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Abstract 
Existing literature has explored the role and importance of strategy in today’s rapidly 

changing, volatile business environment. In addition to this, previous research has shed 

light on the moderating effect of national cultural variables on strategic management 

processes, highlighting its relevance particularly in the contemporary context of 

globalisation and multiculturalism in the workplace. Still, this correlative effect and its 

implications for business strategy have mostly been limited to private sector firms and 

thus remain largely unexplored in a public sector context. Simultaneously, while public 

procurement functions across the Western world are receiving increasing attention for 

their strategic initiatives, it has received little attention in Iceland, despite the consensus 

regarding its potential scale in terms of total public sector value creation. By conducting 

a qualitative case study into Ríkiskaup, the Office for Central Public Procurement in 

Iceland, interviewing eleven of the organisation’s employees, this study fills these gaps 

in the existing literature. Analysis and interpretation of the responses from these 

research participants confirmed previous research findings that national cultural 

variables do affect strategic management processes within organisations. That comes 

particularly with the notion that an individualist, less hierarchical and more assertive 

national culture such as the Icelandic one leads to a general preference for a bottom-up, 

consensus-based strategy implementation. Still, this finding comes with the caveat that 

due to these societal tendencies for individualism, a purely bottom-up approach is not 

realistic in an Icelandic context. Moreover, the results from this study confirm findings 

in the existing literature that public procurement is hindered in its shift towards strategic 

processes by a variety of internal, strategic and human capital factors. Lastly, this study 

concludes that strategic management tools are useful for transforming public 

procurement functions and the entire public sector towards more efficiency and a more 

significant overall potential for public value maximisation.  
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1. Introduction 
 

1.1 Background, aims & objectives 
 

As the world becomes more globalised, companies increasingly hire firms and work with 

them as with people from other countries with different cultures (GLOBE Project, n.d.). 

The rapid advancement of technology has allowed for faster access to information across 

the globe, with the direct consequence that the business environment has changed 

drastically, with the OECD (2017, in Wauters, 2019, p. 25) referring to current business 

conditions as “VUCA” – Volatile, Uncertain, Complex & Ambiguous. Simultaneously, 

strategy has become more and more essential for businesses to utilise properly, defined 

by Sola & Couturier (2013) as “a set of coordinated, creative and sustainable actions 

designed to overcome one or more core challenges that create value”. For an organisation 

to be considered strategic, it needs to effectively master the overall strategic management 

process, which consists of strategic analysis, formulation and consequent implementation 

(Bryson, 2011, in Wauters, 2019). Becoming more strategic and moving away from 

operational, transactional processes is especially critical in public sector organisations, 

and while strategic management has been on the rise within a public sector context since 

the 1980s (Genc, 2017), there remains large untapped potential for enhanced value 

creation (Kelly et al., 2002, in Wauters, 2017). Overall, shifting towards a more 

strategically oriented process has become more and more critical in the current business 

environment that is increasingly unpredictable due to factors such as globalisation, 

demographic changes, technological developments and fluid economic conditions 

(Johnson, 2016). Now, the ability to adjust quickly to everchanging circumstances, as 

well as the embracement of  risk-taking initiatives and innovative measures, have become 

an absolute necessity for businesses to survive and prosper (Eisenhardt, 2002, in Wauters, 

2019).  

 

It has previously been established that different countries’ national cultural values affect 

the strategic formulation, implementation and general decision-making of organisations 

(Schneider, 1989). Still, there is a lack of research regarding this correlative effect and its 

extent within public sector organisations (Genc, 2017). Initial research into this 

correlative effect gave ambiguous outcomes, and as a result thereof, Hammou et al. (2014, 
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p. 72) state that since there is broad consensus that people’s behaviours are largely 

influenced by their cultural backgrounds, “it is necessary to trace the role of national 

culture in shaping managers’ attitudes toward strategy and to investigate its effect on 

organisational performance”. The public sector, while inherently different from the 

private sector in terms of the unique characteristics of its stakeholders, objectives, 

regulatory practices and human capital, has large untapped potential for implementing 

strategic management practices (Wauters, 2017).  Research has shown that public sector 

agencies can benefit from shifting towards strategic management to increase efficiency 

and enhance overall value-creation within its organisations, and as a result thereof, the 

citizens of the country and the goods and services they receive in return for the money 

they pay to the government (Smith et al., 2014). If public sector organisations do not shift 

towards strategic management processes, their focus will remain operational and thus 

lead to less efficiency, less innovation and creativity, lack of focus on environmental and 

social factors (emissions, pollution, social dumping, etc.), and overall worse products and 

services paid for by their country’s citizens (Husted & Reinecke, 2009). Thus, a lack of 

strategic direction and action affects not only the internal operations of public sector 

organisations, but also incurs several externalities across the given country and across 

national borders, negatively influencing stakeholders ranging from customers, suppliers, 

employees and all the way to voluntary organisations and civil society in general.  

 

Particularly public procurement, because it is a sector that accounts for a proportionally 

large part of total public spending in most OECD countries, represents a critical tool for 

improving the overall performance of a given country’s public sector (Husted & 

Reinecke, 2009). Existing literature shows that public procurement can reap many 

benefits from strategic management processes, practically embodied by the concept of 

strategic procurement (Demel et al., 2015). This concept has become increasingly 

relevant due to influential factors such as globalisation, increasingly dynamic competition 

as well as an increased emphasis on environmental and social awareness (CIPS, n.d.), and 

it broadly refers to the overall shift of procurement functions from ones that are 

transaction-based, operational and solely based on direct costs with a short-term 

perspective, towards ones with a holistic perspective, focusing on creating shared value 

(Porter & Kramer, 2011) by utilising tools such as Category Management, Total Cost of 

Ownership and Life Cycle Costing models (Smith et al., 2014). Barker & Dykes (2013) 

found that public procurement can be drastically improved by focusing on “getting the 
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value chain right”, which involves taking care of organisational dimensions while 

balancing value creation, vision and strategy dimensions. Moreover, practical examples 

from public procurement in Sweden have shown that shifting the mindset towards 

strategic procurement processes can help scale public procurement organisations and 

simultaneously “promote healthy competition in the market, support the achievement of 

sustainability objectives and ensure that shared resources are used efficiently” (Swedish 

Ministry of Finance, n.d.). Simultaneously, examples from public procurement in 

Denmark highlights the importance of becoming strategic to provide larger 

effectivization potential for public sector customers, as well as to become the preferred 

business partner within public procurement (SKI, 2020). In Iceland, where there is 

general satisfaction with the management of public services, public procurement is 

lacking particularly in terms of innovation, and environmental and social responsibility 

(OECD, 2015). In addition to this, since Iceland has received little attention in previous 

national cultural studies, it is not well-known to what extent Icelandic national culture 

influences the implementation of strategic management, especially in a public sector 

context (GLOBE Project, n.d.). This study contributes to the existing literature on cross-

cultural strategic management, highlighting how strategic management can be 

implemented and developed in a public sector agency that is largely operationally 

oriented, thus allowing for a best practice case in how strategic management, influenced 

by the national cultural values of Iceland, can help improve the Icelandic public sector 

overall in terms of efficiency and overall public value creation. 

 

1.2 Research questions 
 

Based on the foundation of Hofstede’s national cultural dimensions, the GLOBE project’s 

cultural dimensions, theoretical knowledge and models about strategic management and 

strategic procurement in a public sector context, as well as Schneider’s conceptual model 

of national culture and its impact on strategy, the following research questions will be 

investigated and answered. 

 

Firstly, in order to investigate the current state of public procurement functions in Iceland 

in relation to the notions from existing literature: 
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How does Ríkiskaup operate till now regarding procurement processes? 

 

Secondly, due to the relatively unexplored state of Icelandic national culture and their 

subsequent potential impact on strategic management processes: 

 

To what extent do national cultural dimensions influence strategic management 

processes in Icelandic public procurement? 

 

Lastly, this study will investigate the nature of strategic procurement within public 

procurement in Iceland, in addition to how strategic management tools can practically be 

used to improve the entire public sector in the country: 

 

Are there any factors that have hindered Ríkiskaup from shifting towards strategic 

procurement processes? 

 

How can strategic management be used to enhance the overall efficiency and 

effectiveness of the Icelandic public sector? 

 

1.3 Research framework 
 

First, the currently available literature was critically analysed and summarised in the 

literature review, detailing the previous studies conducted to showcase the importance of 

strategic management (formulation, implementation & planning) within the public sector, 

how it can be implemented in public procurement in Iceland, and what role Iceland’s 

national cultural context plays in this regard. Several gaps were identified in existing 

literature – in terms of national culture, strategic management in the public sector, as well 

as the correlative effect between the two, particularly in an Icelandic context. Following 

on from this, the methodology describes how the study itself was approached, and the 

findings were then presented in the results and discussion section, detailing the results, 

analysing them and highlighting their theoretical contributions, limitations and 

suggestions for future research. Finally, these findings were all summarized in the 

conclusion alongside a set of practical recommendations for managers.  
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2. Literature Review 
 

2.1 Hofstede’s national culture framework 
 

The concept of culture can be defined as the “values, beliefs and assumptions learned in 

early childhood that distinguish one group of people from another” (Newman & Nollen, 

1996, in Bachmann et al., 2016, p. 299). Trompenaars (1993, in Hurn & Tomalin, 2013, 

p. 4) describes culture as a “shared system of meanings.. that dictates what we pay 

attention to, how we act and what we value”. Hofstede and Minkov (2012, in Bachmann 

et al., 2016, p. 299) showed that “national borders are an appropriate way to delineate 

cultures geographically since there are forces at national levels that lead to homogenous 

national cultures that differ from one another” – these “forces” include things such as a 

shared history, language, education system and other things (Bachmann et al., 2016). 

Thus, this leads to the theoretical definition of the concept of national culture.  

 

Hofstede’s classic research from 1980 (in Adaba & Wilson, 2013) laid the theoretical 

groundwork for the consideration of “national cultural dimensions” in cross-cultural 

business and management theory. Originally consisting of four dimensions, and 

eventually being expanded to include six total cultural values, Hofstede’s model of 

national culture is comprised of the following aspects (Adaba & Wilson, 2013): Power 

Distance (acceptance of unequal power distribution), Uncertainty Avoidance 

(comfortability with uncertainty & ambiguity), Individualism-Collectivism (degree of 

group integration), Masculinity-Femininity (preference for achievement and materialism 

versus cooperation, consensus and modesty), Long-term/Short-term Orientation 

(persistence and saving versus steadiness and fulfilment of social obligations), as well as 

Indulgence/Restraint (strictness of social norms). In a management context, there is a 

general consensus that out of the six cultural dimensions prescribed in Hofstede’s model, 

the ones with the most significant impact on the strategic behaviour of companies in a 

given culture are Long-term/Short-term Orientation, Uncertainty Avoidance, Power 

Distance, and Individualism-Collectivism, respectively (Isac & Remes, 2018). Looking 

at these specifically in an Icelandic context (Country Comparison, n.d.), Hofstede’s 

model yields the following results: a low score of 30 in the Power Distance dimension 

indicates that Iceland is not a hierarchical society but instead tends to have flatter 



Andreas Persson Master’s Thesis – MSc Business Management Due 15/09/2021 

 12 

organisations with a more equal power distribution; a high score of 60 in the 

Individualism-Collectivism dimension indicates that Icelandic people value self-reliance, 

initiative and individual achievement; a low score of 50 for Uncertainty Avoidance 

reveals a culture that values both generalists and experts, acceptance of creativity and 

flexible planning; and finally, a low score of 28 in Long-term Orientation establishes the 

fact that Icelandic people tend to focus on achieving short-term results with great respect 

for traditions as part of a relatively normative culture. 

 

2.2 GLOBE Project 
 

Still, criticisms of Hofstede’s original studies and theoretical framework are plentiful, and 

many scholars have argued that newer, more comprehensive studies such as the GLOBE 

Project provide a more accurate measurement and depiction of national cultural values. 

This criticism is mainly rooted in the fact that Hofstede’s original studies are old and thus 

not as applicable in the modern international business environment, which has undergone 

radical changes as a result of globalisation and rapid advancements in technology. In 

addition to this, critics have argued that Hofstede’s studies have a Western focus, and that 

since they were only conducted within one company (IBM), they are not generalisable 

across businesses and countries (Javidan et al., 2006). The GLOBE studies fill this gap 

by covering multiple industries across the globe as well as by including more cultural 

dimensions. Namely, in terms of the specific cultural values, Brewer & Venaik (2011) 

described issues with Hofstede’s individualism-collectivism spectrum, arguing that the 

GLOBE studies and their distinguishing between Institutional and In-group collectivism 

is more accurate, since “collectivism-individualism” is not simply a bipolar construct but 

much more complex in reality. 

