates a purchasing department 

from another is its tasks and in which order they are performed. Therefore, if an organization 

improves its purchasing process, it is likely to gain competitive advantages (Myerson, 2018; 

Nicoletti, 2018).  

2.3 Lean 

The concept of Lean originated in the manufacturing field, and because of this, implementers of 

Lean attempt to replicate factory conditions. However, Lean stems from the Toyota Way which 

does not originate from the manufacturing field but rather from the concern for others.  The founder 

of the Toyota way, Sakichi Toyoda, automated spinning and weaving to make the work less hard 

for his family. The Toyota production system (TPS) and Lean manufacturing (LM) are adaptations 

of the Toyota Way that served the purpose of increasing production and minimizing waste. 

Therefore, implementations of lean in non-manufacturing areas require a different adaptation since 

the circumstances are different (Halling et al., 2021). 

 

In the past three decades, Lean has evolved and adapted to a fast-changing world. Furthermore, 

Lean moved outside the walls of the factory and is now being applied in other parts of the 

organization, including in-service and office contexts and sectors such as retailing, government, 

education, and health care. The advancement of Lean is reflected in the economies of developed 

countries that have become more and more service-driven (Terpend and Shannon, 2021).  

 

The first notable migration to a non-manufacturing environment was in the upstream portion of 

the supply chain. The goal was to establish a network of suppliers that would support Lean 

operations (Terpend and Shannon, 2021). This network was created by establishing partnerships 

with a small number of preferred suppliers. A second migration was then carried out by 

manufacturers who transferred Lean principles from the factory to other parts of their 
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organizations, including administrative functions. Lean would then eventually make its way into 

the service sector and office functions. However, their primary focus was on services with a 

tangible physical product, such as retail sales. As a result of having a tangible product, those 

services still essentially operate like a factory with a process-flow orientation. However, 

simulations with process-flow orientation would generally fail to replicate the type of 

administrative processes that would be encountered in offices or back-office operations (e.g., 

human resources, banks, government agencies). Failing to replicate administrative processes is 

unsettling given that many companies do not have a manufacturing or production function. 

Moreover, every company has administrative and office activities, such as order quoting, 

invoicing, or payroll.  

 

When taking the administrative and office activities into account it is important to note that there 

are several significant differences between applying Lean principles in an office setting versus a 

manufacturing location. First, the raw material for production is tangible (e.g., metal, glass, or 

wood), whereas it is generally some form of data in an office. Physical resources (e.g., paper, pen, 

ruler, computers) may be used in an office environment but mostly as media to record, carry, or 

process the data. Data is more and more frequently stored electronically, which eliminates the use 

of some of these physical items. Second, tangibles do not matter as much to the customer in an 

office setting as they do in manufacturing (Rüttimann et al., 2014).  

 

Another major difference between a factory and office setting resides in the level of visibility and 

abstraction with which workers are involved. Value creation is, therefore, hidden and what matters 

most is the information extracted from that data (Terpend and Shannon, 2021; Rüttimann et al., 

2014). Lastly, the Lean community differentiates between two types of processes, operational 

processes that mostly take place in manufacturing settings and transactional processes that occur 

in administrative processes (Rüttimann et al., 2014). Table 2. summarizes the key differences 

between operational and transactional processes.  

 

  Manufacturing Setting Office Setting 

Deliverables Physical Product Service, file, Information 

Morphology Tangible, Visible Intangible, Invisible 

Volume Unlimited batch size Unique, one batch 

Make to Make-to-stock possibility Make to order 
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Orientation Process-Centric Output-Centric 

Transformation Procedural Relational 

Task Characteristics No degree of freedom; Very 

Structured 

Allows execution 

discretion; Less Structured 

Waste Visible Invisible 

Out-of-control cases Very limited More frequent 

Focus Efficient Effectiveness 

Table 2. Lean in Manufacturing and Office setting (Rüttimann et al., 2014) 

2.3.1 Lean Sourcing 

To improve the purchasing process, several approaches could be used. Asefeso (2012) and 

Myerson (2018) highlight the Lean approaches as crucial in improving the purchasing process. 

The authors mean that the Lean tool, value-stream mapping (VSM), could be used to understand 

the current situation of a process and discover areas where waste, unevenness, and overload can 

be reduced in the value stream. 

 

VSM is a part of Lean, and its purpose is to analyze the current state of a process, identify 

waste, rearrange activities to enhance the effectiveness of the process, and if possible, map the 

future state process and compare the two maps to identify areas of improvement. An activity in a 

process can be categorized into three categories, VA, non-value-adding but necessary (NVN), and 

non-value-adding and avoidable (NVA) to realize if it is a waste or not (Lacerda et al., 2016). 

Additionally, Lean metrics can be helpful to identify these activities. In procurement, these are for 

instance (Myerson, 2018): 

 

1. Transportation: Are invoices being transported from one person to another? Are there 

steps that could be eliminated or automated? 

2. Inventory: Are there multiple copies of one document stored in one place? Are there 

several invoices or contract requests in the backlog? 

3. Motion; How many times is a document exchanged between stakeholders? Is there a need 

to confirm the data from a document in one system then another? 

4. Waiting: Is there a long waiting time to get the right information before proceeding with 

the next step? Does the reviewing of contracts take a long time? How are the sourcing and 
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contract workflows managed? Could technologies or policies be changed to streamline the 

process? 

5. Overproduction: Are the purchasers doing more than what is required? Are they creating 

documentation or reports that are not used? What number of reports are being shared to 

support the Source to Purchase process? Can the production and publication of these files 

be automated? 

6. Over-processing: are there unnecessary reviews or signatures that are required? Can 

redundant oversight be reduced by increasing authority? 

7. Defects: are there reports that have to be reworked due to inaccurate information? Are 

there requisitions that have to be returned because of this? How many contracts or purchase 

orders need to be changed out of the total amount created? 

 

Jing et al. (2021) found that VSM helps to eliminate unnecessary activities and reduce costs and 

cycle times in the purchasing process. Another approach to improving the purchasing process can 

be pursued by digitalization (Bienhaus and Haddud, 2018; Nicoletti, 2018). However, only when 

improvements to the purchasing process have been made, it is feasible to digitally transform by 

utilizing new technologies. Otherwise, there is a risk that automating processes will result in more 

and quicker produced errors since the core issue was not addressed (Hari Krishna Kumar et al., 

2019; Hofmann et al., 2020). Many companies recognize this digital transformation. However, 

they are not aware of what tasks, roles, and responsibilities will suit their purchasers (Bienhaus 

and Haddud, 2018). 

2.4 Strategic sourcing 

Sourcing is one of several functions that belong to procurement (see figure 5). Traditionally 

Sourcing is viewed as identifying new and potential suppliers as well as contracting, but the 

concept has developed over recent years and is now a part of what is now known as strategic 

sourcing (Van Weele, 2012; Cankaya, 2020). Biazzin (2019) defines strategic sourcing as the 

complete process of obtaining inputs and managing supplier relationships to achieve the 

organization's long-term goals. 
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Figure 5. An adaption of Van Weele’s (2012) traditional purchasing function activities 

 

According to Sarangapani (2013), Strategic Sourcing is a complex commercial process requiring 

extensive knowledge and competence. Moreover, Strategic Sourcing focuses on satisfying 

business needs from markets via the proactive and planned analysis of supply markets and the 

selection of suppliers to deliver solutions to meet predetermined and agreed business needs. The 

implementation of Strategic Sourcing requires a combination of support and faith from top 

management as well as a high level of competence in doing various analyses. Sarangapani also 

suggests that businesses should shift from the Reactive and Tactical sourcing process and evolve 

the Strategic Sourcing process. By doing so, Organizations can develop easier decision-making. 

Additionally, the source identification and strategizing follow a set procedural path, making 

Strategic sourcing an excellent tool for generating bottom-line growth and rationalizing the supply 

chain costs (Cankaya, 2020).  

2.4.1 Kraljic Matrix 

To reap the benefits of strategic sourcing, firms must establish a strategic purchasing approach, 

such as the portfolio approach. The most established portfolio approach is the Kraljic Portfolio 

Matrix (KPM). Created in 1983 by Peter Kraljic, the model provides a lens to manage the 

purchased services/products strategically based on potential value and supply risk (Montgomery 

et al., 2018). According to Ye (2021), there are two streams of literature surrounding KPM, one 

that tries to extend the KPM by considering additional factors such as product complexity and 

another that explains the implementation process. The former stream seems to derive from van 

Weele (2010) who analyzes several factors connected to the product’s impact on the bottom line 

(Figure 6). 
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Figure 6. Impact on the bottom line and Supply risk 

 

The latter implementation consists of two steps, the first is to classify commodities into a two-by-

two matrix based on their profit impact and supply risk/market complexity (figure 7). The 

classification and sourcing decisions are dependent on the choice of measurement variables and 

their threshold values. Since the model is qualitative, determining which factors are important and 

weighing them becomes subjective and requires great consideration (Montgomeryry et al., 2018). 

Once the classification has been set the KPM suggests how each category should be strategized 

for organizations to minimize risk and exploit buying power. 

 

Figure 7. The Kraljic Portfolio Matrix with strategic approaches. (Myerson, 2018) 

Impact on bottom line

•Volume compared to total purchasing volume

•Products share in overall cost price

•Products contribution to total company margin

•Cost savings potential through competitive bidding 
and volume agreements

•Price elasticity

•Rebate and bonus scheme

Supply risk

•Branded products versus standardized product
•Patent (Licensed products)
•Availability of substitutes
•Specific quality and logistics requirements
•The degree to which suppliers are prescribed 

by our company’s customers
•Supplier’s share in buyer’s purchasing turnover
•Market structure: Free competition vs 

monopoly
•Market situation: Buyer’s vs suppliers’ market
•Supplier production capacity utilization
•Supplier’s financial position
•Supplier’s switching costs
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Non-critical items are the easiest to procure and have low business impact relatively speaking. A 

common issue with items under this category is that these items have low-profit margins because 

the handling cost is high compared to the product value which is why an effective supply chain is 

crucial. Gelderman and van Weele (2002) explain that companies, especially for these items, need 

to think about product standardization, order volumes, and reducing the number of suppliers. 

Additionally, since the order frequency is high and incurs high logistical costs the strategy here 

should be to focus on decreasing transaction costs and effectivize the logistical and administrative 

processes (Lee and Drake, 2010). Furthermore, companies are to also work with category 

management in collaboration with their suppliers. Employees could then purchase straight from 

the preselected suppliers when there is a rise in demand. The relationships between the company 

and suppliers are of the short-termed type and should be managed. 

 

The bottleneck product category, however, is limited to very few or a single supplier and thus 

requires a much closer collaboration even though the items themselves are of low strategic 

importance. These items are difficult to manage, have low product value, and do not have a high 

financial impact unless something goes wrong. If these items were to be out of stock, there could 

be great disturbances in the supply chain such as halted production and increased delivery times. 

To ensure that these items do not run out of stock while at the same time keeping costs down, it is 

important to optimize the safety stock as well as oversee the supplier management. Gelderman and 

Van Weele (2005) also suggest that companies should conduct a risk analysis to point out the most 

essential products for both the short and long term. Supplier dependency is a risk that can be 

mitigated by analyzing the market for other suppliers that could provide substitutes or develop 

alternative products. 

 

Leverage items have low supply chain risk because the items are rather standardized and could 

thus be obtained from several suppliers. Unlike non-critical items, leverage items have greater 

strategic importance because of their financial impact. Furthermore, Lee and Drake (2010) believe 

that the best approach for these types of items is to identify the product’s value contribution and 

its volume to lower material cost. Since price is one of the key aspects of leverage items and 

because the items are interchangeable, it is essential to incorporate competitive bidding. Here 

companies can utilize their purchasing power to influence prices and increase profit margins. The 

goal is to lower total costs by purchasing in bulk from suppliers and by continuously analyzing the 

market for new suppliers for even greater prices (ibid). 

 

Strategic items require detailed specifications before purchases can be made, therefore, they are 

more elaborate than the other categories. Since strategic items also have high risk and high impact, 

companies need to work in close collaboration with their suppliers to ensure that the information 

exchange remains consistent throughout the supply chain. Having ineffective communication for 

an item that meets many criteria and long-term financing is a great loss, both for the company and 

its suppliers because the sourcing process is resource-intensive. A vast amount of time is invested 
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in planning and establishing specifications which make switching cost high and undesirable (van 

Weele, 2010). 

2.5 Supplier Selection Criteria 

A company's competitiveness largely depends on identifying the right decision criteria in 

conjunction with the right choice of suppliers. These factors are considered to be the drivers of a 

company's growth, and therefore the criteria for suppliers play an important role in it. As 

mentioned earlier, the way companies formulate and select criteria plays an important role in the 

selection process (Pal et al., 2013). This is because these criteria will be used as the basis for 

evaluating different suppliers. The final selection of suppliers will depend on how well the 

suppliers meet these criteria. Although there is no standard method for supplier selection, it varies 

from company to company. But, identifying the criteria for supplier selection following the 

company's sourcing strategy of the organization and using them to evaluate suppliers, helps to 

structure and organize the supplier evaluation process (Pal et al., 2013; Monczka et al., 2015). 

 

In the past, the approach that companies took to supplier selection was mainly based on price. That 

is, the supplier that offered the best price for a product or service was considered the most suitable 

supplier. However, companies have realized that focusing solely on price is not a well-organized 

process and have therefore adopted a more comprehensive multi-criteria approach (Pal et al., 

2013).  

 

In recent years, the criteria used to evaluate suppliers have become more complex, as 

environmental, political, social, and customer satisfaction criteria have been added to those 

previously used criteria such as cost, quality, and lead time. The growing recognition that a 

thoroughly evaluated group of suppliers can make a high strategic contribution to improving 

customer satisfaction has motivated companies to develop new and better methods for finding and 

evaluating suppliers (Pal et al., 2013).  

 

In addition, selecting multiple suppliers based on different criteria provides flexibility to a 

company's operations as it leads to diversification and promotes competition among alternative 

suppliers. However, despite the high strategic importance that supplier selection and criteria bring, 

companies still limit themselves to price performance as the only dominant factor, which is not the 

right approach. The problem must be structured, and the criteria used to solve it are explicitly 

stated so that the decision-making process can be organized (Taherdoost and Brard, 2019). 

