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Abstract

Modern businesses increasingly depend on a wide array of digital vendors, including SaaS applications, payment
gateways, analytics platforms, and outsourced digital services. These vendors no longer sit at the periphery of
operations; they shape how firms sell, serve, analyse, automate, and innovate. As digital transformation deepens, the
vendor landscape becomes more complex, distributed, and strategically consequential. Many firms still manage digital
vendors through fragmented ownership structures, with procurement, IT, finance, marketing, operations, and business
units each controlling different vendor relationships. This siloed approach produces integration debt, uncontrolled
spending, duplicated functionality, weak renewal discipline, and fragmented data flows. It also increases dependency
on external platforms and service providers whose pricing, APIs, data policies, and continuity risks can directly affect
firm performance. The objective of this article is to develop a Digital Vendor Portfolio Framework that enables firms to
coordinate and govern all digital vendors as an integrated strategic portfolio. The framework treats digital vendors not
as isolated contracts but as interdependent assets, risks, and capabilities. It provides a governance logic for mapping
vendor roles, identifying dependencies, monitoring performance, and aligning external digital resources with business
strategy. The proposed framework addresses coordination for SaaS providers, payment platforms, analytics tools, and
outsourced digital services. It identifies governance mechanisms for each vendor category and outlines how portfolio
mapping, contractual safeguards, technical integration, relational governance, and performance dashboards can
reduce complexity. The article argues that proactive digital vendor portfolio management is now a strategic imperative
for firms seeking efficiency, data integrity, resilience, and control.
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| ntrod uctlon [1]. As platforms and infrastructures become embedded in
everyday operations, the boundary between internal
capability and external vendor dependence becomes
increasingly difficult to govern [2].

Digital business has shifted enterprise technology from a
bounded internal infrastructure to a dispersed network of
external applications, platforms, and service providers.
Digital innovation research shows that organisations
increasingly create value through recombinable digital
resources and externally connected innovation systems,
making vendor ecosystems central to strategic execution

The result is a proliferation of digital vendors that often
accumulates faster than formal governance can adapt.
Cloud applications, analytics tools, automation services,
marketing platforms, payment gateways, and outsourced



Ben Youssef et al. J. Digit. Bus. Manag. Stud.
https://doi.org//0782397750

(2026) 6:100

development partners may each be justified locally, yet
collectively they create vendor sprawl, overlapping
functionality, and fragmented accountability. Research on IT
consumerisation and shadow IT shows that business units
frequently adopt technologies outside traditional IT control,
creating governance challenges that are both technical and
organisational [3].

This fragmentation produces several forms of hidden debt.
Integration debt emerges when SaaS applications and
platforms are connected through fragile interfaces, manual
exports, or ad hoc middleware, while data fragmentation
undermines analytics quality and organisational learning.
Big data and analytics research emphasises that value
depends not only on access to tools but also on
governance, capability development, and the ability to turn
distributed data resources into coordinated decisions [4].

The aim of this article is to propose a Digital Vendor
Portfolio Framework that gives firms an integrated
governance logic for managing digital vendors as a
strategic asset class. Existing work on digital transformation
stresses that firms must realign structures, capabilities, and
governance mechanisms as digital technologies reshape
business models [5]. Building on that insight, this article
argues that vendor management must move beyond
contract administration toward continuous portfolio
coordination, dependency monitoring, and strategic
alignment.

Digital Vendor Portfolio
Management

Digital vendor portfolio management can be defined as the
coordinated governance of a firm’s full set of external digital
providers across applications, platforms, data services,
infrastructure, and outsourced digital capabilities. This
function is distinct from traditional IT procurement because
it focuses not only on acquisition cost but also on
interoperability, risk concentration, innovation contribution,
and strategic fit. The platform literature suggests that digital
value increasingly emerges through ecosystems of
complementary actors, making portfolio-level orchestration
more important than bilateral supplier control alone [6].