 

The original GLOBE studies were done in 2004 as a large-scale project to investigate 

“cultural practices, leadership ideals, and generalized and interpersonal trust in more than 

160 countries in collaboration with more than 500 researchers” (GLOBE Project, n.d.). 

In terms of cultural variables, the GLOBE studies added three new dimensions to 

Hofstede’s original variables, namely those of “Humane Orientation”, “Performance 

Orientation”, and “Assertiveness”. In addition to this, they split the original 

“Individualism-Collectivism” dimension into “Institutional” and “In-Group” 

Collectivism, respectively.  
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While Iceland was not part of these studies, the country tends to display similar 

characteristics to the countries included in the “Nordic Europe” cluster of Denmark, 

Finland, and Sweden (Nordic Europe, n.d.) when compared across Hofstede’s 

dimensions, for example (Country Comparison, n.d.). These societies have very distinct 

cultural practices. They score relatively high in terms of “Institutional Collectivism” 

(institutional encouragement of collective resource distribution, promotion of group 

loyalty) and “Uncertainty Avoidance” (endorsement of rules & procedures to reduce 

future uncertainty of events). In the medium score range are included the dimensions of 

“Future Orientation” (extensive planning for the future), “Gender Egalitarianism” 

(equality between male and female genders), “Humane Orientation” (societal 

encouragement of friendly, generous and altruistic behaviour) and “Performance 

Orientation” (encouragement of innovation, excellence and performance improvement). 

These countries score low in terms of “Power Distance”, “Assertiveness” and “In-Group 

Collectivism”, which is interesting due to the high score in Institutional Collectivism. 

What this indicates is that people in this culture are “generally self-reliant with fewer 

familial ties”, that they have “more or less equal power distribution compared to all other 

societies”, and that they are “less assertive and confrontational in personal relationships” 

than in other societies (Nordic Europe, n.d.).  

 

2.3 Strategic management in the public sector 
 

As the world advances rapidly due to the rise of technology and globalisation, the 

business environment becomes more dynamic and unpredictable. As a result of this, 

strategy, which is an essential part of any effective business, has gradually evolved from 

being a “deliberate”, conscious planning process for future decisions towards becoming 

a more “emergent” process that is adapted accordingly as the external environment 

changes (Mintzberg, 1978). The main factors that have led to this drastic change in the 

business environment and thus the different dimensions of strategy include things such 

as a “more densely connected world”, “increased instability”, “increased fragmentation” 

as well as “increased availability of information” (Wauters, 2017, p. 11). Strategy, 

although lacking general consensus regarding its definition, can reasonably be defined as 

“a set of coordinated, creative and sustainable actions (a plan) designed to overcome one 

or more core challenges that create value” (Sola & Couturier, 2013). The notion of 
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coordinated and sustainable creativity within strategy is especially critical in the 

contemporary business environment, as Stopford (2001, in Wauters, 2017, p. 12) noted: 

“Successful strategizing is no longer predominantly concerned with resources but with 

having alternative ideas”. This highlights the need for increasingly emphasising 

innovation as a cornerstone of strategy, and it also demonstrates the need for careful 

safeguarding against so-called “bad strategy”, which according to Rumelt (2011, in 

Wauters, 2017) include a failure to define specific challenges, mistaking goals for 

strategy, having “bad” strategic objectives as well as an overemphasis on “fluff” 

(buzzwords and reinforcing the obvious). According to Rumelt (2011, in Wauters, 2017), 

companies must develop “good” strategy by performing a sound diagnosis (explaining 

the challenges and simplifying their inherent complexities), having a guiding policy (an 

approach to coping with said obstacles), as well as having overall coherent actions (a 

coordinated, step-by-step process).  

 

Theoretically, the term “business strategy” is concerned with how a company competes 

within its market or industry, while “organizational” or “corporate” strategy details the 

larger objectives, goals, visions and missions that shape the nature of the company and 

characterises its overall scope (Hitt et al., 2007, and Andrews, 1980, in Genc, 2017). 

While organizational strategy theoretically consists of both content and process elements 

(Sternad, 2011), the following research will focus specifically on the aspects of strategy 

“formulation” and “implementation”, as well as “strategic planning” (Kania, 2010). 

Schneider (1989, p. 149) states that strategy formulation “plays a major role within the 

strategic management process as it creates the context of strategic decision and 

implementation activities”, and it can be defined as an activity that ”involves gathering 

and interpreting information to identify strategic issues and to establish priorities among 

emerging issues”. In this regard, Schneider (1989, p. 149) establishes that it is a process 

that consists of “scanning, selecting, interpreting and validating information”. Strategy 

implementation, on the other hand, is seen as “the most difficult phase of the whole 

strategy process” (Genc, 2017, p. 28), and it can be defined as the “process of putting 

strategies into practice, which includes planning and delivering services, developing the 

efficiency and effectiveness of operations, and designing organizational structures, 

evaluation systems and cultures required to fit the new strategy” (Hill & Jones, 2008, in 

Genc, 2017, p. 27). This process can subsequently be split into “rational” and 

“incremental” categories, depending on the characteristics of the execution in terms of 
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hierarchy, dynamics and adaptability (Genc, 2017). Strategic planning, then, describes 

the process of gathering cross-functional agreement, establishing organisational 

mandates and objectives, thoroughly analysing the internal and external environment, 

mapping relevant strategic issues, and finally formulating a comprehensive strategy ready 

for implementation (Bryson, 2011, in Wauters, 2019). Overall, strategic management can 

be defined as “the integration of strategic planning and implementation in an ongoing 

way to enhance the fulfilment of mission, meeting of mandates, and sustained creation of 

value” (Bryson, 2011, in Wauters, 2017, p. 13). Conceptually, it can be described as a 

continuous, issue-driven process that is “concerned with ensuring that strategy is 

implemented effectively and encouraging strategic learning, thinking and acting on an 

ongoing basis” (Poister, 2010, in Wauters, 2017, p. 13).  

 

This research will focus on strategic management in the context of the public sector, 

specifically strategic management within public procurement in Iceland. The literature 

highlights an increase in the usage of strategic management methods in the public sector 

since the 1980s, primarily driven by the need to handle increasing complexities, improve 

the capacities and standards within the public sector, as well as the need “to offer better 

services to citizens by embracing the methodologies used in the business sector” (Genc, 

2017, p. 17). Conceptually, strategy in the public sector consists of several interlinked 

elements, and this form of strategy tends to be “complicated and ambiguous” and more 

open to outsider influences due to the large number of external stakeholders (Rainey, 

2009, in Genc, 2017). The differentiation between strategic management in the private vs 

the public sector is required due to several unique features of public sectors. Moore (2003, 

in Wauters, 2017, p. 59-60) highlights differences in “value”, “accounts” and “operational 

capacity”. Firstly, in the private sector the concept of value is concerned with the value 

of the products and services that the company sells, but in the public sector, the concept 

is more difficult to measure as it often involves satisfying multiple stakeholders as part 

of an overall “social mission”, for example improving the goods and services that citizens 

receive, or helping charitable causes – and in addition to this, value creation in the public 

sector is more heavily regulated and meticulously guided by things such as the legal 

frameworks in the given country, as well as the given governmental budgets. Secondly, 

the accounts that public sector agencies must satisfy include all the different stakeholders 

and their various demands and expectations, particularly since the public sector is 

financed by the government in its budget allocations. These stakeholders include 
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everything from charities, customers, volunteers, rating agencies, creditors to the media. 

Lastly, what makes the public sector unique in a strategic management context is its 

emphasis on operational capacity, which according to Moore (2003, in Wauters, 2017, 

p. 59) “reflects the idea that non-private organisations are not supposed to focus on 

competing with each other but should rather collaborate and share their technology and 

expertise with others”. As a general overarching statement for the unique business 

characteristics of the public sector, Kelly et al. (2002, in Wauters, 2017, p. 64) state that 

“government is different from the private sector as it has a stewardship role in relation to 

future generations”, meaning that the public value added from the resources that the 

citizens provide to the government must be managed properly and effectively in order to 

create sustainable value for future generations to come, and not just for the shareholders, 

as is the case in private businesses.  

 

From a more practical perspective, when implementing strategic management in a public 

sector organisation, it is also critical to consider several differences in the inherent nature 

of the public sector. Boyne (2002, in Wauters, 2017) found that despite testing more than 

13 hypotheses of presumed differences between the public and private sectors, only three 

characteristics were statistically significant, namely the facts that the public sector is more 

bureaucratic in its nature (thus limiting opportunities to those mandated and allowed by 

legislative and authoritative factors), the fact that its staff is less likely to be materialistic, 

and the fact that they are less likely to experience a sense of personal significance, both 

of which call for increased emphasis on employee engagement and efforts to reduce 

internal complexity, particularly when it comes to strategic management processes. 

Despite overall lack of theoretical insight into strategic management within the public 

sector, several authors have devised theoretical models. Of these, Bryson’s 2011 model 

gives perhaps the most comprehensive overview of a complete strategic management 

process within a public sector context (in Wauters, 2019, p. 84). The entire model consists 

of a 10-step process referred to as the “strategic management process”, which is further 

segmented into a strategy planning process (steps 1-8) as well as a strategy 

implementation phase (steps 9-10). In addition to this, there is also a strategy formulation 

component within the planning phase, thus covering all the strategic management bases 

mentioned earlier. All these elements are highlighted in the illustration of the model 

below, which also goes into further detail with the ten individual steps:  
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Figure 1: Bryson’s model of strategic management 

 
Source: Bryson, 2011, in Wauters, 2019, p. 84 

 

Thus, delving deeper into the model, the first step of the strategic management process is 

the Initial Agreement phase (Wauters, 2019), which consists of a preliminary stakeholder 

analysis, identification of key decision-makers, negotiation procedures as required as well 

as general clarification of the overall mission and various important strategic issues. 

Linked to this are steps 2 and 3, which are the Organisational Mandates and Mission and 

Values phases, respectively. Here, the focus is on clarifying all the requirements, 

constraints and restrictions that can influence the strategic management process, and then 

creating reasonable justification for the strategy itself, for example by clarifying how it 

responds to several social, economic, or environmental demands from external 

stakeholders (Wauters, 2019). Step 4 consists of systematic, comprehensive analysis of 

both the external and internal environments. Externally, this is comprised of the different 

forces and trends, the stakeholders acting as key resource controllers, as well as 

competitive and collaborative forces within the industry. Internally, the analysis should 

look at the organisation’s resources, its present strategy, as well as its current 

performance. Once this has been done, Strategic Issues are identified and mapped out in 

step 5. According to Wauters (2019, p. 86), a “strategic issue” is a future development, 
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from the internal or external context, that has a high probability of significant impact on 

the capacity of the organisation to achieve its goals”. It is key that these issues are 

appropriately identified, compiled and prioritised. Step 6 then consists of the actual 

Strategy Formulation, which includes a formal piece of writing detailing the overall 

strategy, the vision behind it, the key actions that are required to achieve it, as well as the 

timeline for its achievement. The actual strategic plan is then drafted. After this is done, 

the final steps of the strategic planning process within the public sector is then to Review 

& Adopt the plan, as well as review the overall Organisational Vision and how it fits with 

the strategy. Subsequently, the strategic management process moves into the 

implementation phase in step 9 with the development of concrete action plans, and finally 

in step 10 the various strategies are reassessed, alongside the overall strategic planning 

process. This is done in order to facilitate effective and widespread organisational 

learning as well as continuous improvement. Naturally, as is the nature with strategic 

management, this process is usually not linear and should be adapted and adjusted 

accordingly. 

 

Complementing the above model is the Closed-Loop Management System model from 

Kaplan & Norton (2008, p. 1), which refers to “the integrated set of processes and tools 

that a company uses to develop its strategy, translate it into operational actions, and 

monitor and improve the effectiveness of both”. The model consists of five separate but 

interlinked stages, starting off with strategy development (mission, vision, values, 

strategic analysis & strategy formulation), subsequently leading to strategy translation 

(defining strategic objectives, selecting measures & targets, strategic mapping and 

balanced scorecards). Following on from this, the next step is planning operations 

(budgets, resource capacity planning, improving key processes with dashboards etc.), 

then monitoring and learning (strategy and operational reviews), and finally testing and 

adapting the strategy (profitability analysis, strategy correlation analysis and examination 

of emerging strategies, thus leading back to the original strategic analysis that is 

continuously revised and updated). The combination of Kaplan & Norton’s model with 

Bryson’s model leads to a theoretical framework that is a comprehensive model of 

strategic management, considering the unique context of the public sector.  
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2.4 Strategic procurement  
 

Thus, this choice of having a strategic focus is deliberate as strategic management within 

the public sector can be summarised as “an approach to strategizing… which integrates 

strategy formulation and implementation and typically includes strategic planning to 

formulate strategies, ways of implementing strategies, and continuous strategic learning” 

(Bryson & George, 2020). The combination of all these aspects of strategic management 

is clearly key to creating sustained value within the public sector, corresponding to Sola 

& Couturier’s definition. Looking at Iceland specifically, public finances are improving, 

and there is general satisfaction with the public sector services amongst citizens (OECD, 

2015). In 2013, general government procurement accounted for around 30% of total 

government expenditure in Iceland, which was above the OECD average (Handler, 2015). 