 

When reviewing the literature, many criteria can be used to evaluate suppliers. These criteria can 

be divided into qualitative and quantitative dimensions. The most common selection criteria and 

their definitions are listed in Table 3. The table contains many different criteria, but the selection 

of the most appropriate criteria depends on the purchasing situation and the company's 

expectations of the supplier (Taherdoost and Brard, 2019). 
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Criteria Description 

Quality The ability of suppliers to meet quality specifications such as material, 

durability, variety, and quality management systems 

Performance 

History 

The performance of suppliers in the financial, social, and organizational 

domains. 

Delivery The ability of suppliers to conform with the delivery schedule including 

lead times, performance, incoterms, etc. 

Warranties and 

Claim Policies 

The written agreements to repair or replace the product as well as the claim 

process for coverage or compensation for a covered loss. 

Production 

Capacity 

How much volume/ quantities can be produced by the suppliers. 

Price It includes criteria such as unit prices, discounts, exchanges rates, etc 

Technology and 

Capability 

The ability of suppliers to acquire or work with new technologies and 

resources for research and development practices. 

Cost The monetary valuation of time, effort, resources, and risk borne for the 

production and delivery of the product or service 

Mutual Trust 

and Easy 

communication 

The level of trust between buyer and supplier and the ease through which 

communication can occur. 

Communication 

system 

The system of suppliers for the processing and progress data of orders. 

Reputation and 

Progress in 

Industry 

The reputation and ranking of a company, products, or brands when 

comparing it with the competitors within the industry. 

Supplier’s 

Profile 

The reputation and supremacy of the supplier’s status, past performance, 

etc. 

Management 

and 

Organization 

The reputation and efficiency of the supplier decision-making process to 

resolve issues and complaints 
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Repair Service The ability of suppliers to replace or restore damaged, worn-out products or 

services 

Attitude The behavior of suppliers such as politeness 

Risk factors The element or characteristic that can affect the value of assets. 

Commercial 

Plans and 

Structure 

The suppliers' goals: Plans and roadmaps to achieve the goals; Their 

alignment with the organization's goals. 

Labor relations 

records 

The relationship between supplier's management and their workforce. 

Geographical 

Location 

The location of the suppliers. 

Reliability The suppliers’ dependability and trustworthiness are based on past 

performance, financial parameters, diversity, cultural awareness, etc. 

Service The ability of suppliers to provide intangible products; Information and 

support on minimum order quantities, customization, flexibility, response to 

changes, and industry knowledge. 

Process 

Improvement 

The ability of suppliers to identify and analyze processes for optimization 

that can help to improve the quality standards. 

Product 

Development 

The contribution of suppliers in the product development process or their 

capability of modifying an existing product to improve its market 

penetration. 

Environmental 

and Social 

Sustainability 

The supplier’s ability and responsibility to use natural resources 

responsibly, minimize damage as well as preserve them for future 

generations. 

Professionalism The competence or professionalism displayed by the supplier. 

Table 3. Supplier Evaluation Criteria and their definition (Taherdoost and Brard, 2019) 
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3. Research Paradigm - Methodology 

This section explains the main methodology used to collect and analyze data. This in turn will be 

used to answer the research questions presented in this study. The method is inspired by Saunders 

et al. (2019) research onion and will therefore be used as a base to explain the entire methodology. 

 

The onion research model devised by Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill (2019) in their book 

“Research Methods for Business Students” was found to be the most appropriate method to be 

followed for conducting this study. The model provides an organized format for gradually 

developing the study in a step-by-step process. To summarize the process, the research onion 

consists of six distinct layers or four sections (figure 8). Research philosophy, the outermost layer 

and first step in the methodological process, to some extent determines the proceeding inner layers 

for it is here authors choose how to perceive reality. Since there are numerous research 

philosophies, each favoring its procedures, this chapter will mainly focus on the steps taken in this 

study (ibid). 

 

Figure 8. Adoption of the research onion highlights the six different layers and the steps taken to 

conduct this research, each section is also signified by the shading (Saunders et al., 2019). 
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3.1 Philosophy 

For research to be conducted in an organized manner certain beliefs and assumptions need to be 

established as a foundation, upon which the research gradually matures (Appendix A). According 

to Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill (2019), this system of assumptions and beliefs which form the 

basis for the collection of data and development of knowledge is referred to as research philosophy. 

Each of the assumptions, Ontology, Epistemology, and Axiology, feed into each other (or mature) 

in sequential order and dictate the proceeding steps as previously mentioned (Appendix B). It is 

important to also note that the Pragmatism paradigm is criticized as a philosophy for supporting 

the mixed research approach, particularly for not addressing the differing assumptions of the 

quantitative and qualitative paradigms (Maarouf, 2019). However, in an attempt to overcome this 

criticism, current research is mainly concerned with presenting pragmatism as a coherent 

integrated paradigm. Moreover, many researchers consider pragmatism to be the most common 

philosophical justification for the mixed research approach (ibid). 

 

The pragmatism paradigm is unique in the way that it provides more leeway for the researcher, 

this is because advocates of pragmatism believe in the importance of feasibility. Thus, research 

designs incorporate operational decisions based on 'what will work best'  in finding answers for the 

questions under investigation, allowing a mix of methods (Tashakkori and Teddlie 1998).  

 

Ontology is the philosophical study of the nature of being, becoming, existence, or reality. It is 

part of the major branch of philosophy known as metaphysics which aims to answer one central 

question: what is reality? Moreover, Ontology is concerned with theorizing about the nature of 

reality (Burrell and Morgan 2016). The Pragmatism paradigm advocates a non-singular reality 

ontology, more specifically, there could be one or several truths. The reason is that reality is 

dynamic, and additionally, pragmatism also fosters a form of Relativism. An assumption for this 

research, in alignment with the Pragmatism paradigm, would then be that there could be one or 

several best practices for conducting an RFQ (Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017).  

 

To attain knowledge about multi-categorical companies’ RFQ processes it is important to choose 

appropriate steps that lead to the solution/s. Pragmatics believe that researchers themselves are the 

ones that best determine the most appropriate steps, a way of attaining knowledge that is also 

known as relational epistemology. One of the main reasons for selecting the Pragmatism paradigm 

was the focus on understanding the participants’ true behaviors and the consequences that likely 

followed their behavior. The practical, appropriate, pluralistic, and value-laden nature of the 

Pragmatism paradigm makes it advantageous in creating room for exploration (Kelly and Cordeiro, 

2020).  

 

Axiology refers to what is right or ethical, for the Pragmatism paradigm no sole truth has yet to be 

determined, but there is a tendency. This tendency, which also applies to this thesis, is that the 
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research is value laden. Meaning research is conducted for the purpose of benefiting the people 

(Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017). 

3.2 Approach to theory development 

The second layer in the research onion contains the research approach. The selection of a particular 

philosophy that was discussed in the first section will determine the approach you choose for the 

development of the theory or the reasoning behind your findings. Further, the approach you select 

will influence the choice of research design and methods (Babbie 2010). If we critically think 

about what a researcher does in research, we can classify them into three aspects – theory testing, 

theory building, and theory modification. The abductive approach, theory modification, is best 

suited for research with the purpose of theory generation and modification. 

 

The purpose of the study was not determined before the start of the project; however, it was a given 

that Strategic sourcing and Lean would have a central role in the study. Additionally, the theory 

of the study was formed before the empirical data was collected. This can be explained as 

Deduction when the case company has been studied based on existing theory (Bell et al., 2019). 

After studying the empirical data, we considered it necessary to supplement the existing theory of 

the study with necessary and relevant information. This inference can be explained as induction 

when the theory is formed after the empirical study has been studied. Because the study followed 

both a deduction and an induction approach, a combination of these was chosen which is called 

abduction (ibid). Abduction weighs between scientific discovery and scientific justification, and 

we want to state that in our study neither new theory nor justification has been added. Instead, we 

tested the existing theory in a new context (Persson and Sahlin, 2013). 

3.3 Research design 

Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill (2019) describe research design as a “general plan for answering 

the different research questions”. Additionally, a research design also lays down the specific details 

about data collection, its analysis, the ethical issues, and constraints that the researcher will have 

to access the data.  

3.3.1 Research Methodology 

The focus of our research has been on collecting information to identify the practices that global 

multi-categorical companies use to source their products, especially concerning the RFQs. To 

make a fair assessment of the situation at the case company as well as the several external 

purchasers, it has been important to gather the staff's opinions, impressions, and views. A 

qualitative study has been the most suitable method in our study as we, with the help of interviews 

with open-ended questions, deepened ourselves to gather information about mankind and their 

behavior (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016; Schein, 1990). Our choice of approach is also strengthened 
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by Patel and Davidson (2019) who mention qualitative study as a method to be preferred when 

clarifying and describing a situation. 

3.3.2 Research Strategies 

According to Bell et al. (2019) case study involves a detailed exploration of a specific case, which 

could be an organization or a person. The case study strategy is utilized to answer RQ1 and RQ3 

by conducting an in-depth analysis of the focal company. An advantage of conducting a case study 

stems from the strategy’s ability to understand participants in the whole process. This is because 

authentic data is attained by directly observing participants. Apart from direct observation and 

interviews, case studies use other methods to collect data too such as questionnaires. Moreover, 

the term directly does not necessarily mean “in person” as it is common to access data from remote 

areas through the use of technological devices. This study incorporated a combination of in-depth 

interviews and a questionnaire by exploiting the strategy’s versatility. Furthermore, due to external 

factors, the research required technical tools.   

 

To answer RQ2, the general steps for RFQ, it was necessary to collect a large amount of qualitative 

data through multiple in-depth interviews with external purchasers other than the focus company. 

According to Castleberry and Nolan (2018), it is generally more difficult to reduce and identify 

patterns of data in text than in numbers. Thematic analysis or TA is a commonly used strategy in 

qualitative research. The TA was chosen for its strengths in “identifying, analyzing, and reporting 

patterns (themes) within text data '' (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Although not as extensive as a case 

study, the TA strategy is effective in systematically analyzing open-ended responses from surveys 

or transcribed interviews. Additionally, the strategy explores more in-depth than quantitative 

analysis while still retaining its flexibility and interpretation when analyzing the data (ibid). 

Applying the TA model proposed by Castleberry and Nolan (2018) meant carrying out five 

different phases of data analysis to ensure a good collection of data (Table 4).   

 

Phase Description 

Compiling Transcribe interviews or focus groups, collate responses and organize 

other textual data to be included in the analysis (Castleberry and Nolan, 

2018). 

Disassembling Taking the data apart and creating meaningful groupings through coding. 

The coding is done by identifying similarities and differences in the data, 

such as a process (Sutton and Austin, 2015). 

Reassembling The codes, or categories to which each concept is mapped, are then put 

into context with each other to create themes. A theme “captures 

something important about the data concerning the research question, 



27 

 

and represents some level of patterned response or meaning within the 

data set” (Braun and Clarke, 2006) 

Interpreting Analytical conclusions from the data are presented as codes and then 

themes. Once data has been reassembled through coding, the researcher 

is then able to extract excerpts from the data and view them concerning 

and in concert with each other (Castleberry and Nolan, 2018). 

Concluding Response to the RQ for the study 

Table 4. Description of TA 

3.3.3 Time Horizon 

According to Saunders et al. (2019), time horizons are needed for the research design independent 

of the research methodology used. In other words, any research has one of two types of time 

horizons namely Longitudinal and Cross-sectional. Longitudinal studies are repeated over an 

extended period while cross-sectional designs are limited to a specific timeframe. Since this 

research has a limited time constraint, a cross-sectional time horizon is used. A cross-sectional 

time horizon also means that all the data is gathered within a relatively short period to provide a 

snapshot of the phenomenon studied. 

3.4 Techniques and procedures 

The last layer of Saunders Research Onion consists of several techniques and procedures regarding 

data collection and data analysis. The techniques and procedures are selected specifically to 

address the different research questions. Additionally, the research quality and ethics are also 

discussed in this sub-chapter. 

3.4.1 Research sample and sampling 

Generic Purposive sampling is a non-probability sampling in which a researcher selects the 

participants on a non-random basis. Its main goal is to select participants strategically. This in turn 

allows researchers to select participants that are closely related to the research questions posed. In 

this thesis, the type of sampling selected is generic purposive sampling with a priori. In this 

sampling, the criteria for selecting participants are established at the start and these criteria don’t 

change as the research proceeds (Bell et al., 2019). The criteria used by researchers both inside 

and outside the case study company were purchasers that are working with multiple categories and 

are working with RFQs for more than 2 years. 

 

Once these participants were selected, snowball sampling was used to further increase the sample 

size. In snowball sampling, the researchers use the initial list of participants to establish contact 

with other participants relevant to the research (Bell et al., 2019). Thus, the researchers in this 
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thesis used the participants identified through generic purposive sampling to establish further 

contact with highly relevant participants. 

 

Overall, the sampling for this thesis can be considered according to Bell et al (2019) “as more than 

one sampling approach”. In this approach, more than one type of sampling method is used to select 

participants. Thus, generic purposive sampling and snowball sampling are the two types of 

sampling approaches used in this thesis. 

 

As far as the sample size is concerned, in qualitative, it is difficult to identify the total number of 

participants that should be selected to answer the research questions. Mason (2010), in his study 

on grounded theory articles, stated that the sample size varies from 5 to 350. For this thesis, 

considering the time constraint, the total number of participants interviewed was 13. The 

participants interviewed, their designation and experience of working with RFQs are mentioned in 

Appendix D - Interviews. This list contains participants interviewed both inside and outside the 

case study company “IKEA”. 

3.4.2 Data Collection Method 

Semi-Structured Interviews 

A common method for data collection in qualitative research interviews. According to Yin (2009), 

very detailed and telling information can be gathered when interviews are conducted with 

participants who have a high level of knowledge in the research areas. Three types of interviews 

are commonly used: unstructured interviews, structured interviews, and semi-structured 

interviews. In unstructured interviews, there is no structure beforehand in terms of the questions 

that will be asked in the interview. Instead, the interviewer takes notes on the main points to be 

discussed in the interview. These points help the interviewer remember the topics that need to be 

discussed. In a structured interview, the questions for the interview have been formulated in 

advance so that they are standardized. The interviewer then reads the questions aloud in the same 

manner and order in which they were written. The third type, the semi-structured interview, is a 

combination of structured and unstructured interviews. In this type, the interviewer uses a list of 

questions-the interview guide-that serves as a guide for conducting the interviews. However, the 

questions serve only as a guide, and the interviewee has wide latitude in answering them. The 

interviewer is also allowed to ask follow-up questions and use questions that are not in the guide 

but have emerged from the interview (Brinkmann, 2013, Kallio et al., 2016). 

