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Introduction 

Although outsourcing is broadly recognized as a relevant and multi-faceted strategic choice, its actual 

outcomes are still debated. The frequency and the scope of outsourcing and offshoring have increased 

constantly during the last 20 years, along with their popularity, which has coincided with other 

‘management  fashions’ (Abrahamson & Fairchild, 1999) and similar ‘bandwagons’ (Staw & Epstein, 2000), 

like business process re-engineering, strategic focalization, creation of shared services, and corporate 

downsizing (De Fontenay & Gans, 2008; Gospel & Sako, 2010; Angeli & Grimaldi, 2010).  

Although the strategic and financial outcomes of outsourcing have been well documented (e.g. 

Marchegiani et al., 2012; Giustiniano et al., 2014) both the managerial practice and the extant literature 

still lack a set of consolidated managerial techniques capable of tackling some of the organizational issues 

related to outsourcing. Notwithstanding their variety, such issues can be grouped into two main categories: 

1) the paradoxes of outsourcing, 2) management of the ‘liminal’ effects generated. 

 

The paradoxes of outsourcing 

As outsourcing is a business strategy, the link between the decision to outsource some activities and the 

expected structural and strategic changes should encourage the adoption of long-term and multi-actor 

perspectives in the evaluation of the results. The reality is, however, very different. Two kinds of paradoxes 

deserve further discussion: 1) the time span for the evaluation of outcomes; 2) the multiplicity of 

stakeholders, which is relevant to the decisions and their implementation. Managerial techniques can 

therefore be applied to deal with such paradoxes. 

The ‘time paradox’ is about the fact that massive reorganizations of value chain activities call for a process 

of organizational change that often overtakes the time spans considered for the assessment of the 

outcomes. In short, although companies expect the organizational settings to adapt to changes in the 

medium term, the evaluation of the outcomes occurs mostly in the short term. The situation is even more 

serious when top managers believe the organizational design will automatically adapt to the new post-

outsourcing setting, without inertial constraints or negative reactions. Consequently, where companies 

once sought order, clarity, and consistency (depicted in the extant organization chart and procedures), the 

outsourcing of activities might engender chaotic contradictions and inconsistencies in terms of 

organizational goals, structures, processes, cultures and even professional identities (Latour, 2005; Smith & 

Lewis, 2011). Nevertheless, the long-term sustainability of goals depends on both short-term coordination 
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and control of activities and the long-term maintenance of the relationships (e.g. Gittel, 2004), with both  

outsourcees and other stakeholders. Managerial techniques should therefore be able to deal with such 

paradoxical tensions (e.g. efficiency vs. efficacy, control vs. autonomy, centralization vs. decentralization) 

that might persist over time (e.g. Andriopoulos & Lewis, 2009; Cameron & Quinn, 2006; Smith & Lewis, 

2011). The unveiling of such paradoxes could contribute to the design of ad hoc techniques through a re-

examination of the outsourcing phenomenon that would do justice to its inner complexity.  

Similarly, the idea that organizations are subject to multiple pressures is not new. In fact, any organization 

is subject to different groups of ‘who or what really counts’ (Freeman, 1984; Mitchell, Agle & Wood, 1997) 

or ‘constituencies’ (Zammuto, 1984). Donaldson and Preston (1995) introduced three distinct, albeit 

mutually supportive, approaches to identify company stakeholders: descriptive, instrumental, and 

normative. In particular, the descriptive approach explains the behaviors and characteristics of companies 

whereas the normative approach focuses on the function of the corporation and identifies the ‘moral or 

philosophical guidelines for the operation and management of the corporation’ (Donaldson & Preston, 

1995, p. 71). Through this lens, when it comes to outsourcing, the extant literature mostly describes 

companies as oriented to financial and strategic goals with a minimal consideration of other relevant 

stakeholders, whereas a normative approach addressing management techniques would tend towards a 

more inclusive consideration of all the stakeholders (e.g. including trade unions and work representatives).  

 

The liminal effects 

Despite the abundant amount of literature on the strategic and economic impact of outsourcing, few works 

have focused on the labor and worker perspectives (e.g. Brooks, 2006; Lommerud, Meland & Straume, 

2009). ‘Liminality’ is a state of being ‘betwixt and between’ different statuses (Garsten, 1999). In fact, some 

human reactions to outsourcing (of any kind of activities) are very similar to those observed by scholars 

who have analyzed the dynamics of IT infrastructure (Monteiro, 2000; Hanseth, 2000; Latour, 2005; 

Giustiniano & Bolici, 2012). Following David (1986), it is possible to identify some specific typical actors as: 

o Blind Giants: ‘Actors whose vision we would wish to improve before their power dissipates’ 

(Hanseth, 2000, p.68). All companies’ stakeholders, including top management, can be 

trapped in this role when they uncritically try to favor or contrast any international 

outsourcing initiative and do not assess the effect of the defence of the ‘in-house’ activity 

on the overall business of companies (liminality of focus). 

o Angry Orphans: groups of ‘users’ whose ‘routinized’ standards have been changed. Any 

employees working in an area which has any interdependence with an outsourced function 

could react inertially or inefficiently to the change (liminality of standards). 

The execution of outsourcing strategies could generate new organizational exigencies like gateway roles or 

links between internal and external parts of the same business process. Such roles could be played either 

by contact/interface employees or by previous employees of company A who have moved to company B, 

along with the outsourcing of some activities. In this context, two scenarios are of interest in terms of new 

managerial techniques (liminality of role): 1) employees remaining at the outsourcing company might 

experience significant job enrichment/impoverishment in terms of duties, coordination, and control; 2) if 

employees are absorbed by the outsourcee, they could suffer a temporary liminality that generates 

frustration and loss of individual/organizational identities.  
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Issues for discussion 

A deeper understanding of the outcomes of outsourcing could help managers to adopt proactive 

techniques and play a definitive role in a company's life, contributing to the sustainability of its competitive 

advantage. 
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