In addition to this, public procurement accounted for more than 13% of Iceland’s total 

GDP in 2013, also higher than OECD averages and thus highlighting the importance of 

efficiently managing public procurement functions. Still, Icelandic public procurement is 

lacking in terms of particularly innovation and social responsibility, and it has been 

established in previous research that public purchasing represents an important lever for 

value creation potential within public sectors since it tends to account for around one third 

of total public sector spending in OECD countries (Husted & Reinecke, 2009). In 

practice, strategic management has previously been implemented successfully, for 

example in Sweden (Höglund et al., 2018), and there are a variety of tools available for 

public sector organizations to use (Hansen & Ferlie, 2014).   

 

In practice, strategic management within procurement functions takes the form of 

strategic procurement, defined by Hong & Kwon (2012, p. 457) as “procurement as a 

source of achieving competitive advantage”, “implemented in a way to introduce synergy 

effects by introducing product and process innovation”, with the practical implications 

that “long term value supersedes short term profit and procurement is a core business 

process to incubate innovation”. The Chartered Institute of Procurement & Supply (CIPS, 

n.d.) elaborates that strategic procurement “incorporates actions aimed at reducing the 

supplier base, negotiations, communication and maintaining long-term relationships with 

suppliers”. They argue that strategic procurement is “particularly relevant in light of 

globalisation”, “the development of cost-saving communications and widely available 

IT”, as well as other influential factors including increasingly dynamic competition, 
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higher consumer demands on a global scale, increasing emphasis on environmental and 

social factors from customers, as well as more requirements for comprehensive 

stakeholder transparency (CIPS, n.d.). Procurement functions are particularly interesting 

for the practical implementation of strategic management processes since they have 

changed drastically from being functional and solely focused on cost & quality 

management, towards more emerging practices and models that increasingly emphasise 

aspects such as inter-organisational coordination, strategic network capabilities, 

collaborative value chain management (Hong & Kwon, 2012) and a general focus on 

creating shared value (Porter & Kramer, 2011) in order to achieve a sustainable 

competitive advantage. In practice, this can be done by utilising tools such as Category 

Management, Total Cost of Ownership and Life Cycle Costing models (Smith et al., 

2014). Handler (2015) highlights the importance of considering non-price criteria when 

performing procurement functions, including factors such as quality, running costs or 

delivery time, which will subsequently lead to selection of the “Most Economically 

Advantageous Tender”.   

 

In a public sector context, strategic procurement is also becoming increasingly relevant. 

In a practical sense, public sector procurement is concerned with “procurement by 

government entities which have leveraging power for market impact and knowledge 

creation” (Hong & Kwon, 2012, p. 457).  The unique features of the public sector have 

several practical implications for procurement, namely the fact that the implementation 

of strategic public procurement requires a “balanced approach between cost and 

governance” as well as an “efficient public and private sector relationship” (Hong & 

Kwon, 2012, p. 457). Handler (2015) notes that internal regulations and rules have had a 

profound effect on public procurement practices, stating that the “EU 2020” strategy has 

led to a broader emphasis of public procurement functions in the EU that considers social, 

environmental and innovative concerns as opposed to just price of goods. Barker & Dykes 

(2013) found that public procurement can be drastically improved by focusing on “getting 

the value chain right”, which involves taking care of organisational dimensions while 

balancing value creation, vision and strategy dimensions. Demel et al. (2015) argue that 

to fully realise the strategic value of public procurement functions, emphasis must be 

placed on several different activities, including procurement authority, procurement 

technology, spend management, supplier relationship management and supply chain 

management. In general, they stress the importance of a holistic procurement strategy 
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allowing for the organisation to be “better positioned to balance and align resources 

against the current and future requirements of the community and improve positive 

outcomes for the organisation” (Demel et al., 2015, p. 6). This notion is supported by 

several EU directives that emphasise the need for “the strategic use of public procurement 

to spur innovation”, amongst other things (Recital 46, in Handler, 2015, p. 11).  

 

In practice, Demel et al. (2015) highlight the necessity of having the proper technology, 

referred to as e-procurement, to achieve overall greater efficiency, effectiveness of 

operations and external transparency to stakeholders. The efficient and ubiquitous usage 

of technology will, according to Demel et al. (2015, p. 7), allow public procurement 

entities to leverage their resources properly, using different tactics including supplier 

relationship management, supply chain management, contract management and risk 

mitigation to achieve what they refer to as strategic sourcing – “a systematic continuous 

improvement process that directs supply managers to assess, plan, manage, and develop 

the supply base in line with the agency’s stated objectives”. Handler (2015) also mentions 

the importance of concepts such as “life-cycle costing”, which is a calculation method 

that includes all costs over the life cycle of a certain good or service, “criteria-based 

contracting” with an emphasis on supplier certifications and labels as part of public 

awarding policies, as well as wide-reaching efforts to promote social inclusion and 

innovation. 

 

Practical examples from public procurement in Sweden have shown that shifting the 

mindset towards strategic procurement processes can help scale public procurement 

organisations and simultaneously “promote healthy competition in the market, support 

the achievement of sustainability objectives and ensure that shared resources are used 

efficiently” (Swedish Ministry of Finance, n.d.). Moreover, examples from public 

procurement in Denmark highlight the importance of becoming strategic in order to 

provide larger effectivization potential for public sector customers, as well as in order to 

become the preferred business partner within public procurement (SKI, 2020). In 2018, 

procurement competence centre Keino gathered survey data from a variety of public 

entities across Finland, demonstrating that while the baseline was solid (with nearly 80% 

of all entities having strategic management policies in place), the vast majority of public 

procurement entities were lacking especially in terms of environmental, social and 

innovative procedures, as well as in terms of the overall management process which 
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includes aspects such as development plans and roadmaps (Keino, 2018). Furthermore, 

research from Germany (Müngersdorff & Stoffel, 2020) find that in order to effectively 

implement strategic procurement in public entities (specifically, socially responsible 

procurement practices in German municipalities), policymakers must address several 

important aspects such as political pressure, institutional structures, federal regulations, 

development plans and engagement from Civil Society Organisations (CSOs). Overall, 

these best practices highlight the relevance of existing research by having direct focus on 

important aspects of strategic procurement, including human capital, digital and 

technology opportunities, environmental and social awareness as well as spend 

management, supplier relationship and supply chain management (SKI, 2020).  

 

Still, when implementing strategic procurement in the public sector, organisations must 

be wary of certain pitfalls. As Matthews (2005, p. 397) found, there are a variety of 

boundaries surrounding public sector purchasing, namely the notions that “innovation 

and possibly creativity tend to be limited when government agencies follow uniform and 

routine standards”. While existing literature shows that public sector purchasers are 

increasingly focusing on strategic aspects such as “front end planning, and less on routine, 

tactical functions” (Matthews, 2005, p. 396-97), it is critical that public sector 

organisations employ caution and balance several different aspects when shifting their 

processes towards strategic procurement. In this regard, Hong & Kwon (2012) established 

five dimensions for effective procurement. First, the purpose of procurement should be 

to achieve sustainable competitive advantage which involves comprehensive 

environmental scanning, understanding of competitive priorities as well as taking note of 

the external environmental impacts of procurement operations. Secondly, the scope of 

procurement should be firm-specific, addressing horizontal and vertical aspects of the 

organisation. Thirdly, the professional development of procurement calls for increasing 

emphasis on human factors, knowledge sharing, technology as well as other socio-

technical developments. Fourthly, the technologies for procurement should be addressed 

in a way that allows for resource sharing, relationship management and the integration of 

skills and expertise across the organisation. Finally, performance measures must be 

devised for effective procurement to measure from multiple perspectives and not just 

financial ones – for example, with the use of Balanced Scorecards that consist of four 

perspectives – financial, customer, learning & innovation as well as internal business 

operations (Kaplan & Norton, 1992) 
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2.5 Correlation between national culture & strategic 

management  
 

Existing literature has established that national culture has a significant impact on the 

formulation and implementation of strategy within organisations, as well as the general 

managerial strategic decision-making process (Khan & Law, 2018). This correlation has 

been established on multiple levels; for example, Tsang (in Hess, 2004) found this impact 

to be significant for multinational companies in the computer industry; in terms of 

specific strategies, Park (2015) also established this correlation in terms of the operations 

strategies of companies in different countries. Looking specifically at individual nations, 

Khan & Panarina (2017) found this correlation to be statistically significant in Mexico, 

Russia, Pakistan and the US; Builtjens (n.d.) established the same connection in a 

Philippines case study; and research from Becker & Palmer (2009) also supported this 

theory in case studies from Mexico and Germany. Previous literature has particularly 

focused on the influence of national culture on strategic decision-making style (Najla, 

2011), but this research will instead investigate strategy formulation, implementation & 

planning as part of the overall strategic management process.  

 

To explore the impact on strategy formulation, Schneider’s conceptual model will be 

taken into use. Schneider & De Meyer (1991, p. 307) showcased that “different cultures 

are likely to interpret and respond to the same strategic issue in different ways”, and in 

1989, Schneider developed and presented a model for strategy formulation with the 

moderating effect of national cultural dimensions, based on the notion that since strategy 

formulation requires “an assessment of environmental threats and opportunities as well 

as organizational strengths and weaknesses in order to choose among alternative action” 

(Hofer and Schendel, 1978, in Schneider, 1989, p. 149), it can reasonably be assumed 

that national culture plays a role as more than merely a residual variable since it “derives 

from assumptions regarding relationships with the environment as well as relationships 

among people” (Schein, 1985, in Schneider, 1989, p. 149). In her research, Schneider 

(1989) found that national cultural variables influence the different aspects of strategy 

formulation in unique, separate ways. First, environmental scanning is influenced by 

national culture in terms of the relationship with the environment. Secondly, information 

selection is influenced by culture in terms of dimensions such as uncertainty avoidance, 

power and status, nature of truth and reality etc. Thirdly, information interpretation is 
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influenced by particularly uncertainty avoidance and the nature of truth and reality. 

Fourthly, validation is affected by hierarchical structures, time orientation, and 

individualism-collectivism dimensions amongst others, and finally, establishing 

priorities is influenced by task vs social orientations, time orientation and uncertainty 

avoidance. As a result of these hypothesised correlations, Schneider devised a model 

differentiating between a “Controlling” process versus an “Adapting” one. In the former 

model, a hierarchical, individualist, task-oriented and certain culture leads to systematic, 

analytic, top-down, and plan-based strategy formulation. In the latter, a less hierarchical, 

more collectivist, social-oriented and uncertain culture leads to intuitive, consensus-

based, bottom-up and emergent strategy formulation.  