 

For this thesis, the semi-structured interview was chosen as the main method for conducting the 

interviews. The reason for choosing this method was the flexibility it offered. It allowed the authors 

to mold the questions according to the interviewees' answers while ensuring that the authors did 

not discuss topics other than RFQs. An interview guide was created to conduct the interview, 

which consisted of introductory questions about the interviewee's background, initial questions 
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about how RFQs are conducted, more in-depth questions about the various steps within RFQs, and 

finally questions related to the digitalization of RFQs. The interview guide can be found in 

Appendix C - Interview Guide. The same interview guide was used for the case company 'IKEA' 

and other purchasers selected for the interview. The questions within the interview guide were 

continuously supplemented with how and why questions to ensure that answers that the authors 

thought were ambiguous were checked and followed up.  

 

Interviews were conducted via online tools such as Microsoft Teams and Zoom and can therefore 

be considered online interviews. In online interviews, interviews are conducted over the Internet 

and respondents immediately answer the questions posed while at the same time the camera is 

opened to allow face-to-face interaction (Bell et al., 2019). Online interviews were performed to 

ensure that respondents answered immediately without stopping the interview process or losing 

focus. They were also performed due to the ease associated with them. This allowed the 

interviewers to save time traveling to the interviewees and had less trouble taking extensive field 

notes because all interviews were recorded. The recorded interviews were later listened to again 

and transcribed. The findings from the interviews were then shared with the respondents to ensure 

that the interviewer understood the same thing that the respondents were saying. This increased 

the credibility of the findings (Bell et al., 2019). 

Survey 

A survey aims to collect data from a large number of participants at a single point in time. In the 

survey, the respondents answer the questions themselves by completing the question asked. They 

can be carried out through different modes such as online, and on paper. The questions used in the 

survey can be of both open and closed nature (Andres, 2012). Open questions are those in which 

a blank space is provided for respondents to write their answers. The main advantage of using this 

type is that it allows respondents to add answers that researchers have not mentioned. Closed 

questions are those in which respondents are provided fixed answers and they can only respond 

with the answers provided. The advantage of this type is that it can allow more accurate analysis 

of data as the answers can be standardized (Bell et al. 2019).  

 

For this thesis, a survey was carried out to identify the criteria that are used for supplier selection. 

All the questions in the survey were open-ended as the authors did not have exhaustive answers 

beforehand. If closed questions were used, then there was a high possibility that some of the criteria 

mentioned would not have been discussed. There was also high variation in understanding of the 

different choices if fixed options were provided. For example, if the price was provided as a fixed 

option, then there was a high probability that some respondents interpreted it as landed cost while 

others as the purchase price. The questions in the survey consisted of the categories respondents 

represented; criteria used; ranking of used criteria; assessing the criteria, and comparing the 

dimensions with each other. The questions used within the survey are mentioned in Appendix E - 

Survey. 
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The survey was sent using an internal survey tool at IKEA. The population for the analysis was 

Categories at IKEA. The sample selected for the survey was Category Sourcing Specialists at 

IKEA as they were the ones that were responsible for RFQs. All Category Sourcing Special ists 

were sent the survey and no random sampling was carried out to select further samples. The total 

sample size for the survey was 30 participants. 

Documents 

Documentation can be an important source for data collection. It is a secondary source consisting 

of various types of documents, such as internal operating procedures, articles, administrative 

procedures, and internal reports. In the case of study research, documents can help clarify 

information discussed during interviews, such as the position of the interviewee. In addition, these 

documents can further clarify the procedure or issues under study by serving as another reference 

in case of an issue (Yin, 2009; Bell et al., 2019). They can help verify the information obtained 

and compare whether or not the documents and said information is contradictory.  

 

For this thesis, the internal documentation of the case company "IKEA" was used to identify its 

RFQ process in practice. In addition, external reports and papers published on Diva were also used 

as sources to determine what practices companies other than the case company "IKEA" use for 

RFQs.  

3.4.3 Data Analysis 

The data collected vary according to different research questions. Thus, Table 5. below will chart 

the data type, data collection method, and Data analysis for each research question: 

 

Research Question Data type Data collection 

method 

Data Analysis 

RQ1) Qualitative Data Semi-Structured 

Interviews; 

Documents. 

Thematic Analysis 

where each theme 

will help to identify 

the step of the RFQ 

process. 

RQ1.1) Qualitative Questionnaire Thematic Analysis 

where each theme 

will help to analyze 

the supplier 

evaluation process. 
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RQ2) Qualitative Data Semi-Structured 

Interviews; 

Documents. 

Thematic Analysis 

where each theme 

will help to identify 

the step of the RFQ 

process carried out by 

external purchasers. 

RQ3) Qualitative Data Semi-Structured 

interviews; 

Documents and 

Reports; Literature 

Reviews. 

Benchmarking and 

comparing the steps 

identified from RQ1 

and RQ2 along with a 

literature review. 

Table 5. Data analysis method 

3.4.4 Research Quality Criteria 

The quality of research depends on the research design, the believability associated with the 

findings of the research results, and the credibility of the authors. To ensure this, the research 

method and research design must be thoroughly explained so that peers can evaluate the results of 

the research. (da Mota Pedrosa et al., 2012). The common criteria used to evaluate the quality of 

business research are reliability and validity. Reliability evaluates whether or not the results 

obtained from the research are repeatable, regardless of who and when the research is conducted. 

Validity assesses the integrity of the conclusions and the degree of accuracy of the research (Bell 

et al., 2019; Halldórsson and Aastrup, 2003). 

 

However, according to Bell et al. (2019), the criteria for evaluating a qualitative study differ from 

the way a quantitative study is evaluated. For a qualitative study, it is essential to specify the 

method used to assess the quality of the research. Therefore, trustworthiness and authenticity have 

been proposed as criteria for qualitative research. The same dimensions are also highlighted by 

Halldórsson and Aastrup (2003), where it is also emphasized that the study should be conducted 

with diligence. According to Bell et al. (2019) and Halldórsson and Aastrup (2003), 

trustworthiness can be further divided into four sub-criteria: Credibility, Transferability, 

Reliability, and Confirmability. Each of these criteria and their relevance to research are discussed 

below. 

 

● Credibility: Credibility emphasizes multiple social realities that can be researched, but 

credible research is the one that is acceptable to others (Bell et al., 2019). It is the extent to 

which the results agree with reality. In other words, it is the agreement between the 

constructed reality of the respondents and the reality explained by the authors in their 

research findings (Halldórsson and Aastrup, 2003). To ensure credibility, it is important 
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that the research is conducted in good faith, that good practices are followed, and that the 

results are presented to the members who participated in the research to confirm that the 

authors understood their answers (Bell et al., 2019). In this study, credibility is ensured by 

using peer-reviewed sources and journals (Web of Science, Research Gate, and Google 

Scholar) and by submitting the interpreted results from the interviews to the research 

participants. This process is referred to as member validation and was conducted for all 

interviews to ensure that the authors understood the version of social reality explained by 

the participants. 

 

● Transferability: Transferability evaluates whether the findings from the research can be 

generalized to other populations, groups, settings, or situations (Elo et al., 2014).  

According to de Mota Pedrosa et al. (2012), transferability intends to identify whether the 

findings of the study can be applied in other or similar contexts at other times as well.  To 

ensure this, researchers are encouraged to provide thick descriptions in which details about 

the event and context are provided. A thick description of the circumstances and context 

helps readers to understand the context behind the findings and identify whether they can 

be applicable in their settings as well (Bell et al., 2019). For this research, in-depth 

descriptions of each interview's context have been provided so that the readers can evaluate 

the transferability of the findings. 

 

● Dependability: Halldórsson and Aastrup (2003) describe dependability as closely related 

to reliability. It is an evaluation of how reliable and stable the data is. It is very much 

concerned with quantitative research. However, in qualitative research, dependability is 

fulfilled by documenting the research process as well as keeping the records of the findings 

in an accessible manner (Bell et al., 2019). For this research, dependability is ensured by 

providing an entire description of the methodology used to conduct the research coupled 

with keeping the interviews and survey data safe and accessible. The data from the 

interviews and survey can be provided to peers if enquired. 

 

● Confirmability: Confirmability stresses that the researcher has carried out the research in 

good faith, and has not used personal thoughts or inclinations to derive the findings (Bell 

et al., 2019). Although complete objectivity is impossible in business research, the idea of 

confirmability is to ensure that findings correspond with the data collected (Elo et al., 

2014). To ensure this, keeping the data safe as well as an external person evaluating the 

research continuously is encouraged (Ibid). For this research, the data collected is kept safe 

and periodic meetings are carried out with the supervisor and subject reader to prevent any 

impact of authors imposing their thoughts. 
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3.4.5 Research Ethics 

Yin (2018) stresses the need to consider ethics when performing research that involves human 

participants. Ethics can be defined as a perspective or method to deal with complex issues that a 

researcher may encounter while conducting research. Sanjari et al. (2014) discuss that qualitative 

research faces issues related to “respect for privacy, the establishment of honest and open 

interactions, and avoiding misrepresentation”. To avoid these dilemmas, Diener and Crandall 

(1978) have stressed four main areas when performing business research. These four areas are 

Harm to participants, Lack of informed consent, Invasion of privacy, and Deception. All these four 

areas and their relevance to the thesis are further discussed below: 

 

● Harm to participants: Harm to participants can have several aspects. These include 

aspects such as "physical harm; harm to participants' development or self-esteem; stress; 

harm to career prospects or future employment; and 'inducing subjects to perform 

reprehensible acts'' that can have devastating effects on participants (Bell et al., 2019). 

Participant harm is avoided in this study by keeping the names of participants and their 

organizations confidential with pseudo names. The researchers also ensured that 

participants were not forced to answer questions and allow participants to avoid answering 

questions that were deemed sensitive. Participant consent is also obtained both before and 

after the interview to ensure that the information released does not harm participants in any 

way possible. 

 

● Informed Consent: Informed consent means providing research participants with as much 

detail as possible so that they can make an informed decision about whether or not to 

participate in the research (Bell et al., 2019). To avoid issues with informed consent, 

Sanjari et al. (2014) highlight that the most important information to share with participants 

relates to the type of data collected and how the data will be used. For this study, a detailed 

email was sent to participants informing them of the purpose of the study, the type of data 

collected, and how the data would be used. In addition, the email also included possible 

questions that would be asked during the interviews so that participants could obtain 

detailed information about the data to be collected. This allowed them to make more 

informed decisions. 

 

● Invasion of Privacy: The notion of privacy is closely related to informed consent, as it 

requires researchers to respect participants' values and not treat them as objects of 

measurement (Bell et al., 2019). In this study, participant privacy was protected by 

anonymizing participants' names so that they could not be identified. In addition, 

participants were sent interview questions and topics in advance. This allowed participants 

to provide feedback on questions that they felt compromised privacy and therefore did not 

want to answer. Therefore, this helped the authors to censor questions that participants felt 

would compromise their privacy and values. 
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● Preventing Deception: Deception emphasizes the idea that the researcher concealed the 

purpose of their research or deceived participants by intentionally providing misleading or 

inaccurate information (Tai, 2012; Bell et al., 2019). For this research, the true purpose of 

the study was told to participants in the first email they received. Participants' questions 

regarding the purpose of the work or the role of the company were also answered truthfully 

with no intent to mislead. 
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4. Empirical Analysis: 

This chapter will present the data collected to answer the research questions for this thesis. It starts 

by mapping the RFQ process at different categories at IKEA and then using them to map the 

overall process at IKEA. Then, an RFQ process obtained from purchasers external to IKEA is 

mapped using thematic analysis. Finally, the section ends by presenting the result of the survey 

carried out at IKEA. 

4.1 IKEA Purchasing Organization Structure 

The purchasing and sourcing department at IKEA can be divided into 7 main category areas. The 

categories are a strategic way to handle procurement in which products/ services similar to each 

other are bundled together. This allows IKEA to reap the benefits that come from consolidating 

similar products and thus using a combined efficient way to procure similar products. It further 

helps them make standardized plans for the products that have similar supply chains and thus use 

the advantages stemming from economies of scale. The 7 category areas at IKEA are wood; metal, 

plastic, and float glass; Textile furnishing; Electronics and Home Appliances; Food; Indirect 

procurement; and Wood supply and forestry. Within each category area, different products are 

bundled together. One example is the category area of textile furnishing in which products such as 

comfort sitting, mattresses, and textile carpets are grouped due to the similarity they have with 

each other. The Category area at IKEA is displayed in figure 9. 

 

 

Figure 9. Category Areas at IKEA 

 

As mentioned in the problematization section in Chapter 1.2. An opportunity was seen in 

categories where the framework for RFQs can be standardized. Currently, the 7 category areas 

have around 35 different categories and all of them source products using RFQ in different ways. 

This provided an opportunity for authors to benchmark the way different category areas are 

sourcing products through RFQs as well as provide an external perspective on the steps that  can 

be implemented or improved. 
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4.2 IKEA Sourcing Assignment 

IKEA's overall sourcing process stems from the sourcing assignment used to decide the strategic 

direction in sourcing. It is a documented agreement between the Home Furnishing Business (HFB) 

and Categories to ensure synchronization of one IKEA business plan. Home Furnishing Business 

is a business area within IKEA that are responsible for new range and supply development.   

 

The main purpose of the sourcing assignment is to create structure and align the priorities between 

HFB and categories. It ensures clarity on potential business and focuses on identifying low-cost 

opportunities within their supply chain. It helps to define what strategies and tactics categories 

must use to source the products. The sourcing assignment plays an important role in the RFQ 

process as some of the business plans decided in the sourcing assignment are implemented through 

the RFQ process. Respondent E explains the process by giving the example that  

 

“Through the sourcing assignment, we decide to go for an RFQ. It is where we can evaluate 

whether suppliers have the capacities, materials, and other parameters to evaluate whether the 

plans decided for the range can be implemented or not.”  - Respondent E 

 

The sourcing assignment is used for 3 years of strategic planning. The input from the sourcing 

assignment is then discussed in the Category Sourcing Council where strategies are made to 

identify supplier and supplier base that can help fulfill the plans decided.  Figure 10 below 

illustrates the way through which sourcing assignment is constructed by taking feedback from both 

HFB and categories.  
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Figure 10. Sourcing assignment Process at IKEA. (Taken from Nilsson, 2017) 

 

The sourcing assignment helps the categories to identify products that are critical, non-critical, 

bottleneck, and leverage, and thus make their strategies accordingly. This is similar to the strategies 

used in the Kraljic Matrix (Kraljic, 1983) where products are divided based on the impact it has 

on the business and the complexity of the supplier based. As discussed, it is one of the many 

important inputs to the RFQ process, and implicitly helps to decide the strategies that can be used 

to target and evaluate suppliers. 
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4.3 Thematic Analysis of IKEA’s general RFQ process 

In total 7 internal interviews were conducted at IKEA to understand how the sourcing of products 

is carried out using RFQs. The knowledge gained from the interviews was further enhanced by 

using internal documentation at IKEA that was explaining the steps taken in different categories. 