A portfolio perspective also recognises that digital vendors
differ in strategic importance and substitutability. Some
vendors provide commodity functionality and can be
replaced with limited disruption, while others become

Page 2 of 9

deeply embedded in customer journeys, payment flows,
decision systems, or core operational processes. Research
on platform ecosystems as meta-organisations highlights
how dependence on external platforms can reshape power,
control, and coordination across organisational boundaries

[7]-

Digital vendor portfolio management therefore requires
continuous evaluation rather than episodic sourcing. Firms
must assess vendor performance, contractual flexibility,
data portability, integration quality, security exposure, and
alignment with evolving business priorities. Studies of
organisational agility show that IT capabilities contribute to
performance when firms can reconfigure digital resources
quickly and coherently rather than merely accumulate
technologies [8].

The framework developed in this article addresses four
major vendor categories: SaaS providers, payment
platforms, analytics tools, and outsourced digital services.
These categories reflect different governance problems, but
they are interconnected through data flows, customer
processes, APIs, contracts, and shared operational
dependencies. Digital transformation research indicates
that organisations need dynamic capabilities to repeatedly
sense, seize, and reconfigure digital resources, which
makes the coordinated management of external vendors a
continuing strategic responsibility [9].

SaaS Provider Coordination

SaasS providers have become the most visible expression
of digital vendor proliferation because they are easy to
acquire, rapidly deployable, and often purchased directly by
business units. This accessibility supports experimentation
and responsiveness, but it also increases the likelihood of
subscription sprawl, duplicated tools, inconsistent data
definitions, and weak lifecycle governance. Shadow IT
research shows that decentralised technology adoption can
create innovation benefits while also weakening enterprise
oversight when governance mechanisms fail to adapt [10].

The central coordination problem in SaaS portfolios is not
simply the number of tools but the interdependence among
them. Customer relationship management, marketing
automation, collaboration, finance, human resources, and
analytics systems often exchange data through APIs,
connectors, or manual workflows that evolve without a
coherent architecture. Research on cloud provider
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management indicates that firms need structured
processes for provider selection, monitoring, relationship
management, and exit planning when cloud services
become operationally significant [11].

SaaS coordination also requires governance of renewal
cycles, user access, data ownership, service levels,
security compliance, and integration standards. A SaaS
application may appear inexpensive when evaluated as an
isolated subscription, yet its real cost includes integration
maintenance, training, data cleansing, workflow redesign,
and switching barriers. Studies of cloud computing and the
changing role of IT suggest that internal IT functions remain
essential because they coordinate external services,
manage architectural coherence, and preserve
organisational control [12].

Effective SaaS portfolio governance combines central
visibility with distributed business ownership. Firms need a
shared inventory of applications, common criteria for
approval and renewal, standardised integration
requirements, and dashboards that connect vendor
performance to business outcomes. Table 1 summarises
the challenges and coordination mechanisms for managing
a portfolio of SaaS providers.

Table 1. SaaS Provider Coordination: Challenges,
Integration Requirements, and Governance Mechanisms

SaaS portfolio  Integration  Governance Strateg
challenge requirement mechanism contribu
Subscription Central Portfolio Reduce
sprawl across inventory of register with  duplicat
business units active tools, approval, and
owners, users, renewal, and improve
renewal dates,  retirement spendir
and costs rules disciplit
Fragmented  Standard APIs,  Enterprise Improvi
customer, data models, integration data
employee, or synchronisation standards  consiste
operational rules, and and data and decit
data master-data  stewardship quality
ownership roles
Shadow IT Lightweight Joint Preserv
adoption intake process governance local agi
outside formal  for business- between IT, while
IT oversight led SaaS procurement,  restorir
requests finance, and
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business enterpri
units visibilit
Weak contract Renewal Contract Strength
and renewal calendar, playbooks negotiat
control usage and renewal  power a
analytics, exit review avoids
terms, and data boards automa
retrieval lock-ir
clauses