 

In addition to Schneider’s research, Bachmann et al. (2016, p. 297) also found that 

“national cultural dimensions (particularly individualism, power distance, and 

femininity) determine the effectiveness of strategic planning in driving entrepreneurial 

orientation in firms. Overall, national culture has been found to generally moderate 

strategic management since, as Lachman et al. (1994, in Bachmann et al., 2016, p. 29) 

state: “employees’ national cultural values influence how they interpret the tools of 

management, defining them as acceptable, neutral, or unacceptable. National culture 

influences their perception of, understanding of, and approach to their work.” Similarly, 

Sims & Gioia (1986, in Hammou et al., 2014) find that when firms scan their environment 

and codify this information in a strategic manner, the outcome tends to vary based on 

people’s different backgrounds - particularly in terms of their national culture, since 

culture determines people’s values, beliefs and principles. As a result of this, Hammou et 

al. (2014) found it necessary to elaborate on research showing the correlation between 

the national cultural background of managers’ and their subsequent attitudes and 

behaviours regarding strategy and management, and how this impacts the financial 

performance of the firm in question. Adding onto this, Adobor (2021) states that 

managers must consider national cultural variables and how they influence employees’ 

behaviour with regards to, among other things, strategic decision-making and general 

transparency. Based on these notions, and with the theoretical foundation in national 

cultural research, strategic management within the public sector as well as strategic 

procurement, this research was conducted within Ríkiskaup, the Office for Central Public 

Procurement in Iceland.  
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Ríkiskaup was founded in 1949 and has the role of handling public procurement of goods 

and services for public institutions, state corporations as well as individuals in Iceland 

(Ríkiskaup, 2021). The company has around 30 employees, is 100% owned by the 

Icelandic government under the auspices of the Ministry of Finance and has a supplier 

base constituting around 3% of all companies in Iceland. In addition to this, Ríkiskaup 

has around 1.000 external stakeholders within its network, of which the majority are 

government agencies, followed by communities and other various entities. The 

organisation is currently undergoing a large-scale transformation, shifting its processes 

from operational towards strategic procurement to ensure enhanced and continuous 

contribution to efficiency and value-creation within the Icelandic public sector. This 

organisational transformation process is internally referred to as the “Ríkiskaup 2.0 

Rocket” and includes the implementation of a “circular” procurement structure of pre-

study, procurement and evaluation departments, respectively. To study the internal 

situation within Ríkiskaup and answer the research questions, the following 

methodological approach was devised. 
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3. Research methodology 
 

3.1 Research philosophy 
 

Before the question of how to conduct the research could be answered, the ontology was 

first considered. This term refers to the philosophical tradition of theorising about the 

nature of reality and the assumptions we make about it, and it can be divided into 

objectivism and constructionism (Bell et al., 2019, p. 26-29). This research was 

constructionist, meaning that the research was undertaken with the notion that phenomena 

such as organisations and individuals – so-called ‘social actors’ – are “socially 

constructed entities which are made real by the actions and understandings of humans” 

(p. 27). Epistemologically, the research was fundamentally concerned with exploring how 

we can gain knowledge of the reality we live in by studying the social actors part of it 

(Bell et al., 2019, p. 29-33). More specifically, this study was underpinned by an 

interpretivist logic since it aimed to was to understand human behaviour – why people 

act the way they do in a cultural context, what their values, beliefs and opinions are 

regarding strategy and strategic management, and how their behaviour can be influenced 

to transform the organisation. The interpretivist logic was deemed appropriate for this 

study since it looks at its employees as social actors. The research criteria were selected 

based on beliefs, values and interests identified earlier in the literature review. That stands 

in sharp contrast to the positivist logic that emphasises empirical observations and 

objective selection criteria (Bell et al., 2019, p. 15) 

 

The philosophical foundation of the research led to the practical consideration that is the 

utilisation of an inductive approach to the research inquiry, where the aim is for the 

researcher to “infer the implications of his or her findings for the theory that prompts the 

whole exercise. In other words, the findings are fed back into the stock of theory” (Bell 

et al., 2019, p. 20). In many ways, this approach is like grounded theory which derives 

substantive theory from the emerging data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 31). While there 

were no formal hypotheses underpinning this study, there were general assumptions 

gathered from existing literature, and it was based upon these assumptions that the gaps 

in the research were identified and the research approach decided upon. The final aim of 
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the research was thus to take the findings and cross-reference them back onto the previous 

literature to highlight the contributions of the study.  

 

3.2 Research approach & design 
 

The qualitative approach can be further narrowed down into a specific research design, 

which refers to the structure guiding the research method, data analysis and subsequent 

interpretation of findings (Bell et al., 2019). Essentially, the research design constitutes 

the practical guide to answering the research questions (see section 1.3), which is the 

overall study’s foundation. In this specific instance, the research design is that of a 

qualitative case study. In its most basic form, a case study refers to an intensive study of 

a single “case”, which in this instance is a particular organisation (Bell et al., 2019) that 

is comprised of several subcases, namely the employees (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

Thus, this case study can be classified as a single-firm/multi-case study since it focuses 

on the organisation’s employees as specific cases – this improves theory building since 

“by comparing two or more cases, the researcher is in a better position to establish the 

circumstances in which a theory will or will not hold” (Bell et al., 2019, p. 66). Based on 

existing literature, a qualitative case study was found to be the most appropriate method 

as it appeared to be the most used method in studies of national culture and strategic 

management, including those mentioned in the literature review by Khan & Law (2018), 

Hess (2004), Park (2015), Khan & Panarina (2017), Builtjens (n.d.) as well as Becker & 

Palmer (2009). In general, “the case study approach is a very popular and widely used 

research design in business research” (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007, in Bell et al., 2019, 

p. 60). By studying different individuals’ values, beliefs and perceptions, the researcher 

sought to fundamentally understand the underlying concepts, particularly culture, that 

lead to the specific human behaviour within the organisation, in the form of strategic 

management processes and decision-making. Since culture is inherently a rather abstract 

concept that underlies decision-making, often subconsciously, this research needed to 

take an inductive, qualitative approach to understand further these individuals and their 

beliefs, experiences and values. That is because when the predominant research strategy 

in a case study is qualitative, there is a generally “inductive approach to the relationship 

between theory and research” (Bell et al., 2019, p. 60). 
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In a case study, “the researcher is usually concerned to elucidate the unique features of 

the case” (Bell et al., 2019, p. 60), which is known as an idiographic approach - standing 

in contrast to nomothetic approaches such as cross-sectional designs. More specifically, 

this qualitative case study can be classified as an instrumental case study since the focus 

is on “using the case as a means of understanding a broader issue or allowing 

generalisations to be challenged” (Bell et al., 2019, p. 60). Eisenhardt (1989, in Bell et 

al., 2019, p. 62) argues that the theory building in a case study should rely on “strategic 

sampling of cases from which generalisations can be made”, and simultaneously, the 

purpose of this case study is to refine existing theories, rather than to build “entirely new 

explanatory frameworks” (Jack & Kholief, 2007, in Bell et al., 2019, p. 63). Finally, when 

considering the level of analysis within this given case study as that of investigating 

individuals within a single organisation (Bell et al., 2019), the sampling process consisted 

of strategically picking out individuals within Ríkiskaup to thoroughly answer the 

research questions.  

 

3.3 Sampling 
 

Sampling is concerned with picking a smaller part of a certain population and using it for 

research purposes. Essentially, sampling is the process of identifying the subjects that 

will be studied during the research process. According to Bell et al. (2019, p. 188), a 

sample is “the segment of the population that is selected for investigation. It is a subset 

of the population”. In the context of qualitative research specifically, sampling is not as 

concerned with gaining representativeness (as it is in quantitative research, for example). 

Instead, the objective is rather to achieve diversity of views amongst participants (Bell et 

al., 2019).   

 

Throughout this research, a total of eleven participants were sampled. All eleven of these 

participants are employees at Ríkiskaup, and the sample size constitutes approximately 

33% of the organisation’s total employee base. The sample consisted of employees from 

different departments within the agency, including the CEO and other managers, as well 

as employees from the framework agreement, legal, project management, finance, 

operations and accounting departments, respectively. Under the agency’s new “circular” 

structure, the chosen employees are all part of different stages of the strategic 
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procurement process, thus meaning that they are all involved in the agency’s strategic 

management processes. 

 

Due to the qualitative nature of this case study, “non-probability sampling” was utilised 

for the data collection process. According to Bell et al. (2019, p. 188), this type of sample 

is one “that has not been selected using a random selection method”, thus meaning that 

certain members of the population are more likely to be selected for the sample than 

others. In this research, two specific sampling methods were used – “convenience” and 

“purposive” sampling, respectively. According to Bell et al. (2019, p. 197), convenience 

sampling is a method where the researcher uses a sample that “is simply available to the 

researcher by virtue of its accessibility”. In this specific case, research participants were 

accessible to the researcher due to the researcher having conducted an internship within 

Ríkiskaup, thus having already established contact with several of the research 

participants and easily gained access to additional ones within the organisation.  

 

Secondly, purposive sampling was used for this study. This kind of sample has the aim 

of sampling “cases/participants in a strategic way so that those sampled are relevant to 

the research questions that are being posed” (Bell et al., 2019, p. 389). In this case, 

participants were purposely selected as they ticked several criteria boxes relevant to the 

research questions underpinning this study, including the facts that they were all 1) of 

Icelandic origin (and thus relevant for applying national cultural models in an Icelandic 

context); 2) involved in strategic decision-making processes within Ríkiskaup, and 3) 

experienced with procurement and the public sector in Iceland in general. In this way, the 

participants were identified and sampled based explicitly on them being potentially 

helpful in answering the four research questions.  

 

3.4 Data collection 
 

Data can generally be separated into primary data and secondary categories, depending 

on the nature of its collection. Primary data is data that is collected directly, first-hand by 

the researcher, and secondary data is data that has already been collected by other 

researchers and is then shared and used later.  
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Primary data was collected from research participants with the use of semi-structured 

interviews. Bell et al. (2019, p. 436) state that in these types of interviews, “the researcher 

has a list of questions on fairly specific topics to be covered…. But the interviewee has a 

great deal of leeway in how to reply”, and “questions may not follow on exactly in the 

way outlined in the guide”. Bell et al. (2019, p. 457-459) outline several advantages of 

this form of interviewing, including less intrusiveness, less reactive effects from subjects 

as well as more easily obtained consent and potential for a greater breadth of coverage, 

but it must also be acknowledged that this form of interviewing is less naturalistic, less 

flexible in dealing with unexpected situations, and provides limited insight into 

behaviours and interactions. Since the employees interviewed in this research were 

purposely selected from different teams and departments within the agency (strategic 

purchasing, legal, operations, etc.), the validity and generalizability of the findings are 

enhanced. Ríkiskaup is the central public procurement agency in Iceland (with 

competitors in both the private and public sectors), and to investigate strategic 

management within the Icelandic public sector, interviewing a third of the primary public 

procurement unit results in broadly generalisable results despite the relatively small size 

of the organisation.  

 

While the interview guide was semi-structured, the basic questions were identical across 

the board, despite differences in job title and hierarchical positions within the 

organisation, thus leading to a larger diversity of views and a variety of different 

perspectives for identical questions. The interviews were conducted in English and 

recorded using software (either Microsoft Teams or Zoom), and then transcribed using 

Otter’s software to allow for data analysis. On average, the interviews lasted between 20 

and 45 minutes and resulted in 10-20 pages of transcribed data per interview. One of the 

eleven interviews was conducted asynchronously via e-mail due to time constraints. 

According to Bell et al. (2019, p. 659), this form of interviewing tends to lead to “richer, 

more thorough, and more thoughtful data”, but that they can simultaneously be very 

protracted. In addition to this, Curasi (2001, in Bell et al., 2019) found that these kinds of 

interviews have a worse rapport than synchronous ones, lack the possibility of probing 

interviewees and can also lack spontaneity in answers – yet still, they tend have more 

well thought out replies that are grammatically correct, and thus a “cleaner” transcript. 

All in all, questions can be raised as to whether this approach can even be described as 

an interview – as Bell et al. (2019, p. 660) noted: “Given that the process of answering 
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questions in an asynchronous online interview entails writing, particularly if there is 

minimal interaction with the researcher, it may be experienced by the ‘interviewee’ as 

more akin to answering open questions in a self-administered questionnaire.” Still, the 

method was used in this study in a way that maximised rapport and gave rich, detailed 

answers, since the questions were all sent at once, thus avoiding that respondents lose 

momentum or interest in the study (Bell et al., 2019).  

 

While the interviewees were not interviewed in their mother tongue (Icelandic), Icelandic 

persons’ English skills are generally strong due to it being taught as a second language in 

the country (Visit Reykjavik, 2017). In addition to this, the employees within Ríkiskaup 

already conduct some work in English when working with other foreign agencies, 

suppliers and customers. The interview guide was developed based on the subsections 

within the literature review (see section 2), namely those of “national culture” (divided 

into two sections, Hofstede’s dimensions and GLOBE’s dimensions), “strategic 

management in the public sector”, “strategic procurement”, and “correlation between 

national culture & strategic management”. Within each section, several questions go 

beyond the standardised ones and instead delve deeper into individual employees’ 

opinions and experiences to answer the research questions regarding potential benefits 

and hindrances of/to strategic management within Ríkiskaup (see Appendix 1).  

 

Lastly, secondary data was obtained in the literature review where key themes and topics 

were identified and explored, and it was based on this data that the interview schedules 

were created. 

 

3.5 Data analysis 
 

After the data had been collected from participants, it was analysed using different 

methods. Using Atkinson’s (2002) model to structure the analysis of case study data, the 

first step was to compile all the answers from the semi-structured interviews to have them 

in a central data repository. Coding the data was the next step and laid the foundation for 

the analysis process. It involved the creation of a framework for asking questions about 

what the items of data represent and what general categories they can be boxed into to 

find broader analytical themes (Bell et al., 2019, p. 530-531). Based on the underlying 

propositions gathered from the literature review, initial codes were created first to allow 
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for the examination of separate segments of the case study data (Atkinson, 2002). 