A thematic analysis was then conducted by examining similarities, differences, and the use of 

linguistic connectors and metaphors in the responses and helped to map the process carried out 

internally at IKEA. The seven themes identified are illustrated in Figure 11 with each theme 

explained in the succeeding subsections. 

 

 

Figure 11. Main themes of the IKEA RFQ process 

4.3.1. Triggers to Launch RFQ 

The theme presented in table 6 reflects the reason to launch RFQs. The respondents always began 

their answers about the steps to take to initiate RFQs with the prerequisites that would serve as a 

springboard for initiating RFQs. Different respondents gave different reasons for explaining when 

to conduct an RFQ. After examining the transcription, it was found that new ranges, existing offers, 

lack of capacity, and performance of the current suppliers were among the most recurring themes. 

Respondent A mentioned that 

 

“One of the instances we go for RFQs is when we have developed a new range and we want to test 

the suppliers that are capable of fulfilling the requirements. We then go for RFQs to see whether 

suppliers will be able to produce the range we have decided or not” - Respondent A 

 

In this quotation, the ability of suppliers to work with the new product range, as they are an 

important source for the further development of the product range, is the function RFQ fulfills. 

Another respondent mentioned  

 

“Sometimes, we don’t like the offers by the existing supplier. We then go for an RFQ to look for 

alternative offers from other suppliers. This helps to improve the offers we have at the table 

currently” - Respondent C 

 

In this quote, RFQs are used to improve a supplier's offerings by comparing the offerings to those 

of other suppliers to see whether it is possible to improve the offer the purchaser currently has. 

Respondents also related the reasons for conducting RFQs to supplier quality, finding a new 

supplier, and using input from sourcing assignments. In this situation, buyers were able to test the 



39 

 

market based on supplier past performance, quality compliance, and input from the Home 

Furnishing Business plans. These were the main reasons for conducting RFQs at IKEA.  

 

Code Sub-theme Theme 

• Developing a new range. 

• Improve existing offers. 

• Lack of Capacity at Existing Supplier 

• Performance of the suppliers. 

• Developing supplier quality. 

• Starting Up a new supplier. 

• Using Sourcing assignment inputs. 

- 

Triggers to 

launch RFQ 

Table 6. Presentation of codes in the theme “Triggers to launch RFQ” 

4.3.2 Define Scope 

The themes presented in table 7 entail the steps in which information is collected for RFQs. It 

begins with gathering information about the product, in which the RFQ leader gathers information 

about the quantities, forecast, and market for the item to be procured. At the same time, the goals 

to be achieved by the requests are aligned to ensure that everyone on the team has the same 

understanding. This can be understood by looking at the quote: 

 

“I try to ensure that the scope that needs to be achieved from the RFQ is aligned at the start so 

that we don’t have to change it in the later steps. This helps me make strategies and scenarios to 

evaluate suppliers” - Respondent B 

 

At the same time, a cross-functional team is formed to work together to achieve the goals expected 

by the RFQ. In this team, the Home Furnishing Business plays an important role as they are the 

owners of the range within IKEA and thus provide advice on ranges. In addition, support functions 

are performed by staff such as production engineers, demand planners, and support specialists to 

address potential questions raised. 

 

The sales launch date for the product will also be discussed as part of this topic to establi sh a 

tentative timeline for conducting RFQs. Once this is completed, an internal kickoff meeting will 

be held to discuss the scope of the RFQ. Once all parties have the same understanding, the 

Category Manager signs off on the scope of the RFQs. This is mentioned by respondent D as 

follows 
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“We always want to know the sales starting date so that we can know whether it is possible to 

source the product within the timeline. A lot of planning on our side goes to ensure that we meet 

the sales starting date.” - Respondent D 

 

Code Sub-theme Theme 

• Gathering information about the range and plan. 

• Learn about quantities, market, and potential forecasts. 

• Align the outcomes that need to achieve with the RFQs 

• Identifying the initial list of suppliers 

Product 

Information 

Defining Scope 

• Allocation of RFQ leader responsible to carry out the 

process. 

• Identifying representatives that must be consulted from 

Home Furnishing Business. 

• Identifying supporting functions (engineers, logistics 

specialist, production engineer, material specialist) used 

for clarifications of suppliers' question 

Establishing 

Teams 

• Identifying the sales starting date 

• Preparation of preliminary timeline to perform the RFQs 

Making Time 

plan 

• Setting up an internal Meeting 

• Clarifying the scope 

• Categories signing off the RFQ scope 

Alignment of 

goals 

Table 7. Presentation of codes in the theme “Defining Scope” 

4.3.3 Finalize Scope 

The theme presented in table 8. is closely related to the “Define scope” theme. In this theme, the 

main tasks are to gather functional specifications and align the specifications internally at IKEA. 

In the functional specification sub-theme, information related to technical requirements of the 

product such as special material characteristics is collected. At the same time, an initial list of 

suppliers is also established. These initial lists of suppliers are the suppliers that can quote for the 

product to be sourced. Additionally, in some cases, a request for comment is sought from the 

suppliers where the suppliers comment on the functional specification to ensure whether there is a 

feature that the supplier cannot produce or will require changes such as a new investment. This 

ensures that the specifications are in the accordance with the availability of resources within the 

market. Based on these comments a go or no go approach is decided where it is finalized whether 
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to continue with the same specification or update the current product documentation. This can be 

explained through the quotation 

  

“For new range items, I go for a request for comments where I get the feedback from supplier 

about whether they can produce the product with the same specifications or will they require an 

adjustment” - Respondent E 

 

Once this request for comment step is completed, internal alignment is carried out to provide 

information to stakeholders on supplier feedback on the specification. In this way, if required the 

scope for RFQ is adjusted. Once specifications are finalized a strategy on which items must be 

brought following the product and in what approximate unit price is evaluated. 

 

Code Sub-theme Theme 

• Gather requirements placed on the product (functional 

specification). 

• Identifying special material characteristics/special 

features. 

• Identifying the required initial list of suppliers 

• Requesting for comments with suppliers for clarifications 

Collecting 

functional 

specifications 

Finalize Scope 

• Review the scope of RFQ 

• Agree on the list of the article that must be bought and their 

unit prices 

Internal 

Alignment 

Table 8. Presentation of codes in the theme “Finalize Scope” 

4.3.4 Making tactics, Structure, and Approach  

This theme, presented in table 9 revolves around the main tactics that are used to evaluate bids 

received through RFQs. It starts with defining tactics sub-theme in which it is finalized which 

parameters will be asked and for how many articles will the RFQ leader ask for cost breakdown 

from the suppliers. Also, important assessment criteria are identified that will help to evaluate 

suppliers' bids. These criteria can be suppliers' past performance, the quoted price, quality, gross 

margins, capacity, etc. Furthermore, scenarios are made on how the business will be allocated to 

suppliers. In this case, it is analyzed whether one supplier will  receive the entire business or 

whether dual sourcing is more feasible. This can be explained through the quotation:  

 

“I make scenarios, in which I evaluate how the business dynamics will change when I will allocate 

business to one or more than one supplier. It helps me make more informed decisions” - 

Respondent F 
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At the same time, tactics related to how many rounds will be held are decided. In this part, it is 

evaluated whether it is possible to have only one round of RFQ or whether 2 rounds are more 

feasible. The method to communicate is also decided in which the approach to contact and 

communicate with suppliers are evaluated. In this part, it is decided whether emails or SSCM 

(IKEA’s internal sourcing tool) can be used to communicate with the suppliers.  

 

Furthermore, at this stage, a final list of suppliers is made. The final list of suppliers contains the 

suppliers that will bid for the product. The final list of suppliers is made based on financial 

screening, sanction screening, IKEA way of working, or any other specific category requirements. 

If non-contracted suppliers are considered, then Non-Disclosure Agreement is also secured. Once 

the preceding tasks are completed then an RFQ package is prepared which consists of 

documentation that will be provided to the supplier. Also, another internal alignment within the 

category management is carried out to ensure every step is coordinated internally. 

 

Code Sub-theme Theme 

• Deciding which parameters will be required to make 

benchmarks and asking for cost breakdown. 

• Identifying assessment criteria 

• Making scenarios on business allocation to suppliers 

• Identifying how many rounds will be required 

• Deciding on methods to communicate to the supplier 

Defining tactics 

Making tactics, 

structure, and 

approach 

• Review the suppliers that can fulfill the requirements. 

• Validate compliance with IKEA's way of working if 

required such as financial screening. 

• Securing a Non-Disclosure Agreement (NDA) with the 

non-contracted suppliers. 

Identifying the 

final list of 

suppliers 

• Preparing the final RFQ package before approaching the 

supplier 

• Aligning with category management the final list of 

suppliers 

Confirmation 

of the tactics 

Table 9. Presentation of codes in the theme “Making tactics, structure and approach” 

4.3.5 Execute and Analyze Offers 

In this theme (presented in table 10.), the suppliers are approached and their bids are analyzed 

based on benchmarks decided on preceding themes. It starts with a sourcing event creation in 
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which an invitation along with information about the timeline and rounds for RFQ will be 

communicated to the suppliers. A virtual meeting with the suppliers will also be held to clarify any 

doubts that suppliers can have about the entire RFQ procedure or the product to be sourced. This 

can be explained through the quotation  

 

“A virtual meeting with the suppliers that are eligible is held in which we answer potential doubts 

they have with the RFQ process timeline or the product requirements” - Respondent G 

 

The bids received from the suppliers are then collected and evaluated against the agreed scenarios 

and benchmarks. Feedback is then provided to suppliers on their bids and then another round is 

held to get more improved offers from the suppliers. Based on the final bids received from the 

suppliers, the final supplier/suppliers are selected. The final suppliers are selected based on the 

assessment criteria decided in the preceding themes and the suppliers that offer the best bid 

concerning assessment criteria will be further negotiated. Thereafter, negotiation with the selected 

suppliers will be held in which their bids will be further negotiated. The result would be deciding 

on which suppliers will be selected for the sourcing of the product. 

 

Code Sub-theme Theme 

• Creation of sourcing event 

• An invitation letter with a timeline and RFQ rounds sent 

to the supplier 

• Confirmation of participation from suppliers 

• Clarifying the content with suppliers based on virtual 

meeting 

Approaching 

Suppliers 

Execute and 

evaluate offers 

• Collect and Analyze offers 

• Analyze against benchmarks and agreed scenarios 

mentioned in tactics 

• Initiate round 2 of RFQ if required 

• Provide feedback on 1st offer if round 2 is required 

Collect and 

Analyze offers 

• Provide feedback about performance 

• Set up the meeting to discuss and negotiate (fact-based) 

with the suppliers that have the best offering. 

Negotiation and 

feedback 

Table 10. Presentation of codes in the theme “Execute and Evaluate offers” 
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4.3.6 Aligning solutions and confirming the purchase agreement 

The theme is presented in table 11. In this theme, an internal review of the offerings is held once 

the final negotiation with suppliers is completed. This review verifies whether the offerings fulfill 

the agreed goals that were agreed upon initially. Also, alignment within the category is carried out 

to coordinate the solutions offered by the supplier with the stakeholders. This helps to bring 

feedback about the supplier's performance in the RFQs.  

 

Once internal alignment within the category is completed, the results are communicated to internal 

stakeholders such as Home Furnishing Business. This is done so that stakeholders outside the 

categories have an update about the progress of RFQs. It is also important as for new range items, 

Home Furnishing Business requires business case approval that will be made through the results 

of the RFQ. This can be explained through the quotation 

 

“The results of the RFQs are communicated internally. It is important as it helps provide an update 

to the stakeholders about the progress of RFQs” - Respondent H 

 

Once internal alignment is completed, the results of the RFQ are announced externally. In this 

case, the suppliers selected are provided a formal approval of the acceptance of their bids. Those 

not selected are also informed and feedback is also provided to them which provides reason on 

why their bids were not selected. A purchase agreement is then made for the sourcing of items and 

parallel steps that will introduce the product to IKEA's inventory are carried out. These steps are 

the steps needed for successful implementation according to the IKEA Way of Working such as 

start-up a supplier, starting up an article, and discontinuing an article. 

 

Code Sub-theme Theme 

• Verify solutions offered versus the agreed goals to be 

achieved by RFQ 

• Alignment of goals with category management 

Solution 

verification 

Aligning 

solutions and 

confirming the 

purchase 

agreement 

• Communicate the results of RFQ internally with home 

furnishing business and other relevant stakeholders 

• For items to be implemented in a new range a confirmation 

of business case approval is carried out 

Internal 

alignment of 

solution 

• Prepare final feedback to suppliers if required. 

• Sent out the communication to all involved partners 

(selected and rejected) together with final feedback and 

results  

Communicating 

result externally 
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• Prepare business verification 

• Prepare purchase agreement 

• Agree on steps for the successful implementation 

according to IKEA's way of working such as article 

number, discontinuing an existing article, etc 

Preparing and 

finalizing legal 

steps 

Table 11. Presentation of codes in the theme “Aligning solution and confirming the purchase 

agreement” 

4.3.7 Follow up and Improve 

This theme, presented in table 12 entails the final steps of the RFQ process. This topic solicits 

feedback from suppliers on whether the process had some issues or was completely objective. In 

addition, the goals that were achieved through the RFQs will be further analyzed and evaluated to 

document how the market dynamics have changed. Finally, follow-up on the implementation of 

RFQs results is performed in which assessments such as benchmark results compared to agreed-

upon goals, schedule fulfillment, savings achieved, capacity, price, and volume are evaluated. If 

discrepancies are found in the evaluation or the supplier's performance, corrective actions are taken 

to address the issue. 