Security and Identity Vendor risk Protec
compliance management, tiering and sensitiy
inconsistencies access periodic data ar
controls, audit ~ compliance reduce
logs, and reviews operatio
security exposu

certifications
Integration Architecture Technical Maintai
debt from ad review before design architect
hoc connectors  deployment  authority and  coheren
and change integration  as the S
management health stack
for integrations  monitoring evolve

Payment Platform and
Analytics Tool Dependence

Payment platforms and analytics tools create a distinctive
form of digital vendor dependence because they sit close to
revenue capture, customer data, and managerial decision-
making. Payment gateways, digital wallets, fraud-screening
providers, and embedded finance interfaces influence
transaction continuity, fee exposure, customer experience,
and settlement visibility. FinTech research shows that
financial-service innovation increasingly depends on
platformised infrastructures, which can create both
efficiency gains and new dependencies on external
intermediaries [13].

The governance challenge is especially acute because
payment vendors combine technical integration with
commercial and regulatory consequences. A change in fee
structure, risk policy, authentication process, API
availability, or settlement timing can quickly affect margins
and customer conversion. Digital platform ecosystem
research suggests that firms operating through platform
arrangements must manage not only direct service quality
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but also dependence on the rules, interfaces, and control
choices of platform owners [14].

Analytics tools introduce a parallel but data-centred
dependency. Dashboards, attribution systems, customer
analytics platforms, and business intelligence tools shape

what managers see, measure, and optimise, yet these
systems often depend on externally controlled algorithms,
proprietary data schemas, and opaque pricing tiers.
Research on analytics value creation shows that firms gain

performance benefits only when analytics tools are
embedded within organisational capabilities, decision
routines, and data governance practices rather than treated
as standalone technologies [15].

The combined dependence on payment and analytics
vendors exposes firms to lock-in, data access constraints,
continuity risks, and measurement bias. Firms should
therefore evaluate these vendors by their contribution to

resilience, data portability, transparency, and strategic
flexibility, not only by functionality or cost. Table 2 outlines
the dependencies and governance gaps associated with
payment platforms and analytics tools.

Table 2. Payment Platform and Analytics Tool Dependence:

Strategic Vulnerabilities, Data Control Issues, and
Mitigation Strategies

Vendor Strategic
category  vulnerability
Payment Transaction
gateways disruption,

fee
escalation,
settlement
delays, and
authentication
failures
Digital Dependence
wallets and  on external
embedded customer
payment interfaces
plattorms  and platform
rules

Data
control
issue

Limited
visibility into
fraud
scoring,
settlement
logic, and
transaction-
level
metadata

Restricted
access to
customer
transaction
behaviour
and wallet-
level
analytics

Governance

gap

Vendor
assessed
mainly on
processing
cost rather

than
operational
resilience

Weak
negotiation
power when
customer
adoption
concentrates
on one
platform
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Fraud and False Opaque Insufficient
risk- positives, algorithms review of
screening declined and limited algorithmic
services transactions, explainability performance
and of risk and appeal
customer- decisions  mechanisms
experience
damage
Web and  Measurement Proprietary Tool adoption
product bias, tracking metrics, without
analytics disruption, sampling enterprise
tools and limits, and data
attribution constrained  definitions or
instability historical stewardship
export
Customer Lock-in Vendor- Overreliance
data and through controlled on vendor
marketing identity data dashboards
analytics graphs, enrichment, for strategic
platforms  segmentation model decisions
models, and outputs, and
automation audience
rules portability
Business Proliferation ~ Fragmented Decentralised
intelligence of semantic report
and inconsistent  layers and ownership
visualisation  dashboards competing without
tools and definitions of governance
duplicated key metrics of data
reporting meaning
logic

Outsourced Digital Service
Control

Outsourced digital services extend the vendor portfolio
beyond platforms and applications into externally
performed work such as software development, customer
support, digital marketing, automation, data engineering,
and AI/ML services. These relationships differ from SaaS
subscriptions because the vendor is not merely providing a
tool but actively shaping artefacts, customer interactions,
code quality, campaign execution, and operational
knowledge. Research on IT outsourcing in digital
transformation shows that outsourcing relationships
increasingly move from transactional delivery toward
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ecosystem partnerships, which raises the importance of
coordination and shared adaptation [16].