Following on from this, thematic analysis was used as the method of analysis due to its 

inherent flexibility as well as suitability for this study. This method is one that, according 

to Ryan and Bernard (2003, in Bell et al., 2019, p. 519-520) involves searching for themes 

in the data, including things such as repetitions of topics, metaphors and analogies, 

similarities and differences, as well as transitions between topics. Thus, inspired by Khan 

& Law (2018) amongst others, meta-data tables were set up, and categories were created 

based on the segmentation of the foundational research questions and the segments in the 

interview guide (see Appendix 1). Then, participants’ responses were interpreted and 

grouped into these categories. By searching for common themes and topics within 

responses and grouping these under different general types, comparative analyses could 

be performed between different participants’ responses. That, alongside the usage of rich, 

descriptive direct quotes from respondents, allowed the researcher to gain a deep 

understanding of underlying behaviours and beliefs within the organisation. Hence, 

considering the content of the original propositions from the beginning of the coding 

process, final propositions were made following the data analysis process to highlight the 

contribution of the study (Atkinson, 2002). 

 

3.6 Ethical considerations 
 

Bell et al. (2019) identify four main ethical concerns when conducting research. Firstly, 

it is vital to avoid harm to participants. This could range from physical harm to mental 

harm (stress, self-esteem etc.) or damage to future job prospects. It is particularly critical 

to take this ethical concern into account when researching vulnerable subjects. This study 

used participants who were not considered vulnerable. During the interviews and 

observations, no sensitive personal data was collected, and all data was anonymously 

obtained and securely stored, thus minimising the risk of harm. In addition to this, 

participants were given a variety of information and time to help them consider their 

participation in the study, which us to the next ethical concern – obtaining informed 

consent. Informed consent “entails giving sufficient information about the research and 

ensuring that there is no explicit or implicit coercion” (Bell et al., 2019, p. 118), and it is 

also important to make sure that subjects are given adequate time to consider their 

voluntary participation in the study. Before data collection, all interview participants were 

provided with information and consent sheets detailing the study’s aim and content, as 
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well as obtaining consent from the participants (see Appendices 2 & 3). When the semi-

structured interviews themselves were conducted, detailed information was given 

regarding recording and storing of data. Thus, fully informed consent was obtained during 

the data collection phase.  

 

The third ethical principle is that of avoiding invasion of privacy, meaning that it must be 

ensured from the researcher’s side that the subjects do not feel like they are being treated 

as objects of measurement or that their personal life is being compromised on behalf of 

the research (Bell et al., 2019). This principle is linked with securing informed consent, 

since it allows the participant to be fully aware of how far the research will go regarding 

the nature of the questions and the collection of data. Naturally, the research participants 

reserved the right not to answer questions that they were not comfortable with, as is 

highlighted by the semi-structured nature of the interviews allowing for alternative modes 

of questioning. During the observational phases, no data was collected that could 

compromise employees’ privacy or professional status. With regards to the final ethical 

principle of preventing deception, it was in the researcher’s best interest to not deceive 

the subjects and to be as transparent as possible to further the credibility of the business 

management research field as a whole, as well as to ensure their own personal and 

professional integrity (Bell et al., 2019). Due to this, all parts of the research were 

presented as accurately and adherent to the truth as possible. Since there were no covert 

research methods used, it can be reasonably assumed that deception was avoided during 

this research. 

 

In addition to these four primary ethical considerations, Bell et. al (2019) also emphasise 

the importance of taking care of several other aspects, including data management, 

copyright, reciprocity & trust, and affiliation & conflicts of interest. Regarding data 

management, the data collected throughout the research process was anonymous and 

stored securely in the researcher’s database. Observational data was privately stored in a 

physical notebook and stored in a computer database that is password locked. Interview 

data was stored and transcribed with security-approved software from Otter.ai. In addition 

to the data being confidential and securely stored and managed, it was also explicitly 

disclosed before data collection (while obtaining of informed consent) that the research 

findings could eventually be published. Regarding copyright, interviewees and the 

interviewer (the researcher) possess separate copyrights for the data, and interviewees 
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were appropriately informed regarding the potential sharing of the data with other 

researchers. With regards to reciprocity & trust, the researcher established a relationship 

with all participants by emphasising the exchange of mutual benefits, namely the potential 

to improve the value-creation potential within Icelandic public procurement as well as 

the overall efficiency of the Icelandic public sector, as well as the potential to enhance 

the professional positions of participants by discovering new strategic management tools 

& systems for implementation that could eventually increase productivity and efficiency 

within the agency’s operations. To establish this mutually beneficial researcher-

participant relationship, the researcher must ensure the sharing of significant research 

findings. Lastly, regarding affiliation & conflicts of interest, the researcher received no 

funding or other financial underwritings that could ethically impair the research or its 

conclusions. 

 

3.7 Research quality 
 

The quality of the qualitative research is determined by the reliability and validity of the 

study -  Bell et al. (2019) mention four core aspects of qualitative quality measurement. 

The external reliability is concerned with the degree to which the study can be replicated. 

In this instance, the study’s replicability was ensured through concrete depictions of the 

interview schedules and extensive descriptions of the coding and data analysis processes. 

Still, the interviews were difficult to assess since the nature of semi-structured interviews 

allows for significant variation in how the interviews are conducted, what questions are 

asked, and in which specific order (Bell et al., 2019).  

 

Internal reliability is concerned with whether there is internal consistency between 

researchers regarding what they observe, see and hear, i.e. whether or not they agree on 

their observations (Bell et al., 2019). In this case, the internal reliability is robust since 

there was only one researcher (‘observer’) during the interview sessions. Internal validity 

describes whether there is a match between the researcher’s observations and the 

theoretical ideas behind the research (Bell et al., 2019). In this case, the validity was also 

of high quality since there was a match between the researcher’s observations and the 

theoretical ideas developed in the study. In addition to this, the external validity (the 

degree of generalisability across social settings) was relatively limited due to the small 
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scope and timeframe of the research project, as well as the relatively small sample size 

that was only within one case company.  

 

Bell et al. (2019) also proposed two additional quality criteria in the specific context of 

qualitative research, namely because it is vastly different from quantitative research and 

has received criticism for being too subjective, too challenging to replicate, difficult to 

generalise and for having a process that is not transparent enough. These two criteria are 

trustworthiness and authenticity, respectively. Under the umbrella of trustworthiness are 

sub-criteria such as credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability. 

Credibility is about how confident the researcher is in the truth of the findings (Bell et al., 

2019). That will be ensured by feeding back the research findings to participants and 

evaluating the accuracy. Transferability is comparable to external validity and is 

concerned with the applicability of the findings to other social contexts (Bell et al., 2019) 

– this, as mentioned before, is limited in a qualitative case study but enhanced through 

the fulfilment of all the additional criteria listed. Dependability is about the consistency 

of the findings and the degree to which proper procedures are in place and used 

throughout the research process (Bell et al., 2019). In this case, the findings are consistent 

across the board, and procedures for both data collection methods are standardised with 

little to no variance. Lastly, confirmability concerns whether the findings are shaped by 

respondents, i.e. whether they are neutral and free from the researcher’s bias (Bell et al., 

2019). Here, due to the qualitative nature of the case study, bias is naturally impossible 

to eliminate, yet the feeding back of findings to participants, as well as the eventual 

sharing of the overall research, enhances the ability to ensure that the researcher’s 

personal biases are limited throughout the process. Still, as is the nature with qualitative 

research, Merriam & Tisdell (2016, p. 16) state that “rather than trying to eliminate these 

biases or ‘subjectivities,’ it is important to identify them and monitor them in relation to 

the theoretical framework and in light of the researcher’s own interests, to make clear 

how they may be shaping the collection and interpretation of data.”      

 

Finally, the concept of authenticity raises issues regarding the broader social and political 

impacts of the research in question, determining whether the researcher has managed to 

fairly represent the different viewpoints within the given social setting to properly 

empower participants and engage in action for change (Bell et al., 2019). In this specific 

instance, authenticity can be regarded as high since the researcher was personally 
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involved with the research participants, having worked with them towards a common goal 

of a more strategic orientation leading to more efficiency and overall value-creation. 

Simultaneously, the researcher attempted to gain a wide breadth of diverse views to 

properly answer the research questions related to improving public procurement and the 

overall Icelandic public sector. In this way, the employees within Ríkiskaup are 

empowered to embark on their new journey towards strategic procurement, equipped with 

the proper tools and systems to make impactful changes in their lives and hence the lives 

of others.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Andreas Persson Master’s Thesis – MSc Business Management Due 15/09/2021 

 37 

4. Research findings 
 

The research findings from this study are summarised in the table below, which 

categorises respondents’ answers according to the research questions: 

 

Table 1: Summary of research findings 
 

Research questions Research findings 

Q1: How does Ríkiskaup operate till now 

regarding procurement processes? 

 

Ríkiskaup is in the early stages of 

strategic management, focusing on 

identification. The strategic vision and 

direction are in place, yet the current 

priority for Ríkiskaup’s operations is the 

consolidation of its systems and 

processes via comprehensive internal & 

external analysis.  

Q2: To what extent do national cultural 

dimensions influence strategic 

management processes in Icelandic public 

procurement? 

 

Icelandic national culture was generally 

found to have lower power distance, 

more individualist tendencies, more 

assertive qualities, more long-term 

orientations yet mixed perspectives on 

uncertainty and risk. This, in turn, was 

found to lead to an overall preference for 

bottom-up, consensus-based strategy 

implementation, with the caveat that 

certain controls and systems do have to 

be in place. 
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Q3: Are there any factors that have 

hindered Ríkiskaup from shifting towards 

strategic procurement processes? 

 

Ríkiskaup was found to be hindered by 

three separate but interlinked factors, 

namely internal process factors, strategic 

management factors and human capital 

factors. Respondents found that these 

should be dealt with appropriately as 

part of the overall shift towards strategic 

procurement.  

Q4: How can strategic management be 

used to enhance the overall efficiency and 

effectiveness of the Icelandic public 

sector? 

 

Strategic management was found to be a 

useful tool for improving efficiency 

within Ríkiskaup and the Icelandic public 

sector overall. In line with this, 

respondents highlighted several strategic 

management tools including 

performance measurements, category 

management, TCO/LCC models, 

internal/external transparency and more. 

 

4.1 Current state of Ríkiskaup 
  

During the interviewing process, respondents were asked to comment their individual 

thoughts on cultural influences within Ríkiskaup as well as the current state of operations 

with regards to the actual level of strategic management processes. Despite individual 

differences in perceptions of national cultural dimensions, there was consensus among 

respondents about the current state of Ríkiskaup’s internal operations.   

 

In general, respondents found that the current state of Ríkiskaup is largely reactive, 

operational and transaction-based, meaning that little to no broader strategic issues are 

being addressed in the current business environment. Respondent 9 stated that while there 

are currently formal strategic plans in place, these have short-term perspectives (2-3 

months) and are largely communicated and implemented in a top-down manner without 

the consensus of all employees. Respondent 6 agreed, stating that “we are in our infancy 

when it comes to strategy – we are building assets for the short-term now, just to cope 

with the situation that we’re in, but we are initiating the long-term strategy meetings.” In 
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addition to this, Respondent 9 stated that the current strategic work within the 

organisation is primarily being handled in “silos” (that is, without transparency and 

information sharing to employees of different divisions), and that it is exclusively focused 

on previous experiences, thus making it reactive and less predictive of future business 

conditions. As the respondent put it, “you always look back and analyse what has been 

done under a certain framework, and then you base a decision on it, so you’re not planning 

ahead, you’re not doing anything much ‘strategic’..” Still, Respondent 11 said that the 

organisation should consider all previous experiences within its 75-year history, saying 

that “there have been made many drastic changes in the past few months that do not take 

enough into account the work that has been made or lessons learned in the institution 

since the beginning.” Respondents agreed that while the overall strategic direction for 

Ríkiskaup is clearly communicated to employees, the practical roadmap showcasing how 

it will actually be executed tends to be missing or not clearly communicated. For example, 

Respondent 10 stated that with strategic management, the intention to improve is there, 

and that the organisation is “very strategic in its work procedures. We can tell our 

customers exactly how the process is going to be, because we know the laws, and we 

have specific procedures for everything in terms of procurement.”  

 

Still, it was found among respondents that most would classify the organisation as “low” 

to “low-medium” on a scale from low-to-high with regards to how “strategic” Ríkiskaup 

could currently be considered. Respondent 8 stated that while the intention to move 

towards a “high” strategic position is there, “I need to see it actually happen, and in my 

opinion, it has been taking too long.” Respondent 7 stated that when put into an overall 

model of strategic management consisting of strategy planning, formulation and 

implementation phases, Ríkiskaup is currently “somewhere between the formulation and 

the analysis, maybe the second half of the analysis and the first half of formulation – in a 

few months, we will have reached the end of the formulation, and soon after that, the 

implementation.” In agreement with this, Respondent 6 noted that “the analysis stage is 

now, and we will probably use the time we have together now during the summer to fully 

implement the analysis stage and then move over to planning around August.”  