 

Code Sub-theme Theme 

• Send the questionnaire to suppliers for feedback on the 

process 

• Evaluate whether the offers were according to the plan 

• Follow up on the implementation of RFQ 

• Take corrective actions if there is any deviation 

Follow up from 

suppliers 

Follow up and 

feedback 

Table 12. Presentation of codes in the theme “Follow up and feedback” 
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4.4 Thematic Analysis of IKEA’s supplier selection criteria for RFQs 

In total, 16 purchasers filled in the questionnaire. A thematic analysis was conducted by examining 

similarities and differences in the use of linguistic connectors from the pool of responses. Codes 

from the pool of responses formed several sub-themes which in turn formed three main themes. 

The following subsections show the results for and explain each of the three themes. Additionally, 

a summary table is presented at the end of each sub-section. 

4.4.1 Dimensions considered when allocating business 

A wide range of responses came from individually asking what dimensions each purchaser took 

into account in an RFQ when allocating business. The number of responses per dimension is 

presented in figure 12.  

 

 

Figure 12. Responses per dimension 

 

The most frequent answer is cost, 15 of 16 respondents answered that they considered cost when 

allocating business. Types of cost included landed cost, maintenance cost, and development cost 

for suppliers. Other frequent answers were capacity, past performance, logistics, price, and 

development capability. Capacity, the second most frequent response, received many responses 

because there would not be any reason for an RFQ if the supplier does not have the required 

capacity to meet demand (or at least a sufficient part of the demand). Some of the respondents also 

mentioned that they would source from multiple suppliers to meet demand while simultaneously 

spreading the risk. Logistics, tying in the number of responses with past performance, covered 

several different aspects. Specifically lead time, reliability, insourcing and outsourcing, transport 

constraints, location, and regional supplier. Similarly, the past performance also included multiple 

aspects, namely experience, and performance in news. In other words, having a good track record 

is important for a supplier to be considered to be invited into the RFQ round. Ten of the 
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respondents answered that they consider the development capability of the supplier when 

allocating business. Moreover, they specifically view the supplier classification, supplier roadmap, 

supplier competitiveness, and solution. 

 

When the respondents answered how they would rank the top four most important dimensions to 

consider the results changed (see figure 13). Price, performance, and cost are once again the focus, 

but this time capacity gets less attention, with none of the respondents answering that capacity was 

the most important or second most important dimension. 

 

 
Figure 13. Dimensions ranking per group 

 

Code Sub-theme Theme 

• Price 

• Cost 

• Past performance 

• Capacity 

• Logistics 

• Investments 

• Quality 

• Risk 

• Development capability 

• Sustainability 

• Strategy 

 

 

 

 

Grouping of the 

dimensions taken 

into account when 

allocating business 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dimensions 

considered when 

allocating business 
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• Price 

• Cost 

• Capacity 

• Past performance 

Ranking of the 

grouped dimensions 

 

Table 13. Presentation of codes in theme “Dimensions considered when allocating business” 

4.4.2 Method of assessing top-ranked dimensions (KPI, sub-dimensions, and soft 

aspects) 

Several different tools are used to support the decision-making process. Half of the respondents 

answered that they used Ikea’s simulation and optimization tool (ISOT). Additionally, one 

respondent elaborated more on the tool and answered that they used it specifically for estimating 

landed costs. The IKEA purchasers also answered that they used Excel for benchmarking and 

checking different cost drivers. Furthermore, several different KPIs are used for benchmarking. 

Ten respondents answered that they incorporated a cost KPI in their assessment of the most 

important dimensions. Additionally, one of the respondents highlighted the importance of cost by 

answering that 

 

“Securing lowest total cost and availability is always top priority.” 

 

Four respondents answered that they looked at past performance in their assessment of the most 

important dimensions. Although past performance received less attention than cost, the KPI still 

got more attention than the remaining KPIs: Availability, quality, price, and on-time delivery 

which received between 1 and 3 responses.  

 

The respondents also brought up several soft aspects of assessing the top-ranked dimensions such 

as strategy, evaluation, discussions, and risk analysis. One example a respondent gave was that the 

strategy could be to secure a backup in a different region. Five respondents answered that they 

performed a risk analysis to evaluate the transport situation and identify trade barriers. Another 

five respondents answered that they evaluated the supplier's business plan as well as strategic fit 

as a method for assessing the top-ranked dimensions. Discussion is also one of the methods that 

purchasers at IKEA use for assessment. The importance of communication is highlighted by one 

respondent who answered that they 

 

“Always use the RFP/RFQ formal process as a tool to evaluate the whole process. To 

communicate clearly with the involved business team about RFP/RFQ expectations.” 

 

Furthermore, the importance of communication is again highlighted by another respondent who 

said that they 

 



49 

 

“Discuss within the team, providing arguments and finding the best supplier (suppliers set-up) to 

deliver project objectives.” 

 

Code Sub-theme Theme 

• IKEA Simulation and Optimization 

Tool 

• CapSim (Capacity Simulation) 

• Excel 

• Qlikview 

 

Tools for 

Benchmarking 

 

• Availability 

• Price 

• Past performance 

• Quality 

• Sustainability scorecards 

• Cost (CBD, landed cost, tooling and 

development, production and 

manufacturing set-up) 

• On-time delivery 

 

 

 

 

KPI 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Method of assessing 

top-ranked 

dimensions 

• IKEA way of Working 

• Strategic fit 

• Business plan 

• Support local sourcing 

• Secure backup in a different region 

• Product Development and Action Plan 

(APL) improve in the pipeline 

• Dual sourcing (Business continuity plan 

families) 

• Technical evaluation 

• Risk (transport situation, trade barrier, 

product family size, and 

implementation) 

• Supplier classification and positioning 

within the segment 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Strategy, planning, 

evaluation, and risk 

analysis 

 

Table 14. Presentation of codes in theme “Method of assessing top-ranked dimensions” 
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4.4.3 Method for weighing dimensions concerning different aspects 

The results for dimension weighting fall under two sub-dimensions, soft and hard aspects. For the 

most part, respondents answered that there is no fixed weighting or scorecard because the 

weighting is dynamic, and therefore varies depending on the scenario, needs, scope, and 

complexity. This can be explained through the quotations 

 

“Based on the different needs of different projects, I will consider which dimension needs to be 

prioritized.” 

 

“It depends on the product, for low price/BTI, the cost will be weighted higher, can be more than 

50% to achieve GM target. For other products, the dimensions can be equal.” 

 

“It depends on the scope and complexity of the RFQ.” 

 

“Case by case based on the business situation.” 

 

“There are always soft facts in business allocation, we need to consider case by case” 

 

There seems, however, that even though the weighting is dynamic and depends on many factors, 

there still are some hard aspects that are more static. Some of the respondents, who believed that 

the weighting of dimensions was not equal, provided examples of the type of weighting they 

conducted. This can be explained through the quotations 

 

“There are qualifiers such as IWAY status, capacity/availability. Other parameters are more case 

by case. e.g. Cost can be critical if the business case is not strong.” 

 

“Generally, I first look at price/Landed costs/GM and then evaluate from this and offered capacity 

what is the best buy.” 

 

“Price is the 1st to be taken into account, Segment strategy and supplier's performance going 

next.” 

 

“60-70% on KPI past performance and 30-40 on the competitiveness” 

 

“Since the long-term strategy is the start point to select RFQ suppliers, IWAY, GO-NOGO is 

mandatory, result based on Cost - Quality - Logistic (50-30-20)” 

 

Each of the respondents used a different weighting system which varied in dimensions or 

percentages. However, the results were always communicated and discussed within the company 

before making any decisions. Thus, ensuring a wider range of perspectives on judgment calls. The 
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respondents highlighted the importance of holding a discussion multiple times, as can be seen by 

the following quotes 

 

“It is a judgment call, and we often discuss between Business Developer/Business Developer 

Manager and me as Category Sourcing Specialist to look at it from different perspectives.” 

 

“It's always a discussion on Segment level taking into account all the dimensions altogether.”  

 

“Discuss within the team, providing arguments and finding the best supplier (suppliers set-up) to 

deliver project objectives.” 

 

Code Sub-theme Theme 

• Generally, first look at landed cost and 

price 

• Risk 

• 60-70% on KPI past performance, 30-

40% on competitiveness 

• CapCOM (Capacity Commitment) 

• Cost of poor quality 

• No scorecard with weights except for 

sustainability 

 

 

 

 

Hard aspects 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Method of weighing 

• Dynamic weighting depending on the 

scenario, scope, and complexity 

• Discuss with the team (Category 

Sourcing Specialist, Engineering and 

Quality Leader, Segment Leader, 

Business Development Manager, and 

Business Developer) 

• Experience and common sense, lack 

practical ways 

 

 

 

 

Soft aspects 

 

Table 15. Presentation of codes in theme “Method of weighing”
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4.5 Thematic Analysis of Purchasers/Consultants External to IKEA: 

In total 6 interviews were conducted externally to gain an outside perspective of how RFQs are 

held by external purchasers/consultants. Based on their experiences a thematic analysis was 

performed to find commonalities and differences in their answer. This thematic analysis highlights 

the process steps of the RFQ that are undertaken by them. The themes from the thematic analysis 

are illustrated in Figure 14. below.  

 

Figure 14. Main themes of Consultant’s RFQ process 

4.5.1 Reasons to launch RFQ 

The theme presented in table 16 entails the reason as to when RFQ is required. Almost all 

respondents agreed and provided similar responses related to what are the key points that trigger 

the RFQ. Respondent 1 linked RFQs with spend. He mentioned that if they are spending way too 

much on a product that has room for cost optimization, then they go for RFQs to see what is 

available in the market. This can be understood from the quotation: 

 

“When I see that spending on a particular product is way above the other, this is a red flag. Then 

I perform RFQ to benchmark the prices” - Respondent 1 

 

Another respondent connected the reason to launch RFQ with moving the business allocation. In 

this case, the respondent wanted to move the business from one supplier and thus used RFQ as a 

mode for performing this task. This was also closely connected with the notion of when lead and 

quality are not respected by the suppliers or supplier's capacity constraints. In this situation, RFQ 

was used as a tool to identify new suppliers capable of providing the same product/service. 

 

The reasons to launch RFQs were also connected with projects, obsolescence of products, checking 

the market, and benchmarking the prices. In these cases, RFQ was launched when a new project 

was started and the purchaser needed to source the product as part of the project. Similarly, 

Sometimes the product source becomes obsolete and it becomes mandatory to replace the product 

with a new version. This process of replacing older products with new then takes place through 

RFQ. Moreover, RFQs are used when the purchasers need to benchmark prices and check the 

market to see if they are paying the true value of a product or service. This can be explained through 

the quotation: 

 

“We launch the RFQ to check prices and test the market to see when we are paying the right price 

or not” - Respondent 5 
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Finally, some respondents linked RFQs with a need to reduce suppliers and develop a supplier 

base. In this case, the respondent thought that RFQ will help them improve their supplier base by 

introducing new suppliers or will help them reduce the suppliers by transferring and allocating the 

business to more preferred suppliers. 

 

Codes Sub-Theme Theme 

• Spend going above a specific limit. 

• Move supplier matrices or business allocations to 

the specific supplier 

• New Projects 

• Benchmarking the prices between suppliers 

• Checking the market 

• Obsolescence of older parts 

• Quality and lead time are not respected by the 

suppliers 

• Capacity constraints are shown by the suppliers 

• Need to reduce the number of Suppliers 

• Develop a supplier base 

Needs to 

launch RFQs 

Reasons to 

launch RFQ 

Table 16. Presentation of code in theme “Reasons to launch RFQ” 

4.5.2 Preparation 

 

This theme presented in table 17 discusses the steps that are used to prepare the RFQs. Initially,  

the information about the product is gathered so that the purchaser can establish and identify the 

requirements placed on the product. It starts by gathering information about the specifications, 

quantities, and forecast of the product required. A potential starting time along with parameters 

that suppliers must quote is also sought so that the purchaser can know what the optimal time is to 

source the product. For products that are new or have not been procured before, the purchasers 

also opt to go for requests for information. It is done so that they can get comments from the 

suppliers about whether it is possible to make the product or will it require modification. Once all 

this information is received the purchaser ensures that whether the specifications are objective or 

not. This can be explained through the quotation 

  

“My job as a purchaser at this moment is to ensure that specifications are written in the most 

objective way possible. This is important to ensure that we are not favoring any particular 

suppliers” - Respondent 2 
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At the same time, some respondents also mentioned that they identify the category in which the 

product required can be placed so that they can know how to target the market. The categories are 

identified through the category positioning matrix such as the Kraljic matrix in which they evaluate 

whether the product required is a critical item and this helps them to make tactics. Similarly, the 

respondent also discussed that during this phase they also look at the KPIs of categories or 

businesses to see if the business has set any targets concerning the product or not. The quotation 

below explains this: 

 

“We position the product in the category positioning matrix so that we can know the condition of 

the supply market and the impact the product can have on profits. This helps us to define tactics 

later in the process” - Respondent 3 

 

Furthermore, at this stage, the respondent also mentioned that they identify the supporting 

functions that can help them in case of queries. Supporting functions are the functions that are not 

responsible for the RFQs but will use or are closely related to the product that is sourced through 

RFQs. A discussion is also carried out between the different stakeholders about the scope of the 

product sought so that it is ensured that there is complete alignment internally. Usually, this 

discussion is carried out between the purchaser, the budget owner, and the stakeholder that wil l be 

using the product. The result of this discussion is the confirmation and alignment of the scope as 

well as a tentative timeline to execute the RFQ. 

 

Code Subtheme Theme 

• Collect the specifications for an already existing 

product 

• Inquire about quantities and forecast and potential 

time it is required 

• Define Specifications for new products. Go for 

Request for information to know more comments 

about the product if required or unclear. 

• Identify what things must be quoted by the suppliers 

such as lead time etc 

• Make sure the specifications are objective and 

reliable. 

Gather 

information 

Preparation 

• Identify in which category the product/service the 

items can be placed. (Kraljic Matrix) 

• Identify any Business/category KPIs that must be 

fulfilled such as reducing the number of suppliers 

Use of Kraljic 

Matrix and 

Business 

Strategies 
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• Identifying supporting functions that can help in 

case of queries 

• A discussion was carried out around the scope of the 

RFQ between different stakeholders.  