Control in outsourced digital services must balance
contractual precision with relational flexibility. Service-level
agreements, delivery milestones, intellectual property
clauses, security requirements, and quality metrics provide
necessary safeguards, yet overly rigid control can
undermine learning and responsiveness in fast-moving
digital work. Multi-sourcing research highlights the
importance of coordination roles that process information
across vendors and prevent fragmented accountability
when multiple external providers contribute to shared
outcomes [17].

Performance monitoring should therefore include both
output metrics and process visibility. For development
partners, firms need indicators such as defect rates,
deployment frequency, documentation quality, security
compliance, and maintainability; for digital marketing
partners, they need transparency around attribution
assumptions, campaign learning, data use, and brand
consistency. Research on management challenges in
business analytics shows that value depends on translating
technical outputs into usable managerial insight, which is
equally relevant when analytics or Al services are
outsourced [18].

Outsourced digital service control also requires cultural
alignment and knowledge retention. Firms that outsource
too much digital expertise risk losing the internal capability
needed to evaluate vendor claims, specify requirements,
and protect strategic knowledge. Table 3 identifies control
mechanisms and performance monitoring practices for
outsourced digital services.

Table 3. Outsourced Digital Service Control: Contractual,
Relational, and Technical Governance of External Digital
Service Providers

Outsourced Contractual Relational Technica
digital governance governance governanc
service

Software Clear scope, Joint sprint Code
development IP ownership, reviews, repositorie
code escrow product- controlled t
where owner the client,
appropriate,  involvement, architectur
security and shared standards

Digital
marketing

Customer
support

outsourcing

Al/ML and
analytics
services

Automation
and process

services

Digital
design and
experience

services

obligations,
and
acceptance
criteria

Campaign
scope, data-
use limits,
brand
guidelines,
attribution
rules, and
termination
rights

Service
levels,
escalation
rules, data-
protection
clauses, and
customer-
experience
standards

Model
ownership,
training-data
rights,

confidentiality,
explainability
expectations,

and audit
rights

Responsibility

for bot
failures,
continuity
obligations,
and change-
control
provisions

Deliverable
ownership,
accessibility
standards,
brand

backlog
prioritisation

Regular
learning
reviews,
creative
feedback
loops, and
transparent
performance
discussions

Calibration
sessions,
shared
scripts, and
feedback
loops with
internal
teams

Cross-
functional
model review,
ethical-risk
discussion,
and domain-
expert
participation

Joint process
redesign
workshops
and incident
retrospectives

Co-creation
workshops,
user-
feedback
reviews, and
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automatec
testing, an
secure
developme
rules

Access
controls for
accounts,

tagging
standards, &
consent-
compliant
tracking

Secure acce
to suppor
platforms, at
logs, and
knowledge
base
governanc

Version
control, moc
monitoring
bias testing
and data

lineage
documentati

Process
documentati
access
controls,
monitoring
logs, and
fallback
procedure

Design-systt
repositorie:
prototype
traceability
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consistency, design- and analyti
and usability system integratior
expectations alignment

Proposed Digital Vendor
Portfolio Framework

The Digital Vendor Portfolio Framework begins with the
premise that vendors must be evaluated as an
interdependent portfolio rather than as isolated contracts.
Each vendor is mapped according to strategic importance,
operational criticality, substitutability, data sensitivity,
integration depth, and switching cost. Research on digital
innovation and transformation indicates that firms need
governance structures capable of coordinating external
digital resources while preserving strategic flexibility and
innovation capacity [19].

The first layer of the framework is portfolio mapping. SaaS
applications, payment platforms, analytics tools, and
outsourced service providers are placed into categories
such as strategic partners, operational utilities, specialised

capabilities, experimental tools, and retirement candidates.