 

Despite this being the consensus of most participants, some respondents thought that 

Ríkiskaup is in fact in the higher end of the scale in terms of being strategic, particularly 

with regards to the strategic work that is being done at an executive level and 
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communicated downwards. Respondent 3 found that “the strategic thinking is in place, 

and that’s very obvious. There’s no question about it…”, but at the same time, the 

respondent also noted that “of course, we are still in the process of achieving these goals, 

so we don’t know exactly what the shape is going to be, and we don’t see the outcomes 

yet.” Overall, the respondent said that “we (the employees) are regularly kept updated on 

where we are, like what milestones we have reached on the strategy path, and what is 

ahead of us.” Still, Respondent 4 also found that while the strategic thinking is there, 

which thus places the current state of the organisation on the medium to higher end of the 

strategic scale, it is in fact “very foggy, and I don’t actually see the steps being made, so 

while I am not aware of everything going on, I will support it in every way I can.” 

 

4.2 Influence of national culture on strategic management 

processes 
 

During the interviews, respondents were asked questions about seven separate national 

cultural dimensions. The respondents were grouped into separate categories based on 

their responses, on a scale from low to high for all seven dimensions. The results are 

summarised in the table below: 

 

Table 2: National cultural dimensions 
 

Cultural dimensions Respondents with 

medium to high score 

Respondents with low 

to medium score 

Power distance 4, 6, 8 1, 2, 3, 5, 7, 9, 10, 11 

Uncertainty avoidance 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 10, 11 1, 7, 8, 9 

Long-term orientation 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 7, 9, 10 5, 8, 11 

Institutional/in-group 

collectivism 

3, 11 1, 2, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10 

Humane orientation 3, 6, 8, 9  1, 2, 4, 5, 7, 10, 11 
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Performance orientation 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11 1, 4  

Assertiveness 1, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11 2 

 

Power distance 

 

In terms of power distance, respondents generally preferred smaller gaps in power, less 

hierarchical structures and a flatter organisation. Respondent 9 stated that “I feel like 

people should be able to come to you with any type of question, irrespective of where 

you are within the hierarchy of the organisation”. Speaking of the benefits of a flatter 

organisation, Respondent 1 said that “it’s more beneficial for the workflow, and for the 

distribution of resources.” Respondent 8 stated that while a lower power distance is 

certainly preferred, there are instances where “the top layer of the team (i.e., executive 

management) needs to have a little distance” from the rest of the organisation, and this 

depends on the specific organisation in question. Agreeing with this, Respondent 6 also 

said that “I like there to be a certain kind of respect, so I’d say I like the hierarchical thing 

up to a certain point – maybe a medium level.” Within Ríkiskaup specifically, 

respondents agreed that while there used to be a relatively large power distance in 

previous years, the gap is now getting smaller under new leadership and with the shift 

towards a more strategic organisation. Respondent 10 noted that “previously, there was 

no dialogue between the top and bottom, and decisions were all top-down, so you have 

no say in it and are just notified afterwards”. Highlighting the same previous dynamic, 

Respondent 11 said that “nearly everything needed to be approved by a division manager 

and sometimes the CEO,” but that in recent times this has changed, and that “now it’s the 

same hierarchy but there are four division managers, so the power has been divided from 

one/two to four which makes it more important that someone has the oversight.” Another 

one, Respondent 9, stated that “high power distance has been dominant within the 

organisation for the past 70 years… but the barriers are now being broken down”, and 

Respondent 7 highlighted that “I think Icelanders are quite familiar with it (power 

distance), they expect it, but I hope that we can change it so that it doesn’t become the 

norm here (in Ríkiskaup).” Describing the change towards a flatter organisation,  

Respondent 2 also stated that “I think our employees are still getting used to making their 

own decisions, and we trust them to make the right decision.” Extending this notion to 

the rest of the country, Respondent 5 stated that “the power structure is becoming more 
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flat… also in other companies in Iceland”, and another one, Respondent 3, stated that in 

general, in Icelandic companies, “of course, you do realise that there are levels of 

responsibility, meaning that there is indeed, more or less, a hierarchy, but you don’t 

perceive it – at least not in communication or everyday conversations with your 

colleagues.” All in all, the current situation within Ríkiskaup, compared to the past, was 

summarised by Respondent 6 with the following sentence: “The distance between the 

lowest in the hierarchy and the highest, the CEO, is probably the smallest that I have ever 

seen.”  

Uncertainty avoidance 

 

In terms of respondents’ comfortability with things being uncertain and ambiguous, 

responses varied. Some respondents were very comfortable with uncertainty, with 

Respondent 9 stating that “I’m quite okay with things being uncertain, and I accept the 

challenge that it brings”. Respondent 10 was of the opposite opinion and stated that “I’m 

not a big fan of uncertainty – I’m a big fan of planning, and I want things to be foreseen”, 

and this notion was agreed with by Respondent 6 who said that “for me, efficiency and 

streamlining are key- and that only happens with good planning, and then the ability to 

continuously improve.” Respondent 8 summarised these mixed feelings towards 

uncertainty avoidance by stating that “I think I am spontaneous, but I prefer that if things 

do not go the way they should, that I then have a backup plan”, and Respondent 7 agreed, 

saying that “I can adjust very quickly, but I would l like to maintain course and have a 

planned way. For that matter, I am trying to structure it, but at the same time I embrace 

the power of change dynamics”. In terms of whether Ríkiskaup is currently doing enough 

planning for the future, respondents agreed that the organisation is too reactive in its 

current state and that it primarily plans according to the status quo of public procurement 

in Iceland, whereas it “needs to start planning for the future, which would require a lot 

more proactive data assembly”, as Respondent 9 noted. Respondent 8 stated that in terms 

of planning, they are “not sure what is going on and what direction we’re going in”. Yet, 

according Respondent 7, this is natural as “we (Icelanders) don’t do a lot of planning, we 

as a country are more ‘doers’.”  
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Long-term orientation 

 

With regards to long-term versus short-term perspectives, respondents tended to have 

more long-term perspectives instilled personally, yet they simultaneously agreed that 

Ríkiskaup’s operations are currently more focused on the short-term. Respondent 10 

noted that there is currently a seven-week plan in process (thus short-term), and that 

employees are mostly just “swamped and putting out ‘fires’”, which in turn leads to 

burnout. This, according to the respondent, means “putting all of our long-term plans 

aside and getting all hands on deck now”. This notion was also stated by Respondent 6 

who said that “we are more looking towards the short-term strategy in order to 

compensate for the serious ‘brain drain’ that occurred here, but we also just took the first 

steps towards looking to the long-term strategy.” Respondent 9 agreed with this, stating 

that the organisation as such works with short-term objectives and describing it as 

“culturally short-term, but with the new management we are starting to look at things in 

the long term too”. Adding onto this notion about the effect of the changes in 

management, Respondent 3 said that “last year, before the new management, it was pretty 

much like day-to-day work, with no strategic planning whatsoever, whereas now it is the 

case, we have some kind of strategic planning long-term.” 

 

While Respondent 9 stated that the organisation is actively trying to look more in the 

long-term, there is large uncertainty about the actual execution process behind it, and so 

still, the organisation is currently “just dealing with the short-term aspect of things, 

getting things done in order to get to the next level and start planning for the future”. 

Respondent 5 also highlighted the opposite perspective, saying that Ríkiskaup 

simultaneously should not neglect its short-term operations, since they “need to hit the 

right milestones… in order to have cash flow, so that you can go the long distance.” 

Finally, summarising these ambiguous notions, Respondent 4 stated that in terms of short-

term/long-term perspective, Ríkiskaup balances both aspects, and that much of the actual 

internal work takes place in the short-term (one year or less, according to the respondent), 

while “the management is looking forward to five years, maybe, and they are trying to 

make a picture of where we are going, and how we are looking in the next two, three, or 

five years.” 
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Institutional/in-group collectivism 

 

Respondents tended to describe Icelandic society as one where institutions are 

overwhelmingly collectivist, meaning that institutions encourage collective resource 

distribution and group loyalty, with Ríkiskaup being an example of a public institution 

tasked with just this. Respondents cite the objective of enhancing public value by 

becoming more operationally efficient as the main mission of public procurement in 

Iceland, highlighting their own idea of high institutional collectivism in the country. Still, 

respondents tended to agree that in-group collectivism in Iceland is very low. Respondent 

6 noted that “we are more individualistic than collectivistic, and we have something called 

the ‘King Complex’, which is if your neighbour buys a car, for example, you buy a car 

and a summerhouse.” In a work context specifically, Respondent 10 stated that “in terms 

of working on projects, we’ve been extremely individualistic. The term ‘team-work’ is 

quite new to us, and we don’t really know how to share the load”. Respondent 9 states 

that while Icelandic people usually have no trouble asking for help and being collective-

oriented in their personal relationships, the in-group collectivism tends to be low mainly 

due to how organisations in Iceland are structured, which is often project-based. Within 

Ríkiskaup specifically, the respondent found that people have trouble with team-working 

and having a collective mind-set due to the past structure and processes, where “it was 

leading by fear, so you had your project, and if it wasn’t working out, you would be 

penalised for it. So why would you then spend your time supporting somebody else, if 

that meant taking time away from your own project?”. Respondent 8 concurred and stated 

that they consider Ríkiskaup to be currently more individualistic in terms of work 

processes, saying that “previously, and in some sense still, it is very hard to get answers 

from others when you have a problem”. Respondent 7 agreed, stating that “the hierarchy 

prevails, there are individual performers and then there are the managers of them who tell 

them what to do”. Ascribing this to experience-based differences within the organisation, 

Respondent 1 said that “I think the majority of people who have been with Ríkiskaup for 

more than three or four years, their mentality is more towards this individualism and being 

alone in your projects.”  

 

Still, Respondent 8 noted that the company is moving in a more collectivist direction 

where “one working circle will have three to five people”, and Respondent 6 finds that 

“for the most part, there is a sense of collectivism here (in Ríkiskaup), and there is this 



Andreas Persson Master’s Thesis – MSc Business Management Due 15/09/2021 

 45 

want for people to help out each other.” Respondent 5 stated that Ríkiskaup does in fact 

have a relatively strong in-group collectivist mind-set, saying that while most work 

processes are individual, “everyone is friends, and I know more of my colleagues here 

than in any place I’ve worked before – so I think it’s like a family mindset in Ríkiskaup.” 

Summarising the contrast between institutional and in-group collectivism in Iceland, 

Respondent 3 stated that “Iceland is in the cluster of individualistic countries, however I 

do find pretty strong and pronounced collectivist tendencies at work… and there is a lot 

of interaction, communication, and shared responsibilities and projects.”  

 

Humane orientation 

 

Regarding values such as generosity, altruism and generally friendly behaviour, 

respondents tended to agree that Icelanders value these aspects, yet mainly with people 

they are familiar with, and not strangers. Respondent 10 stated that “we are very generous 

towards our family, extended family and friends”, and that it is usually relatively easy to 

become close friends with co-workers. Respondent 9 concurred and said that “in Iceland, 

you have a tendency to bond with your co-workers on a more personal level, meaning 

that it is more genuine.”. This tendency was also reflected within Ríkiskaup where 

employees tend to be close and friends outside of work hours. Respondent 4 noted that 

this is a shift happening currently as part of not just the internal transformation within the 

organisation, but as part of a broader generational shift in Iceland, stating that “now, these 

values are being encouraged – it’s the younger people who are bringing this in.” In 

agreement with this, Respondent 2 said that “I think that maybe our younger generation 

is more generous and finds it more acceptable to give things and receive things, and to be 

a team member in that sense.. but our older generation is more stuck on being self-reliant.”  

 

Thus, respondents agreed that while Icelanders tend to be generous and altruistic with 

their friends, it can be difficult for outsiders to become part of social circles in Iceland, 

and that Icelanders tend to be “quite closed.. meaning that it can be hard getting to know 

them if you’re new”, as stated by Respondent 10. This respondent also added that “we 

think we are very open and friendly.. but then foreigners move here, and they say that it 

is very hard to get into an Icelandic group of friends – but once you’re in, you’re in.” 

Agreeing with this, Respondent 6 also noted that the value placed on more humane 
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aspects “is in direct contradiction with being individualistic, but it is something that we 

value, and perhaps even more so in the workplace than in our individual lives.” 