• Confirming the final scope of product/service that 

needs to be sourced. 

Aligning goals 

and scope 

• Have a soft timeline for RFQ execution  Making 

timeline 

Table 17. Presentation of Code in Theme “Preparation” 

4.5.3 Supplier Identification and Reduction 

This theme presented in table 18 entails the steps that are used to identify suppliers rel ated to 

products sourced through RFQs. It starts by gathering information about the historical record of 

suppliers that have quoted for a similar product in the past. This information can be gathered 

through the company's database. If the information is not present in the company’s database, then 

potential suppliers are identified through trade journals, magazines, or online websites based on 

the relevance they have with the product. Additionally, at this stage similar to the previous theme, 

the KPIs for the categories are analyzed to see what the current plan is. Usually, the respondents 

mentioned that they always select suppliers that are in the preferred supplier list of their supplier 

categorization matrix. Respondent 4 below explains the phenomena related to supplier 

identification: 

 

“I usually start with records to see which suppliers have quoted in the past. If the product is 

something that we haven’t procured in the past or is completely different from what is offered by 

our existing suppliers, then I use trade magazines, etc. At this moment, I also try to select suppliers 

that are in our preferred list as you always want to do business with preferred suppliers than the 

base suppliers.” - Respondent 4 

 

Once the initial long list of suppliers has been made, then the list is reduced so that suppliers who 

are most relevant to the product/service are selected. There are multiple ways to reduce the list of 

suppliers. Some respondents mentioned that they used supplier scorecards in which the supplier 

was rated 1-5 on their past performance. It is used as input to judge what will be their future 

performance. The scorecards are made from different criteria such as cost, quality, and 

sustainability, and the suppliers that have high scores within these criteria are selected. One 

respondent also mentioned that although they don’t have scorecards, they still use supplier past 

performance as an input to reduce the initial list of suppliers. Respondents 5 and 6 also mentioned 

that they use parameters such as financial screening, and market location to reduce suppliers. In 

this situation, they use the gross margins of the suppliers to evaluate their financial strength as well 
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as evaluate whether there are any sanctions that they have to adhere to. Finally, one respondent 

also mentioned that they hold an internal meeting with stakeholders such as budget owners to 

narrow down the list of suppliers. In this case, they discuss the strength and weaknesses of the 

suppliers as well as make use of inputs from the request for information code in the previous theme 

to identify the most relevant suppliers. The phenomena of supplier reduction can be grasped 

through the quotation below: 

 

“Normally, once I have the long list of suppliers, I will reduce it through the input from scorecards 

present in our company's database. I also try to look at parameters related to finance and sanctions 

to see whether we are allowed to do business with that supplier or not. Furthermore, sometimes, I 

also hold an internal meeting with stakeholders to evaluate which suppliers will be the best to 

forward with. In this situation we will look at the finding from a request for information to judge 

the capabilities of the supplier.” - Respondent 3 

 

Code Sub-theme Theme 

• Gather historical records of suppliers that have been 

quoted in the past 

• Search through trade magazines, journals, websites, 

etc. 

• Identifying which suppliers should be there to quote 

based on Category Strategy (Preferred Suppliers, 

Base Supplier). 

• Analyze the business/category KPIs (in some 

cases). See if the strategy is to allocate to high-

performing suppliers that have high quality and high 

prices.  

• Always start with the preferred suppliers then go to 

base suppliers. 

Making a long 

list of Suppliers 

Supplier 

Identification 

and Reduction 

• Use Supplier Scorecard. It is a tool that consists of 

scores of 1-5 for the supplier's performance in the 

past. The scorecard is made from different criteria: 

prices, communication, quality requirement, 

sustainability, etc. 

• Use past performances of suppliers to lower down 

the list. 

• Use parameters such as financial screening, the 

market where the product must be used, sanctions 

Reduce the list 

of suppliers 
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• Discuss the findings in an internal meeting with key 

stakeholders and then reduce suppliers. 

Table 18. Presentation of Code in Theme “Supplier Identification and Reduction” 

4.5.4 Making Tactics and Communicate 

This theme presented in table 19 discusses the tactics that are used to source products using RFQs. 

Different respondents had different opinions on what tactics must be used. According to them, 

tactics depended on the type of RFQs and how valuable the product to be sourced was. 

Respondents 5 and 6 associated tactics with cost breakdown in which they tried to ask for as many 

details from suppliers so that they could make a cost breakdown of the bids.  

 

“We try to always ask as many parameters as practically possible from the supplier so that we can 

make a cost breakdown. In some cases, we also ask the supplier to quote cost breakdowns from 

their side as well so that we can compare and highlight where suppliers are quoting the most” - 

Respondent 6 

 

Respondent 3 also mentioned that “Should cost’ should be one of the main tactics that must be 

used for RFQs. Should cost is the estimated cost that is calculated by researching the cost of 

material, labor, overheads, and profit margin. This is the ideal cost of a product or service and this 

helps in benchmarking supplier bids. Although the respondent also agreed that making should cost 

is a difficult task and for non-critical items, this tactic can be avoided. 

 

Another tactic that was commonly discussed by respondents was to define the criteria on which 

suppliers' bids will be evaluated. In this case, an internal meeting was arranged with key 

stakeholders in which a discussion around the criteria such as cost, quality, and lead time was held 

to identify how to evaluate different criteria against each other. Furthermore, Respondent 4 also 

emphasized focusing on total cost and value of ownership as the main tactics to evaluate suppliers. 

Total cost and value of ownership evaluate the entire value a supplier offering brings instead of 

looking only at the cost. In this case, supplier offerings are converted into rebates and premiums 

and are used to adjust the cost of the product or service they are currently offering. This can be 

explained through the quotation below: 

 

“We try to emphasize the total value of ownership in which we adjust supplier bids based on 

rebates and premium. These rebates and premiums are made based on how suppliers have 

performed in the past, the contracting terms, and many other parameters. We also let suppliers 

know about how their offerings will be adjusted and this also helps suppliers to adjust their bids.” 

- Respondent 4 
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Moreover, the respondents also emphasized deciding how many rounds are enough to complete 

the RFQ process. The respondents mentioned that it needs to be decided beforehand whether only 

1 round or more than one round is required. It is also important to let suppliers know about this as 

well so that they can make adjustments to their bids. Finally, the respondents mentioned that they 

must align the tactics internally to ensure that key stakeholders can know the update about the 

progress of the RFQ as well as the tactics through which suppliers will be evaluated.  

 

Regarding the communication method, the respondents mentioned that it is important to decide 

which methods they will use for communication. This was important as some respondents used 

emails to communicate with suppliers while others used Electronic-procurement (E-procurement) 

tools. Furthermore, in parallel, the respondents also made a timeline for the execution of the RFQ 

process and also communicated this timeline to suppliers in the introductory emai l. Finally, the 

respondents in their introductory email to suppliers also emphasized letting them know the criteria 

on which their bids will be evaluated as well as the number of rounds that will be held for RFQs. 

According to Respondent 2, this allowed the suppliers to know beforehand how the RFQ process 

will be carried out as well as which key criteria will be used for evaluat ion. This allowed the 

suppliers to tailor their bids according to evaluation criteria and thus made the RFQ process more 

objective. 

 

Code Sub-theme Theme 

• Ask for as many details so that a cost breakdown 

can be made. (Ask for Cost breakdown) 

• Identify Should cost. It is an ideal tactic, but it is 

very difficult to make. Try to find as many costs as 

possible 

• Ensure not to disclose to suppliers that some of them 

have been shortlisted.  

• Define supplier selection criteria based on the 

internal meeting to make balanced scorecards 

• Emphasizing total value and total cost of ownership. 

• If the total value is used, then identify what rebates 

and premiums must be used. 

• Deciding if only one round is enough or if 2 rounds 

of RFQ are required. 

• Align the tactics internally with the stakeholders. 

Plans to 

evaluate RFQs 

Making Tactics 

and 

Communicate 

• Decide on the method to communicate to suppliers 

such as email or sourcing software 

Communication 

Method 
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• Mention timeline for the entire RFQ process 

• Making suppliers know the criteria on which they 

will be assessed 

• Make suppliers know whether there will be one 

round or two rounds of bidding. 

Table 19. Presentation of Code in Theme “Making tactics and communicate” 

4.5.5 Evaluate the quotations and internal alignment 

The theme is presented in table 20. The majority of respondents reported that they both conduct 

benchmarking and create scorecards for their suppliers as part of the tender evaluation process. 

The difference lies in who and when these scorecards are created, for the most part , respondents 

answered that someone in the team would create them before evaluating. This is exemplif ied by 

the following responses: 

 

“Use scorecard and price to evaluate which suppliers allocate to business.”- Respondent 1 

 

“For evaluation, we will do a balanced scorecard, beforehand with the team. Very hard to create 

a general scorecard”- Respondent 3 

 

“Vendor management also makes scorecards for suppliers”- Respondent 4 

 

“Internal colleague calculates and benchmarks the offer.”- Respondent 6 

 

As mentioned, benchmarking and scorecards are only one part of the evaluation process. 

Additionally, the collected offers are analyzed according to the companies’ tactics and agreed 

scenarios. Thus, combining the hard aspects (benchmarking and scorecards) with the softer aspects 

(tactics and scenarios). Respondents 1 and 4 reported that they would also rank received quotations 

for each criterion (lowest price gets ranked one for the criteria “price”, best quality gets ranked 

one for the criteria “quality” etc.). However, none of the respondents reported that they selected 

suppliers solely on scores and ranks, instead these results serve as support for discussions and 

alignment with internal stakeholders. Moreover, there is a consensus in answers from the 

respondents that alignment with stakeholders is necessary to avoid misunderstandings. This can 

be explained through the quotation: 

 

“We align the solutions offered with the internal stakeholders to ensure there is no 

misunderstanding.”- Respondent 3 
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Code Sub-theme Theme 

• Benchmark the offer against each other 

• Perform a balanced scorecard to give a rating to 

quotations based on the criteria identified 

• Calculate the average score 

• Rank the quotations based on scores 

Supplier bid 

evaluation 

Evaluate the 

quotations and 

internal 

alignment 

• Finding the best solution is more valuable than cost 

(Total value of ownership) 

• Align the solutions offered with the internal 

stakeholders to ensure there is no misunderstanding 

• Select the best quotation/bid 

Internal 

Alignment 

Table 20. Presentation of Code in Theme “Evaluate the quotations and internal alignment” 

4.5.6 Negotiations 

This theme presented in table 21 entails the phase in which bids from the best suppliers are further 

negotiated to further improve the offerings or overall proposal. In this case, the respondents 

mentioned that they arranged further meetings with the supplier that had the best overall proposal 

for further negotiations. During the negotiation, the key points where the purchaser thought the 

offer was not up to the mark were discussed so that they could retrieve the best value from the 

suppliers. 

 

Furthermore, Respondent 3 also mentioned that during negotiation they made interactive graphs 

such as spider maps to illustrate the offering of the suppliers. In this case, the graphs made it easier 

for him to explain where the offerings of suppliers were at the moment and how they could improve 

the offerings. This can be explained through the quotation: 

 

“I encourage my team to always use interactive graphs during the negotiation phase. This helps 

us to explain the places where we feel the supplier's offerings could be improved conveniently.” - 

Respondent 3 

 

Code Sub-theme Theme 

• Negotiate further to have a better proposal by setting 

up a meeting 

- Negotiations 
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• Use scatter plots and graphs to visualize where they 

were and where they were lacking- helps in 

negotiation 

Table 21. Presentation of Code in Theme “Negotiation” 

4.5.7 Risk assessment and communication of result 

This theme presented in table 22 entails the steps related to risk assessment and communication of 

results. All but one of the respondents, respondent 5, reported that they incorporated some form of 

risk assessment in their RFQ process. The different forms of risk assessment included financial, 

sustainability, and business continuity plans. The number of times they performed a risk analysis 

varied between respondents and the reason for this is because new suppliers, or those that need an 

update, require additional analysis. This can be explained through the following quotations 

 

“Before selecting a final business allocation, a risk assessment is carried out for new suppliers 

(those that have not been selected in the past) or when there is a need to renew said risk 

assessment” - Respondent 1 

 

“Only risk assessment is awarded to business phase-outs” - Respondent 3 

 

Respondents 2, 3, and 5 answered that the initial risk assessment, the assessment of new or 

outdated suppliers, was sufficient for them while respondents 1 and 4 preferred to conduct two risk 

assessments. More specifically, respondents 1 and 4 would conduct one risk assessment for the 

new or outdated suppliers, and an additional one for the final/selected supplier at the end of the 

RFQ. The respondents also related risk assessment with business continuity plans in which they 

used the business continuity plan as an input to analyze risks when awarding a business to a 

particular supplier. However, it is important to note that the criticality of a product/service affects 

the level of risk management needed, this is explained by respondent 2 who mentioned that 

 

“Risk analysis becomes more diligent depending on the importance of the service.” - Respondent 

2 

 

Once the final selection of the suppliers' quotations is completed the results from the outcome of 

RFQs are announced. The results are first communicated internally to key stakeholders that will 

work with the product to provide an update as well as receive formal approval from them. If an 

issue is raised internally, then possible corrections can be carried out before announcing the results 

externally to suppliers. Once formal approval is received internally then the results of the RFQ are 

communicated externally to suppliers. In this case, the purchase agreement, as well as contract 

documents, are prepared that must be signed by suppliers to formally complete the agreement. At 

the same time, internal tasks such as opening a new article number or making old items obsolete 
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if needed are carried out to prepare for the new product sourced through RFQ. A kickoff with 

stakeholders is also held in cases where the product/service sourced requires any special treatment. 

In this situation, the stakeholders are prepared on how to handle new products/services sourced 

either by the suppliers or by an expert.  

 

Code Sub-theme Theme 

• Evaluate the final offers with the goal for which 

RFQ was set such as potential savings etc 

• Identify if there is any deviation in the final offering 

Identify 

potential 

benefits 

Risk 

assessment and 

communication 

of result 

• Before finalizing the solution, for critical items, a 

risk assessment can be carried out to ensure 

business continuity. 

• Risk assessment carried through financial, 

sustainability, and sanction check as well as input 

from business continuity plans 

Risk 

Assessment 

• Communicate the results internally to stakeholders 

• Internal stakeholder formal approval through 

signature 

• Communicate the result externally to suppliers 

• Prepare the purchase agreement. 