This mapping logic reflects strategic information systems

research showing that agility depends on the firm'’s ability to

identify which digital resources should be scaled,
integrated, replaced, or reconfigured [20].

The second layer is governance architecture, which
combines contractual, relational, and technical controls.
Contractual governance specifies rights, obligations,
pricing, service levels, data access, exit terms, and
intellectual property; relational governance supports trust,
adaptation, escalation, and shared learning; technical
governance manages APIs, identity, security, data flows,
and architectural standards. Research on board IT
governance emphasises that oversight mechanisms are
most effective when they complement organisational
capabilities rather than operate as symbolic controls [21].

The third layer is coordination rhythm, which turns the
framework into a repeatable management system.
Quarterly portfolio reviews, renewal boards, integration
health checks, vendor risk tiering, and performance
dashboards allow firms to detect sprawl, dependency,
underperformance, and emerging strategic opportunities.
Table 4 presents the proposed Digital Vendor Portfolio
Framework integrating all vendor categories.
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Table 4. Digital Vendor Portfolio Framework: Portfolio
Mapping, Governance Layers, and Coordination across
SaaS, Payment, Analytics, and Outsourced Services

Framework
component

Portfolio
mapping

Strategic
classification

Contractual
governance

Relational
governance

SaaS
providers

Map
applications
by business

owner,

function,
users, data
sensitivity,
renewal date,
and

integration

depth

Classify as
core workflow
system,
departmental
tool,
experimental
tool, or
retirement
candidate

Renewal
discipline,
data return
rights,
security
obligations,
audit clauses,
and usage-
based pricing
review

Joint planning
with business
owners and
vendor
success
teams

Payment
platforms

Map
providers by
transaction

volume,
geography,
fees,
continuity
role, and
customer-
experience
impact

Classify as
primary
processor,
backup
provider,
specialised
payment
method, or
high-risk
dependency

Fee controls,
service
continuity
clauses,
settlement
obligations,
data access
rights, and
exit planning

Escalation
routines with
payment
partners and
operational-
risk owners

Analytics
tools

Map tools k
data source
metric
ownership
decision us
model opaci
and
exportabilit

Classify as
enterprise
decision
platform,
tactical
reporting to
modelling
service, ol
redundant
dashboarc

Raw-data
export, meti
transparenc

model
documentati

privacy
compliance
and pricing
safeguards

Analytics
governanc
forums linkii
technical ar
business ust
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Technical API Redundancy Data lineag
governance  standards, design, metric
identity transaction governance
management,  monitoring, access
integration  authentication controls, ar
monitoring,  controls, and validation
and master- incident against sour
data testing systems
alignment
Coordination SaaS Payment Dashboarc
rhythm renewal resilience rationalisatic
reviews and  reviews and  and analytic
application fee quality revie'
rationalisation benchmarking
cycles

Figure 1 illustrates how the Digital Vendor Portfolio
Framework converts fragmented digital vendor
relationships into an integrated governance system linking
portfolio visibility, vendor-category coordination,
governance layers, and strategic outcomes.

Digital Vendor Portfolio Framework for Coordinating SaaS Providers, Payment Platforms,
Analytics Tools, and Outsourced Digital Services Through Portfolio Mapping, Governance Layers,
Coordination Mechanisms, and Strategic Control Qutcomes.

stace1 [  stace: [ STAGEs [ STAGE 4
Strategic Outcomes
Vendor Landscape Portiobo Contractual Governance ‘/\ e
Saas Providers | p| g  moml Ghmes wt P Coordination + reduced complesty
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+ inproved dataintegity
Payment Platforms 4
+ sronger vendor
Relational Governance by
Analytes Tooks Y L i | sk | et | oo |«
miews | rones | lemog | sccomabity * lowerdependancyrisk
« integraton depth
. i
Outsaurced Digta S + bettercostcontl
« subsituabiity / T Comras desisions
svitcing cost + greateroeratioal
« reneval boar
it § (2| ot ety | ta | sy | iguica > s L
: e 5 sindets | otk oage | sy et
RSP | F——
= | St + enanced tategc
—— 2 e \T/ sty
Gaatragnencaton | | renewal eskage H 1

platiorm eckin

Figure 1. Digital Vendor Portfolio Framework for
Coordinating SaaS Providers, Payment Platforms, Analytics
Tools, and Outsourced Digital Services Through Portfolio
Mapping, Governance Layers, Coordination Mechanisms,
and Strategic Control Outcomes