 

Performance orientation 

 

In terms of valuing things such as performance improvement, work excellence and 

innovative efforts, respondents agreed that while many Icelandic nationals tend to have 

that general mind-set, it is more so dependent on the specific person and the corporate 

culture surrounding that person. Respondent 10 noted that within Ríkiskaup, many 

employees strive for excellence and work long hours, “but it is also becoming 

increasingly noticed that this is the mind-set that leads to burnout, so we are becoming 

aware that all this extra work is sometimes not worth it.” Agreeing with this notion about 

burnout, Respondent 2 said that “now we are trying to open up peoples’ minds for the 

idea that hard work doesn’t exactly mean staying in the workplace for 16 hours – it can 

be many things.” Respondent 9 stated that in Icelandic society you can find both types of 

people, noting that many people “value the paycheck, the stability and the good 

friendships more, rather than this extreme, ambitious high performance mind-set”. 

Agreeing with this, Respondent 8 stated that you tend to be able to find both types within 

Icelandic society, “the people that are seeking for power, and to make it; and others that 

are just there to live”. Still, Respondent 3 stated that in Icelandic work life, “it is very 

hard to find free riders… most of the people are very responsible and hard-working.” 

Attributing this to historical reasons, Respondent 11 said that “we have come very far, 

not so long ago the nation was more or less in poverty and not independent, so I would 

say we have come very far in a short time and to get here we have used improvement, 

innovation and excellence.” Finally, Respondent 6 stated that within the context of 

Ríkiskaup, “high performance is something we are aiming to do here, where we pull out 

what people are doing week to week, just so people can see the actual milestones that 

we’re hitting.. which is something that has not been done before, because Ríkiskaup was 

not a high-performance entity,” thus indicating the by-products of the on-going culture 

shift within the organisation.  
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Assertiveness 

 

Respondents tended to agree that Icelandic people are assertive in their personal and 

professional lives. Respondent 10 linked this assertiveness to the relatively low power 

distance in Icelandic culture, stating that “when there’s not a big hierarchy.. people can 

say if they are feeling insulted, or they’re being mistreated – they’re not afraid to speak 

their minds”. Respondent 6 noted that in general, Icelandic people tend to be even more 

assertive in their personal lives than in the workplace. When looking specifically at 

Ríkiskaup, respondents agreed that employees were much less assertive during previous 

leadership, where “people maybe didn’t have the opportunity to have a voice, because if 

they said something wrong, they were penalised”, as Respondent 9 put it. Respondent 8 

agreed that with the way the work was previously handled, “people were not standing up 

for themselves, which surprised me.” This, however, has changed and is still changing in 

recent times, since there is now “this momentum where people are actually really 

speaking up, saying their ideas, talking about what could be done differently, etc.”, as 

Respondent 9 stated. Respondent 6 agreed, stating that “people are completely unafraid 

to voice their feelings, emotions and opinions – it is something we encourage.” 

Demonstrating this acceptance of employee participation and consensus, Respondent 4 

noted that within Ríkiskaup’s on-going transformation process, “they are listening to 

everybody.. everybody was asked ‘what do you want to do?’, ‘do you want change?’.” 

Finally, Respondent 11 also mentioned the caveat with this, saying that “as always, in all 

kinds of companies and institutions, employees take into account their possibilities of 

popularity and chances of career development when speaking their minds.” 

 

As is evident from the above dimensions, respondents across the board represent different 

sides of Icelandic national culture. In addition to this, the vast majority of respondents 

agreed that their national cultural identity had a large influence on their work on a daily 

basis. Respondent 2 described their own idea of Icelandic culture as being one of 

“perseverance and independence,” and Respondent 11 said that “Icelandic culture has 

been shaped through the years by harsh living conditions, natural disasters, harsh weather 

conditions, Danish ruling, poverty and plagues… this has made the Icelandic people 

resilient, resourceful and independent.” Respondent 9 stated that particularly the 

Icelandic work ethic meant that “here, to a large extent, people have a tendency to just 

keep on working and doing whatever it takes”. Another one, Respondent 10, concurred 
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that the Icelandic work mentality was to “get things done” without complaining too much, 

even if that means “getting the task done the night before it is due”. On the flip side, 

respondents found that this mentality tends to lead to employee burnout, with Respondent 

10 describing the current state of affairs as a “burnout pandemic” where employees across 

the board “think that people who stay longer in the office are the best workers”, thus 

leading to tendencies such as “showing up for work sick, showing up for work depressed, 

showing up for work no matter what”. In addition to this, Respondent 7 also pointed out 

the contrasting aspects of Icelandic work culture, stating that “I feel that Icelandic culture 

has a large impact on all of this in the workplace, meaning that there is this willingness 

to work hard, but I also feel that there is a slight tendency for chaos and a lack of control.” 

Respondent 6 also stated that “a part of the Icelandic culture is to procrastinate, which I 

don’t identify with,” and Respondent 2 stated that “not all of the employees identify 

themselves in the same way”, even when they are of Icelandic origin. This reinforces the 

mixed responses in the national cultural dimensions and their impact on daily working 

life.  

 

4.2.1 Correlation between national culture and strategic management 
 

In terms of the correlation between Icelandic national culture and strategic management 

processes within Ríkiskaup, respondents found that Icelandic nationals are on a general 

level socially-oriented people who emphasise values such as egalitarianism and who do 

not value hierarchies, thus meaning that there was general consensus among employees 

about a desire to be included in strategic decision-making processes, with Respondent 10 

stating that “people are much more willing to take part and go in the same direction as 

management if they had a say in the decision-making”. Simultaneously, respondents feel 

the need to make strategic communication a two-way street, thus putting more value on 

a strategic management process that is bottom-up, consensus-based and more fluid. 

Respondent 9 found that in general, Icelandic nationals tend to be curious, innovative and 

open to trying new ways of doing things, meaning that the new strategic direction for 

Ríkiskaup can gather support from employees with relative ease. The respondent stated 

that “we are seeing now that people are eager to start the new wave, start this ‘Ríkiskaup 

2.0’ and get a move on, because we’ve been doing this other stuff for so long”, thus 

highlighting Icelandic nationals’ general dissatisfaction with complacency. Respondent 

6 stated that while “it will be hard to tell (whether there is a correlation) until we actually 
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create a strategy and implement it”, Icelandic people tend to be very risk-taking and 

would theoretically prefer bottom-up, consensus-based strategy, but that this would be 

risky in an Icelandic context due to the perceived lack of control and excessive risk-

taking. Agreeing with this, Respondent 4 noted that a bottom-up, consensus-based 

implementation would be “the ideal way, but you can’t do it like that. It takes too much 

time, so it should be from the top, showing everybody what we are going to do, and then 

just doing it.” Respondent 2 added that in an Icelandic context, a bottom-up approach 

would certainly be preferred, but due to the individualist nature of Icelandic nationals in 

the workplace, “they all want to be the lead player in the workplace, they still want to be 

involved in everything, because they feel they can do it better – I don’t think they are 

ready to be team players.” Summarising this overall correlation, Respondent 6 noted that 

“with top-down, the lines of communication are clear, but with bottom-up, the ideas 

within the company flow upwards. I think a combination works well because when it 

comes to strategy and day-to-day operations, these flow downwards, and I think that 

works best in the Icelandic market because we are very risk-taking and we like to have 

our opinions anyways, which flow upwards.”  

 

4.3 Factors hindering strategic procurement 
 

As showcased in section 4.1, most respondents share the same notion that Ríkiskaup’s 

current state is mostly operational, and that the shift towards strategic procurement with 

the use of strategic management tools is in its very early stages. When asked to pinpoint 

specific factors that have previously or are currently hindering Ríkiskaup from shifting 

toward strategic procurement, several themes with multiple individual factors within 

them emerged in the responses (see tables below).  

 

Table 3: Internal process factors  
 

Lacking internal process factors Underlying issues  

Lack of cross-functional teamwork Organisational culture; generational 

gaps within the organisation; 
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Silo-based thinking, individual projects Lack of internal interdepartmental 

communication 

Lack of external stakeholder transparency Lack of transparency with customers, 

suppliers, civil organisations; lack of 

clients willing to take strategic 

procurement risks 

Lack of communication with clients Lack of client understanding; reactive 

processes; 

Lack of internal, operational transparency Lack of employee awareness; lack of 

cross-functional teamworking;  

High internal process complexity Lack of employee understanding; lack of 

electronic solutions 

Lack of data management processes Lack of data accessibility; lack of 

centralised data collection and storage; 

lack of manageable analytics 

Outdated models and tools Outdated models and tools that use price 

as largest component; easily 

manipulated tools and calculations 

Overwhelming number of projects, 

employee burnout 

Lack of proper project management; 

employee stress; lack of teamwork; 

operational mind-set 

Lack of project proactivity Lack of key data required to be pre-

emptive; lack of strategic analysis; lack 

of teamwork 

 

The overall strategic shift, which requires thorough internal and external analysis 

processes, appears to be difficult due to the high internal complexity of databases and the 

overall lack of data management processes, a reason cited by many respondents as a clear 

obstacle. For example, Respondent 9 said that “there is not a proper data management 

happening right now. We have maybe five different systems with five different types of 

information and five different ways of collecting said information. It is nowhere near 

being central enough for easily manageable analytics.” The respondent subsequently 

called for the development and implementation of centralised, electronic solutions that 

can keep track of client/supplier interactions and overall purchase data. Respondent 1 
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noted that “we are missing key data that we need to be pre-emptive, and this also means 

that a lot of the clients we work for are not even aware of us, since there is no information 

about what the role of Ríkiskaup is.” In general, respondents highlighted the necessity of 

technological improvements to solve this issue, and this is also particularly the case with 

the current procurement models and tools that are in use. Respondent 6 stated that “it is 

the fact that we’re working with older models that use price as the largest component.. 

and high-value price tenders are easily manipulated, and they rarely give the buyer the 

most desired outcome.” Finally, Respondent 11 said that “I think that all changes need to 

be made carefully and after much contemplation based on older data – the biggest danger 

that I see is too much speed and lack of contemplation of older knowledge.” 

 

In addition to the high complexity of internal processes, respondents also noted that while 

the strategic direction of the organisation is clear, the actual inner strategic processes at 

an executive level were not sufficiently transparent to the rest of the organisation. 

Respondent 1 noted that “I think people that have been working with framework 

agreements (note: a procurement term to describe a two-way agreement regarding 

awarding of contracts) are aware of the process and what goes on, but there hasn’t been 

a lot of teamwork going on – so usually, it’s just two or three persons who are aware of 

what’s going on.” This lack of transparency was cited also on an external level in terms 

of other stakeholders including customers, suppliers and civil organisations, with 

Respondent 10 stating that “transparency is key… since we are distributing public money, 

and we have to be able to demonstrate that we did everything right, we made sure that all 

bidders were equal, and that everyone had the same chances of receiving the contract 

awards”. If the transparency issue is not dealt with properly, then, as Respondent 7 stated, 

“the biggest obstacle will be our clients not being willing to take the risk that strategic 

procurement comes with.” Agreeing with this, Respondent 1 highlighted that “a lot of 

people in the purchasing body of the government are coming from private companies… 

where there is a lot of ‘I know someone.. I’m connected to this company, I would like to 

buy from this one’, etc.” 

 

On an operational level, respondents stated that due to an overwhelming number of 

projects, project managers tend to become burnt out and therefore lack the time to take 

care of broader strategic issues, leading to Ríkiskaup remaining in the status quo of 

operational, transactional processes. In addition to this, the “silo-based” working 
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processes, as several respondents called it, leads to a lack of cross-functional teamwork 

and a counterproductive mind-set. For example, Respondent 10 stated that “we are used 

to working on our projects individually, no matter how big or how complex the projects 

are. And now, when we are trying to work as a team, we don’t really know how to act.” 

 

Table 4: Strategic management factors  
 

Lacking strategic management 

factors 

Underlying issues 

Lack of strategic management process Lack of internal transparency; lack of 

employee support; lack of direction & 

unifying objectives; lack of strategic 

overview 

Lack of analysis  No overview of current spending; lack of 

stakeholder communication & 

understanding; silo-based thinking 

Lack of executive management team Lack of executive resources; lack of 

executive alliance to drive changes 

across the organisation 

Lack of employee participation in 

management decision-making 

Lack of support for strategic 

transformation; lack of consensus; wide 

gap in power 

Lack of dedicated strategic procurement 

team 

Lack of strategic procurement 

initiatives; lack of proactivity in project 

management; lack of holistic overview 

and teamworking, too many individual 

projects 

Lack of strategic procurement training Lack of human capital expertise; lack of 

tools, models and systems 

 

On a broader scale, respondents highlighted that the organisation lacks a clear, 

comprehensive strategic management process. As Respondent 9 put it, Ríkiskaup is 

currently “only at the very start of anything called ‘strategic procurement’, meaning that 

we haven’t even reached into strategic planning, implementation or anything in that 
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regard”. Referring to this as the “identification” phase of strategic planning, the 

respondent highlighted the need for thorough analysis (spend analysis, stakeholder 

analysis, etc.) of both the internal and external environments as a foundation for strategic 

procurement. This ties into the findings from section 4.1 that Ríkiskaup is currently in the 

very early stages of an overall strategic management process, and that the current focus 

is on analysis leading to a subsequent strategy formulation, ultimately followed by the 

actual strategy implementation. 