• Prepare for any tasks required internally such as 

opening a new article number 

• A kickoff will be held so that stakeholders will be 

prepared for implementation if needed. 

Result 

announcement 

Table 22. Presentation of Code in Theme “Risk assessment and communication of result” 

4.5.8 Feedback 

The theme is presented in table 23. In this theme, Respondent four explained that  they hosted 

workshops to provide feedback to their supplier, the workshops are more or fewer meetings where 

they can discuss opportunities for improvement. Additionally, respondent four also mentioned that 

they make vendor management scorecards to keep a record of the supplier’s performance. 

However, there is no feedback loop on how the supplier performed during the RFQ process. All 

respondents reported that they would, if possible, also like to have a feedback loop on how the 

suppliers performed during the RFQ process. One of the reasons was that it could help with 

validating and understanding the quotations from suppliers.  
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A third of the respondents reported that they used a digital tool when conducting RFQs which they 

perceived made the feedback process easier since it cut down the number of steps and provided 

better storage. Previously they would have to search in their computers and emails for documents 

which they felt was bothersome. However, two-thirds of the respondents reported that they did not 

have a tool for electronic procurement and instead relied on other methods such as emailing, 

texting, and calling. The two electronic-procurement tools mentioned by the respondents that did 

use e-procurement were SAP Ariba and Coupa, both of which were newly integrated into the 

respective companies. Respondent one, who used SAP Ariba, answered that the software worked 

well even though they had to spend extra time and resources training their suppliers to also learn 

how to use the software. Furthermore, the respondent was pleased that they could do most of the 

work in one software rather than having to switch between different ones when conducting an 

RFQ. Similarly, respondent 4, who used Coupa, also used one software for conducting RFQs.  

 

The four respondents that answered that they did not use an e-procurement tool also answered that 

they would consider implementing one if the market that they are in reaches a higher level of 

digitalization. Furthermore, these respondents perceived that there is a lack of demand for this type 

of service since the majority of their suppliers operates traditionally, e-mailing, etc. Respondent 3 

better explains their outlook on digitalization by saying that  

 

“As long as you still need to email to different suppliers then digitizing will not help. Collecting 

the info and setting up the criteria for suppliers will not help. People will still need to drag and 

drop the files in the system.” – Respondent 3 

 

Code Sub-theme Theme 

• Provide feedback to the supplier on why they were 

not chosen 

• Follow Up on how the spending development has 

occurred. 

• Ask for feedback from the supplier on the RFQ 

process 

• Make (or update) scorecards for the supplier and 

store them in the system for references. 

• Using digital tools 

Track 

record/follow 

up 

Feedback 

Table 23. Presentation of Code in Theme “Feedback” 
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5. Discussion 

In this section, the research questions posed will be answered through the data analysis in the 

previous chapter. The answers to the research question also relate to the theoretical framework to 

understand how modern sourcing theories relate to the RFQ process. 

 

1.       How does a global retail company source their product using RFQ? 

 

The answer to this question was examined through interviews and internal documents. The 

thematic analysis in Section 4.3 explains the steps that a global retail company takes to source its 

products through RFQ. The seven themes shown in Figure 11 are the most important steps in 

procuring products using RFQs. The codes mentioned in Section 4.3 for each theme explain the 

deeper steps that are taken. The steps begin with the prerequisites to launch RFQ and end with a 

final follow-up. The process step is similar to the steps explained by Van Weele (2010) and 

Johnson et al. (2021) throughout the overall purchasing process. The define specification step 

mentioned in Van Weele (2010) is similar to defining scope themes performed by a global retail 

company. However, one difference is that in Van Weele's (2010) process, the specifications are 

defined from scratch together with the stakeholders, whereas in a global retail company, the 

specifications are already in place. In this case, only the specifications are collected, and, in some 

cases, further inquiries are made to ensure that suppliers can produce the products or not. 

 

Moreover, the way the global retail company continuously aligns different stakeholders in the RFQ 

process is a step that theories in Van Weele (2010), Johnson et al. (2021) and Monczka et al. (2015) 

have not elaborated on in-depth. The key finding is that in the RFQ one of the most important steps 

is to do regular alignment of scope between stakeholders so that there is no misunderstanding in 

the scope. In lean sourcing terms, this can be considered a value-added activity as it will prevent 

waste such as defects (Myerson, 2018). The defect is prevented by ensuring only accurate 

information is used within the scope of the RFQ and through the request for comments a rework 

in the future is avoided.  

 

The making tactics, structure, and approach theme used by global retail companies is not explicitly 

mentioned in the theories of Van Weele (2010) and Johnson et al. (2021). In this case, asking for 

cost breakdown as well as making scenarios allows the retail company to ensure that they will 

assess the suppliers with key criteria. Furthermore, in Van Weele (2010) RFQ process is mentioned 

in the supplier evaluation step and is only considered a tool to execute the overall purchasing 

process. However, in the case of a global retail company, the RFQ is considered an important 

strategic sourcing option and thus has similarities with the entire purchasing process.  

 

The last three themes (execute and evaluate offers; aligning solution and performing the purchase 

agreement; follow-up and feedback) used by the global retail company also go in-depth about what 

steps to take once the quotations from the suppliers have been received. The theory of Van Weele 
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(2010) and Johnson et al. (2021) have discussed them in the contracting and follow-up steps, 

however, the steps taken by a global retail company explain them in more detail. In this case, once 

the suppliers' bids have been assessed the solutions are then aligned internally with stakeholders 

so that any possible issue can be rectified. This allows the category sourcing specialists to ensure 

that the stakeholders that will be working with the product sourced have complete updates about 

the progress. Furthermore, the RFQ process ends with both providing as well as taking feedback 

from the suppliers to ensure that any potential issues in the RFQ process can be improved in the 

future. 

 

Finally, an important finding from the steps taken by a global retail company through the RFQ 

process is that it is not a linear process. The seven themes do indicate that a theme takes place once 

the previous theme is completed. In reality, however, there are a lot of iterations between the 

different themes and sub-themes, such as creating a list of suppliers and coordinating with 

stakeholders, which take place in parallel. So overall, it can be said that the RFQ process is not 

linear, but one in which buyers routinely move back and forth between different themes to get the 

product that is being procured in the most objective way possible. 

 

1a. What does a global retail company perceive are the most important criteria and methods for 

the supplier selection process in the RFQs? 

 

The answer to this question was examined through a questionnaire in which 16 sourcing specialists 

from the focal firm part took. The thematic analysis in Section 4.4 explains which criteria and 

methods the focal firm perceives as the most important for the supplier selection process in the 

RFQ. The codes mentioned within each table in Section 4.4 are key points the focal company 

considers, for each theme, when conducting RFQs.  

 

Van Weele (2010) mentioned that the fourth and last step in the process of identifying and selecting 

suppliers was the selection of the best suppliers based on various identified criteria. However, little 

is mentioned about these “various identified criteria” in his work. Van Weele does mention that 

the criteria are a part of the technical and commercial evaluation as well as an assessment of 

logistical, qualitative, and financial factors. The key points provided by the global retail company 

fit in with van Weele’s description of technical and commercial evaluation as well as the different 

assessments. For example, the sourcing specialist ranked the dimensions of landed cost, price, past 

performance, and capacity the highest. From van Weele’s point of view, this means that the 

sourcing specialists perceive the commercial and technical criteria to be the most important.  

 

Pal et al. (2013) explained that a company's competitiveness largely depends on identifying the 

right decision criteria in conjunction with the right choice of suppliers. Moreover, they argue that 

traditionally the right criteria would be the price where the lowest quotation would win simply by 

being the cheapest alternative. Although the sourcing specialists perceived that price is the most 
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important dimension, ranking number one the most times, the results from the study do not align 

with the traditional view posed by Pal et al. (ibid). The focal company does not focus solely on 

price, instead, price is perceived as the most important criterion but from a range of several 

important criteria such as past performance, capacity, and landed cost. Furthermore, how the global 

retail company weights the dimensions depends on the situation at hand.  

 

Since each category area’s market situation is different it would be difficult to implement a 

standard method for supplier selection even within a global retail company. However, as the results 

show some criteria are considered for an RFQ by almost all of the sourcing specialists. Moreover, 

knowing these criteria helps to structure and organize the supplier evaluation process (Pal et al., 

2013; Monczka et al., 2015).  

 

The way companies formulate and select criteria also plays an important role in the selection 

process (Pal et al., 2013). The methods of assessing top-ranked dimensions by the focal company 

include, but are not limited to, benchmarking, KPI, and more qualitative measures such as planning 

and risk analysis. These methods, which also make up the themes in this study, share some 

similarities with Taherdoost and Brard’s (2019) supplier evaluation criteria. The earlier mentioned 

qualitative aspects from the global retail company fit in with Taherdoost and Brard’s qualitative 

criteria. Although their criteria cover most of the qualitative aspects there are two which are not 

mentioned by Taherdoost and Brard. The two aspects, strategic fit and supplier classification and 

positioning, are both identified through the category positioning matrix and are useful for the 

reason of identifying appropriate strategies (Gelderman and Van Weele, 2002; Lee and Drake, 

2010).  

 

According to Montgomery et al. (2018), the classification and sourcing decisions are dependent 

on the choice of measurement variables and their threshold values. However, the sourcing 

specialists responded very differently from each other regarding how they weight the criteria. The 

main reason is that there is not a standardized framework for weighting criteria, which has to do 

with operational differences between category areas. Because there is not a framework, the 

weighing then becomes more subjective and requires a greater deal of consideration (ibid). The 

way the focal company mitigates the subjectivity, and the dynamics of each category area is to 

communicate results in larger groups, with participants of these groups being from different 

divisions. Thus, ensuring that there is a diversity of input and perspectives.  

 

By implementing a high-level framework for the supplier selection process regarding the criteria, 

methods, and weighting, a global retail company could better align the evaluation process with 

corporate strategies. Thus, also affecting each component is perceived. It is also important to not 

minimize the versatility and freedom of the sourcing specialist by creating too extensive or 

complicated frameworks, since their risk is that the RFQ process would instead be sub-optimized 

by adding non-value-adding activities.  
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To summarize the research question on what a global retail company perceives are the most 

important criteria and methods for the supplier selection process in the RFQs, there is no set of 

criteria, methods, or weighting that are absolute. However, there are several general themes that 

the sourcing specialist seems to agree on. Lastly, a global retail company could better align the 

evaluation process with corporate strategies by implementing a high-level framework for the 

supplier selection process. 

 

2. What are the general steps that purchasers external to a global retail company take to source 

their product using RFQs? 

 

This question was answered through interviews with 6 purchasers/consultants that were not 

working with the global retail company but had significant experience in dealing with purchasing 

in a large number of categories. It was further complemented by documents shared by consultants 

that helped authors to identify the process they use with RFQs. The thematic analysis in Section 

4.5 explains the general steps that purchasers take to source their products using RFQs. In this 

case, the 8 themes displayed in figure 14 are the main steps used to source products while the code 

within each theme explains the deeper level steps.  These 8 themes are Reasons to launch RFQs; 

Preparation; Supplier identification and reduction; Making tactics and communication; Evaluate 

the quotations and internal alignment; Negotiations; Risk assessment and communication of 

results; and Feedback. 

 

The themes, similar to the case of a global retail company, are similar to the overall purchasing 

process defined by Van Weele (2010) and Johnson et al. (2021) however there are differences as 

well. The first theme “Reason to launch RFQs” explains the prerequisite that triggers RFQs. In 

this theme, steps such as evaluating spend base and developing supplier base explain in depth the 

reason when an RFQ is triggered. This deeper level of information is missing in Van Weele (2010) 

where there are discussions about identifying supplier base but the connection of this with RFQs 

is not explicitly mentioned.  

 

Furthermore, in the RFQs process discussed by the consultant, the connection of the Kraljic Matrix 

to help relate tactics and business needs has allowed the purchasers to complement RFQs with 

category strategies. This connection strengthens the theory of the Kraljic Matrix with the overall 

purchasing process as it helps purchasers to identify the complexity of the supply market and then 

make strategies accordingly (Montgomery et al., 2018). A similar matrix can also apply to the 

global retail company to help them standardize the tactics based on the quadrant the product is 

lying in.  

 

The making tactics and communication theme further highlights the deeper level steps that can be 

used to make tactics. In this theme, the consultants have highlighted the importance of making cost 
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breakdowns and “should cost model” to ensure they can benchmark suppliers' bids. They have 

further highlighted that the total value of ownership should be used to evaluate bids instead of only 

looking at the prices. The total value of ownership is a concept that is new to purchasing and is not 

discussed in the theories mentioned in Monczka et al. (2015) and Van Weele (2010). This concept 

highlights that the purchaser must look at the entire value that a supplies’ bid brings and then 

convert this value into rebates and premiums. This is a mixture of the category method and 

weighted point method for supplier selection mentioned by Monczka et al. (2015) in which both 

conversions to cost and weightage to different factors are assigned. Furthermore, the purchasers 

have also highlighted that criteria for supplier selection must be communicated with the suppliers 

to ensure that they tailor their bids. This helps to bring objectivity to the RFQ process as all 

suppliers can know the key criteria to win the bids. 

 

The theme “Evaluate the quotations and internal alignment” further highlights the importance of 

updating and aligning the process with stakeholders. In this theme, once the bids are evaluated the 

internal alignment is further carried out so that there are no questions raised from stakeholders 

once the product is sourced. In lean sourcing terms, it can be considered a value-added activity as 

it helps to avoid waste such as defects which avoids reworking (Myerson, 2018).  

 

In the theme “Negotiation” another key finding that is not discussed in the process of Johnson et 

al. (2021) is the use of scatter plots and visualization to negotiate with the suppliers. This technique 

allows consultants to explain where suppliers' bids are standing and how they can be improved. 

The “risk assessment and communication” also highlights the importance of incorporating risk 

assessment with the sourcing of products. The consultants have mentioned in their responses that 

they always try to incorporate sourcing risks for critical items to ensure they have a backup in case 

of disruption. This technique is also mentioned in Van Weele (2010) where it is advised to use risk 

assessment for critical items. The risk assessment can be carried out in multiple ways. Some 

consultants have mentioned the use of business continuity plans to incorporate sourcing risks while 

others evaluate risks such as finances and political situation before awarding the business. One 

important finding is that risk management in RFQs is fragmented where different steps cover 

different parts of risk management. One example is purchase agreements in which there are clauses 

to mitigate risks. 