Implementation Strategy

Implementation should begin with a complete vendor
inventory that captures contracts, owners, users, costs,
renewal dates, data categories, integrations, service levels,
and business processes supported by each vendor. This
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inventory should be followed by categorisation according to
strategic importance, substitutability, risk level, and
integration depth. Research on digital transformation
stresses that firms need a coordinated view of
technologies, organisational change, and strategy before
they can govern digital resources effectively [22].

The second step is to establish a governance structure that
brings together IT, procurement, finance, legal, security,
data governance, and business-unit leaders. This structure
should create decision rights for new vendor approval,
renewal review, rationalisation, exception handling, and
escalation. Research on digital transformation as strategy
and organisational change shows that governance must be
embedded across organisational roles rather than isolated
in a single technical function [23].

The third step is to integrate vendor performance data into
regular portfolio reviews. Dashboards should combine
spend, usage, service quality, integration health, security
posture, business value, and dependency risk so that
management can see the portfolio as a living system.
Analytics capability research shows that performance gains
depend on dynamic capabilities and the ability to transform
data resources into coordinated action, which makes the
vendor dashboard both a monitoring device and a learning
mechanism [24].

Managerial Implications

The first managerial implication is that digital vendor
portfolio management should be elevated to a senior
strategic concern. As firms become dependent on external
digital providers for payments, analytics, customer
engagement, operations, and innovation, vendor decisions
affect resilience, margins, compliance, and competitive
differentiation. Research on big data analytics and firm
performance indicates that technology value depends on
managerial capability and organisational alignment, not
merely on tool adoption [25].

The second implication is that firms should invest in
integration and governance tools rather than relying on
spreadsheets, informal knowledge, or contract archives. A
portfolio view requires visibility into data flows, access
rights, APIs, vendor performance, renewal timing, and
functional overlap across the enterprise. Research on
robotic process automation illustrates how externally
enabled digital tools can reshape workflows, but also how
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governance is needed to avoid fragile automation and
poorly controlled process change [26].

The third implication is that managers must build internal
capabilities even when they outsource digital work. Firms
need enough architectural, analytical, commercial, and
legal expertise to evaluate vendor claims, negotiate
safeguards, monitor performance, and retain strategic
knowledge. Strategic information systems research shows
that innovation capacity and organisational agility depend
on internal competence as well as external resources, so
outsourcing cannot substitute for informed governance [27-
29].

Conclusion

A siloed approach to digital vendors is no longer viable.
SaaS applications, payment platforms, analytics tools, and
outsourced digital services now form an interdependent
operating environment that shapes efficiency, data integrity,
customer experience, and strategic control. When these
relationships are governed separately, firms risk
accumulating hidden complexity, duplicated spending,
integration debt, and dependency on external actors they
do not fully understand.

The Digital Vendor Portfolio Framework developed in this
article offers a practical tool for integrated vendor
governance. It helps firms map vendor roles, classify
strategic importance, align governance intensity with risk,
coordinate contractual and technical controls, and
institutionalise recurring portfolio reviews. Its central
contribution is to shift digital vendor management from local

Rights and permissions
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contract administration to enterprise-level portfolio
stewardship.

Future research should empirically validate the framework
across industries, firm sizes, and digital maturity levels.
Researchers could examine how portfolio governance
affects cost control, resilience, innovation speed, data
quality, and bargaining power in digital ecosystems. For
managers, the immediate priority is to adopt a portfolio
mindset and treat the digital vendor landscape as a
strategic system that must be deliberately designed,
monitored, and renewed.
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