 

The last theme (Feedback) also highlights the importance of recording the findings from the RFQ 

process. In this theme, respondents have agreed that a feedback loop is important to incorporate 

the learning from previous RFQs to RFQs carried out in the future. These feedbacks need to be 

recorded in the system so that it is accessible. Otherwise, there is a high probability the findings 

can be lost in the older files. This is an overproduction waste in terms of lean sourcing (Myerson, 

2018). The respondents have therefore highlighted the importance of digitizing the RFQ process 

in which the findings from older RFQs can be saved in the form of scorecards or spider maps in 

the electronic procurement tool. Thus, ensuring a digitized feedback loop is a key theme to making 
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the sourcing of products using RFQ more efficient and thus can be considered a value-added 

activity.  

 

3.       How could a global retail company with a wide variety of categories standardize as well as 

synchronize the RFQ processes? 

This research question is answered by comparing the answers to research questions 1 and 2 along 

with the theories on the overall purchasing process. The steps that a global retail company can take 

are as follows: 

 

● The use of a matrix, similar to the Kraljic Matrix, could help standardize the tactics for 

sourcing products by using RFQs. In this case, the market complexity, as well as the impact 

on profitability, could help sourcing specialists to decide whether even an RFQ is needed 

or not. Respondent 4 also highlighted its importance by mentioning that they regularly used 

the Kraljic matrix to decide what tactics should be used in RFQs. 

 

● Another activity that the global retail company could implement is to ensure they also 

incorporate the business/category KPIs that were decided beforehand into the RFQ. 

Although it can be said that implicitly, all sourcing specialists use these KPIs when 

allocating business to suppliers, it could be worthwhile to also mention them explicitly in 

the documentation to further ensure their usage. 

 

● Supplier scorecards should also be implemented in the tactic to source products using 

RFQs. In this case, the global retail company must define the criteria on which they must 

evaluate the bids and use scorecards to rank different criteria. The final decision then 

depends on which suppliers have the best overall score in different criteria. These 

scorecards can also be strengthened by using the total value of ownership concept. The 

sourcing specialist can initially provide rebates or premiums based on the supplier's past 

performance and then use scorecards to finally select the best bids.  This can be considered 

a value-adding activity that can make the supplier selection process more objective 

(Myerson, 2018). 

 

● The global retail company could make the key criteria, that will be used to evaluate bids, 

known to the supplier beforehand. This could then help suppliers to tailor the bids 

according to the key criteria and thus improve their offers. Respondent 2 also highlighted 

the importance of making supplier selection criteria known to suppliers as it helped them 

to bring more objectivity to the supplier selection process. 

 

● Another action the global retail company can take is to use visualization tools for 

negotiations. Consultants emphasized that creating spider maps and visualizing suppliers' 

offers helped them explain to suppliers where their offers stood. This also allowed the 
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suppliers to understand the consultants' perspective by visualizing how far their offer was 

from the consultants' demand. Overall, it helped them negotiate and therefore can also be 

used as a practice in a global retail company. Van Weele (2010) also emphasizes the use 

of visualization tools in the purchasing process to help suppliers and buyers evaluate the 

status of bids. 

 

● Another opportunity that the global retail company has to standardize the RFQ process is 

through the incorporation of risk assessment during the final selection of suppliers. Van 

Weele (2010) also recommends the use of risk assessments in which financial, political, 

and environmental risks are checked for critical items. The consultants have also 

recommended the use of business continuity plans as an input to incorporate sourcing risk. 

One category at the global retail company also mentioned that they used a business 

continuity plan in the supplier selection process to address sourcing risk. Thus, the 

incorporation of sourcing risks before the final selection of suppliers can be considered a 

value-added activity. However, it is important to note that risk assessment is a fragmented 

process as risks are covered in the initial request for information as well as contracting 

terms. However, one key finding is that for critical items the risk can be revisited/rechecked 

to ensure that sourcing specialists have complete information and strategy against the 

likelihood of any potential disruptions. 

 

● The external purchasers/consultants agreed that the feedback loop is an opportunity for 

improving the RFQ process. Integrating a feedback loop is important since it provides a 

better analysis of the suppliers in subsequent RFQs. Since important information regarding 

the supplier's performance is stored within a feedback loop, sourcing specialists can utilize 

the information to improve their basis for supplier evaluation. Thus, effectivizing the 

supplier selection process. Many of the respondents reported that they would either 

extensively search in their inboxes or contact colleagues, which is a non-value-adding 

activity if they wanted to review previous feedback. That is if any feedback had been 

documented or whether the colleague could remember how the supplier performed during 

the RFQ.  
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6. Conclusion 

In this chapter, the final summary of the thesis is explained. It is followed by a discussion on future 

research that can be a natural extension of this thesis. 

 

To recapitulate this study, the aim was to identify the practices that global companies with multiple 

categories use to source their products using RFQs. Overall, purchasing as a function has expanded 

in the past 20 years where it has increasingly become a key strategic function within an 

organization (Johnson et al., 2021). The literature review in this study was used to further enlighten 

the overall purchasing process. 

 

The main finding from this study was the RFQ process used by a global retail company and 

external consultant/purchaser to source products. When emphasizing the global retail company, 

the company uses 7 themes as the main steps in the RFQ process. These 7 themes are triggered to 

launch RFQ; Defining Scope; Finalize Scope; Making tactics, structure, and approach; Execute 

and evaluate offers; Aligning solutions and confirm the purchase agreement; Follow up and 

Feedback. Regarding the process explained by external purchasers, they explained the entire RFQ 

process through 8 themes. The 8 themes are reason to launch RFQ; Preparation;  Supplier 

identification and Reduction; Making tactics and communicate; Evaluate the quotations and 

internal alignment; Negotiations; Risk assessment and communication of result; Feedback. These 

8 themes are similar to the 7 themes used by a global retail company but also help identify practices 

that can be used to further improve the RFQ process.  

 

Furthermore, when comparing these themes with literature, high similarity can be noted between 

the overall purchasing process explained by Van Weele (2010) and the RFQ process explained in 

this study. It can be considered an important finding where the function of RFQ has changed from 

being a tactical purchasing tool to being an important part of lean strategic sourcing. The identified 

RFQ themes also cover the purchasing process explained by Van Weele (2010) but at the same 

time, explain the steps at a deeper level. This can be considered an important contribution to this 

study. 

 

Exploring to determine whether organizations still operate traditionally or if new and more 

efficient ways to conduct RFQ are used, the findings of this study also suggest that the scope of 

the RFQs has expanded. Furthermore, modern practitioners incorporate more dimensions in their 

RFQs rather than only focusing on price. Moreover, they can adapt to the dynamic environment 

by weighting dimensions differently depending on the situation.   

 

Finally, another main conclusion from this study can be how the global retail company can further 

improve and standardize processes based on the processes discussed. The authors have identified 

multiple opportunities for global retail companies with multiple categories such as: utilizing the 

Kraljic matrix; using business needs; making supplier scorecards and criteria; making the criteria 
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known beforehand; using visualization tools for negotiation; utilizing risk assessment at the end 

and incorporating a feedback loop. 

6.1 Contribution to Research 

Overall, this thesis is a contribution to research in purchasing, mapping deeper level RFQ 

processes for multi-categorical organizations. The processes discussed in this thesis can thus be 

seen as an opportunity for purchasers to benchmark and standardize their RFQ process. Moreover, 

this thesis contributes to the pool of research incorporating mix methods, mainly the Pragmatism 

paradigm, by trying to conceptualize its ontological, epistemological, and axiological stances. 

Thus, aiding in integrating the paradigm (Maarouf, 2019). 

6.2 Future Research 

In this study, the focus was on benchmarking the RFQ process so that a common framework can 

be established. Benchmarking the entire purchasing process can then be an important finding for 

future research so that the link between the entire purchasing process and the RFQ can be further 

explained. As explained in the discussion, the research also showed that risk assessment at the end 

of supplier assignment plays an important role in the RFQ process. Therefore, a future 

investigation on this topic may be what risk assessment methods can be used at this point and how 

they can be implemented along with supplier scorecards. 

 

The applicability of the Kraljic matrix in RFQ can be summarized as one of the main findings of 

this study. A topic that can further promote applicability is to examine how purchasers have 

classified their products into different quadrants using a matrix similar to the Kraljic mat rix and 

how they use it in RFQs. 

 

Furthermore, in the research, the respondents have regularly mentioned the use of excel and 

electronic procurement tools for the RFQ. Some respondents have avoided electronic procurement 

tools because of the complexity of using them. However, also in their viewpoint electronic 

procurement has a key role to play in the standardizing of the RFQ process. Thus, an important 

topic for future research can be the barriers and challenges to digitizing the procurement process. 

 

In this research, recommendations were made on how a global retail company can standardize the 

RFQ process. An important issue that can be useful in this case is change management to adapt to 

the recommendations. This will help the retail company measure the maturity of its purchasing 

process and determine the extent to which stakeholders are willing to adapt to these changes. 

 

Finally, the authors of this study have recommended using a feedback loop at the end of the RFQ 

process, although the applicability of this change has not been studied. Therefore, an important 

issue would be to measure the impact of using a feedback loop within the RFQ process. The 
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research can then be on whether the sourcing specialist views this as a value-added activity if they 

used it in the RFQ process or do they consider it as a time-consuming process. 
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8. Appendices  

Appendix A – Research Paradigm 

 

Figure 15. Illustrates the Research Paradigm broken down into three parts 
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Appendix B – Research Process 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 17. Adoption of several models that outline the philosophical assumptions and research  

 

  

Figure 16. Adoption of several models that outline the philosophical assumptions and 

research process steps (Saunder et al., 2019; Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017; Nguyen, 2015; Luo, 

2011) 
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Appendix C - Interview Guide 

Q1. What is your current role? 

 

Q2. Can you elaborate on your experience? 

i) years in the field? 

 

Q3. Can you define the steps that are taken while performing an RFQ? (This question will cover a 

lot of questions mentioned) 

i) Worked in any other departments that also deal with RFQs? If yes, do you perceive any 

differences in the way they operate? 

 

Q4. What would you say are the key criteria to consider when deciding whether you need an RFQ 

process or not?  

 i) What is the point at which you can say that RFQ preparation can be carried out? What is 

the input at this point? 

 

Q5. What business needs are taken into account while developing an RFQ? 

 i) Is there any threshold that you take into account while considering whether an RFQ is 

needed or not? 

 ii) Do you categorize the product or service based on the Kraljic Matrix and how does it 

relate to RFQs? 

 

Q6. Do you consider corporate/high-level strategies while performing the RFQ process? 

i) If yes can you please elaborate? 

 

Q7. What steps do you take to define/collect the specification for the product or service in RFQ? 

i) Can you elaborate on these steps? 

 

Q8. Which actors are considered in this process? 

 i) Do you follow a decision matrix? 

 

Q9. Generally, how do you align different stakeholders in this phase? 

 

Q10. Is this process similar for all products (New task, Modified Rebuy, Straight Rebuy)? 

 i) If not, then can you elaborate more on it? 

 

Q11. What steps do you take to confirm the scope of RFQ? 

 

Q12. What is the output at the end of this process? 
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Q13. What methods do you use to identify suppliers? 

 i) How do you create an initial list of bidders? 

 

Q14. Do you do any analysis before identifying suppliers e.g. Cost Breakdown analysis, TCO 

analysis, BOB analysis, or any corporate way of working? Please elaborate 

 

Q15. How do you reduce the suppliers from the initial list? 

 

Q16. What communication methods and tools do you use to communicate with suppliers for RFQ? 

 

Q17. Generally, what tactics do you use in RFQ e.g. 1 round or 2 rounds? Why do you use these? 

 

Q18. What KPIs do you use to evaluate and analyze bids from the supplier? Why do you use these 

criteria and how did you quantify them? 

 i) Can you elaborate more on it? 

 

Q19. What is the output at the end of this step? 

 

Q20. Which actors are involved in this process?  

i) What does the decision matrix look like in the steps? 

 

Q21. Is this process similar for all products (New products, Modified Rebuy, Straight Rebuy)? 

 i) If not, then can you elaborate more on it? 

 

Q22. What are the key things that you consider while negotiating contract terms with suppliers?  

 

Q23. Can you elaborate on the procedure for the supplier negotiation process? 

 

Q24. How do you communicate the results of the negotiation within the organization and outside? 

 

Q25. Is this process similar for all products (New products, Modified Rebuy, Straight Rebuy)? 

 i) If not, then can you elaborate more on it? 

 

Q26. How do you follow up once a supplier has been selected? 

 

Q27. What are the feedback steps you take for this step? 

 

Q28. How do you use the information that you receive from the supplier evaluation in the future?  

i)Do you incorporate this in risk management, financial management, etc? Please elaborate 
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Q29. What is the output document at the end of this step? 

 

Q30. Which actors are involved in this process?  

i) What does the decision matrix look like in the steps?  
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Appendix D - Interviews 

Interviews that were held within IKEA are: 

 

Respondent Role Years of Experience 

Respondent A Category Sourcing Specialist Around 25 years 

Respondent B Business Area Sourcing 

Specialist 

Around 16 years 

Respondent C Process Developer Around 10 years 

Respondent D Category Sourcing Specialist Around 10 years 

Respondent E Category Sourcing Specialist Around 15 years 

Respondent F Business Developer - Project 

Office 

Around 9 years 

Respondent G Business Developer Around 20 years 

Respondent H Business Developer Around 7 years 

 

Interviews that were held externally are: 

 

Respondent Role Years of Experience 

Respondent 1  Supplier Manager 3 Years 

Respondent 2  Manager Indirect Procurement 5 years 

Respondent 3  Purchasing Director 14 years 

Respondent 4   Strategic Sourcing Consultant 10 years 

Respondent 5  Indirect procurement manager 4 years 

Respondent 6  Procurement Manager 15 years 
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Appendix E – Survey Guide 

Q1. What dimensions do you consider in an RFQ when allocating business? 

 

Q2. Please, place the dimensions listed in question 2 in order starting with the most important 

dimensions. *(Use the rule of thumb, all allocations are different but in general how do the criteria 

stand against one another) 

 

Q3. How are you assessing the most important dimensions that you have listed in question 3? (Soft 

aspects, Sub dimensions, KPI, etc) 

 

Q4. Considering the dimensions you consider in an RFQ when allocating business, how are you 

practically weighing/comparing the different dimensions against each other? 

 

 

 

 

 