 

On an executive level, respondents highlighted that the strategic shift has been on a 

general hold due to the prospect of a new management team being set up in the near 

future, with Respondent 7 stating that “it would be a shame to get so many good, new 

people in, and not allow them to partake in strategy formulation – I think that would be a 

waste of good resources.” Furthermore, this respondent pointed out that there is currently 

a lack of a dedicated strategic procurement team, meaning that Ríkiskaup is therefore 

missing the tools necessary to handle “the procedures to do strategic initiatives, proactive 

initiatives, managing the whole and not just projects.” Additionally, respondents pointed 

out that there was a lack of participation in strategic decision-making, calling for more 

inclusion in the mapping of strategic issues and the development of a strategic roadmap, 

which would in turn make “the employees happier, because they feel like they can see 

their value, they’re respected, and they’re part of something bigger”, as Respondent 10 

put it. 

 

Table 5: Human capital factors  
 

Lacking human capital factors Underlying issues 

Lack of progress measurements  Lack of employee motivation; lack of 

goals, objectives and initiatives; lack of 

consideration of multiple progress 

dimensions; losses in efficiency 

Lack of support/motivation from 

employees 

Lack of willingness to move in strategic 

direction; lack of clear, transparent 

consensus-based initiatives 
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Government resistance Strict adherence to laws & regulations; 

governmental budget pressures; lack of 

autonomous decision-making 

Brain drain of human capital Lack of experienced human capital; lack 

of expertise & knowledge among 

employees 

 

The lack of progress measurements such as balanced scorecards and KPIs (Key 

Performance Indicators) lead to employees being less motivated and more likely to get 

burnt out. As Respondent 10 put it, “if we don’t have goals, like the private sector does, 

like all companies do, then we have no idea whether we are being efficient, and whether 

we’re making any progress whatsoever.” In this regard, Respondent 6 also mentioned 

how there has previously been a significant ‘brain drain’, where “the leadership at the 

time pushed people away, and these people were the specialised ones who had the longest 

lifecycles here, so we’re currently hurting from that.”   

 

Finally, with regards to Ríkiskaup’s human capital, respondents also identified the central 

issue that many employees simply do not have the willingness to move in a more strategic 

direction, possibly due to a lack of clear, transparent, consensus-based initiatives. 

Respondent 8 stated that “I think there are many people within Ríkiskaup that will not 

move in the new strategic direction, and I think that will be the hardest thing to deal with.. 

and I think this issue needs to be brought to the table sooner rather than later”. Respondent 

7 agreed and said that the way to ensure employee support is by providing them with 

sufficient training in strategic procurement processes and tools, and that “it is such a small 

organization (Ríkiskaup) that we don’t really need that much in order to teach (the 

employees).” Still, Respondent 6 mentioned that there will be significant barriers to 

shifting towards strategic procurement in the form of inherent resistance within 

governmental departments, saying that “we are greatly hindered by laws and regulations”, 

and with Respondent 4 stating that the ministries above the organisation “might be too 

conservative, and they might not want to change the things that we want to adjust.” 

Finally, noting the influence of downwards political pressure, Respondent 1 stated that 

“we are working, of course, closely with the government – so we’re following their 

example, and their wishes, so we’re not so autonomous in our decisions.”   
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4.3.1 Peer comparison 
 

Respondents were also asked to compare the organisation to its peers, for example in 

other Northern European countries. They were asked to give their thoughts abouts where 

Ríkiskaup stands in comparison to Iceland’s neighbouring countries in terms of strategic 

procurement processes and the progress made within public procurement in general. 

Here, respondents generally agreed that while Ríkiskaup is  “professional” in terms of its 

service package offering, it tends to either lack behind or be around the same level as its 

peers (see table below): 

 

Table 6: Peer comparison 
 

Respondents Peer comparison Issues noted 

1, 4, 6, 7, 9 Behind other countries Lack of employees; lack of 

experience; reactive project 

management; lack of strategy; 

lack of systems; lack of 

strategic procurement 

initiatives; lack of innovation 

2, 3, 5, 8, 11 On par with other countries Lack of international co-

operation; lack of strategic 

direction;  

10 Ahead of other countries Employee burnout; 

overwhelming number of 

projects; short-term mind-set 

  

For example, Respondent 9 highlighted that Norwegian public procurement is far ahead 

in terms of innovation and business development efforts, while Sweden in turn has more 

expertise with category management and strategic sourcing processes. Still, the 

organisation was viewed as one that could be considered “average” in comparison to other 

countries in the vicinity of Iceland, with the consensus being that there was large untapped 

potential for improvements internally. Respondent 9 also stated that the main culprit 

behind Ríkiskaup lacking behind its peers is that the organisation is largely “reactive”, 
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meaning that there is not sufficient effort put into analysing and predicting future 

developments in the marketplace. Instead, Ríkiskaup’s stakeholders largely determine 

how Ríkiskaup operates and how well it does – as the respondent put it, “ we are reactive, 

meaning that we have requests coming in, and we react to what is coming in and then act 

according to that. This means that we are simply following the process, but we are not 

planning for future activities by doing proactive data assembly, for example”. Respondent 

1 stated that the primary reason Ríkiskaup is behind its peers is due to a lack of human 

capital, saying that “compared to the role that Ríkiskaup is supposed to have, there is just 

not enough people, there is a lack of employees and a lack of experience.” Other 

respondents called for increased co-operation across borders with other public 

procurement agencies, with Respondent 8 stating that “we need to be in more 

conversation with them and see their experience, because even though our status is okay, 

I think we can learn a lot from them”. Yet still, as Respondent 6 finally noted, “I think 

we need to go over everything and create our own foundation now before we look abroad, 

to utilise the best practices used by other Scandinavian nations.” 

 

4.4 Using strategic management tools to increase public sector 

efficiency 
 

When asked about the usage of strategic management tools, there was consensus among 

respondents that strategic management, and more specifically an overall shift towards 

strategic procurement, would be a very effective way of increasing not just the efficiency 

and value-creation potential within Icelandic public procurement, but within the Icelandic 

public sector as a whole. Respondent 3 stated that “a strategic approach helps the 

employees to be more committed, because you have a certain vision.. if you don’t have 

the strategy, you just do your day-to-day work.” In general, respondents emphasised that 

the main rationale behind Ríkiskaup becoming more strategic was to ensure the efficient 

spending of taxpayer money. As Respondent 10 stated, Ríkiskaup is fundamentally tasked 

with “distributing limited resources (public money)”, and that “as a taxpayer, I want to 

see that my money is being spent in an efficient manner.” Respondent 7 also noted that a 

clear rationale behind this shift is simply that “there is a lot of lost opportunity out there 

that this organisation hasn’t been able to shine the light on.”  
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Respondent 9 emphasised that since public procurement represents a relatively large 

portion of total public sector spending within Iceland, the money-saving potential that is 

possible through strategically oriented processes and tools is substantial. Simultaneously, 

it was noted that if strategic procurement is properly implemented within Ríkiskaup, the 

organisation could potentially become a frontrunner and “best practice” case within 

Iceland and thus also become a role-model for not just the public sector, but the private 

sector too, simply due to the fact that public procurement has “…a huge portfolio of 

spending”, “so if you are able to showcase a best practice within Ríkiskaup, this could 

actually cascade into the private sector”, as the respondent put it. Highlighting the 

experimental nature of the on-going strategic transformation within Ríkiskaup, 

Respondent 6 stated that “across Scandinavia it is always the consensus that the 

government is spending way too much and not doing enough, so this test project with 

Ríkiskaup initiated by our ministers and the heads of the public sector, they want to see 

whether it can be done here, because then it can be done elsewhere.” 

 

Respondent 6 also noted that “Ríkiskaup hasn’t had such a good PR presence. It’s been 

viewed as this unnecessary thing that you need to go through in order to tick the legal 

boxes, but we want it to become the entity that you seek out when you want to save more 

money, when you want to do things.” Respondent 2 agreed, saying that “before, our main 

focus has been to just earn enough money to make things work – we are not looking 

beyond our little bubble.” Respondent 4 said that when the organisation eventually 

reaches a point where “people look at us and think that we are a couple of steps ahead.. 

then we will have a lot of advantage, build up a lot of trust, have followers and build up 

goodwill.” Agreeing with this, Respondent 3 noted that “as soon as you prove to the 

society that you have spent the public money in a wise manner, you basically build up 

public trust, which is very beneficial for the whole society.” In the same vein, respondents 

noted that if done properly, strategic management tools could lead to Ríkiskaup becoming 

a “more desirable workplace”, particularly since “there has always been a stigma 

surrounding working for the government”, as Respondent 7 stated. Similarly, Respondent 

6 pointed out that “once we start attracting people from the private sector, then we would 

know that our image and presence in the marketplace would have dramatically changed 

– so that has to be a key goal.”  
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Simultaneously, respondents noted that in general, it is critical to learn from private sector 

practices and appropriately transfer them to a public sector context, with Respondent 8 

stating that “the public sector in Iceland is so old-thinking, and we need to take it to this 

‘company thinking’, because it has influenced the employees in many ways, with some 

of them thinking that it’s enough to come to work in the morning and then leave when 

your hours are up. This is something that would usually never happen in other companies 

in Iceland, and this is something we need to move away from”. Speaking about the 

Icelandic public sector in general, Respondent 7 stated “most of these organisations 

(public sector entities) don’t know in which field they really are, or in which stage they 

are as an organisation – so they would benefit greatly from that perspective (strategic 

management), and they would benefit greatly from having a vision and thereafter a 

strategic management toolbox in order to go there.” Finally, on a very operational level, 

Respondent 4 said that current changes are being implemented continuously, and while 

they might seem small, they make a relatively large difference in the organisation’s daily 

operations. As an example of this, the respondent mentioned the changes in working 

hours, saying that “we are working less hours now, but we are doing the same things”, 

and reductions in bureaucratic measures were also mentioned by the respondent, saying 

that “we used to have a clock-in machine when people came in the morning, but this was 

taken away, and that was a big change – no other state institution is doing this.” 

 

Thus, while there was consensus regarding the rationale behind becoming more strategic, 

respondents listed a variety of specific strategic management tools that they viewed as 

useful for increasing public sector efficiency – these are summarised in table 4 below. 

 

Table 7: Strategic management tools  
 

Tool category Tool examples 

Internal & external process transparency Cross-departmental meetings; digital 

interface; technological improvements 

Performance measurement Key Performance Indicators; Balanced 

Scorecards 

Strategic mapping and analysis  Spend analysis; Stakeholder analysis; 

Market analysis 
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Strategic procurement tools  Total Cost of Ownership; Life Cycle 

Costing; Category Management; Kraljic 

Matrix; Deming Cycle;  

 

Based on the rationale of efficiently distributing the limited resources that is taxpayer 

money and using this in the most efficient manner to create as much public, shared value 

for Icelandic society as a whole, respondents focused particularly on the importance of 

transparency. This transparency needs to be present internally within Ríkiskaup, in the 

form of clear cross-departmental communication, vertically and horizontally, particularly 

of the overall strategic process that is behind the on-going change process in the 

organisation. Additionally, it needs to be present externally with regards to all 

stakeholders, so that the public can see exactly what Ríkiskaup is doing with its money. 

As specific tools for reaching this objective, respondents mentioned the usage of KPIs 

and Balanced Scorecards to properly measure performance within the organisation. 

Respondents also tend to cite the lack of a clear strategic management process as an 

obstacle to more efficient processes, and an important tool that is particularly mentioned 

by several respondents is that of strategic mapping.. In addition to this, respondents 

highlighted the need for developing and implementing specific procurement tools, 

including Category Management, Total Cost of Ownership, Life Cycle Costing, Deming 

Cycle, Spend analysis and Stakeholder analysis. As Respondent 9 pointed out, these tools 

are all a key part of the specific point of strategic management that Ríkiskaup is currently 

at, which is the identification, analysis stage that requires first of all a comprehensive, 

systematic breakdown of different spend categories with a shared value, total cost mind-

set, and subsequently leading to a formal category management system that will instil a 

future-oriented, predictive and long-term perspective into every employee and process 

within the organisation. According to this respondent, it is fundamentally vital to “create 

the vision and the market conditions, and then do proper data management on what is 

being spent and how things will develop… especially because we know that a lot of things 

will change after COVID”. 
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5. Discussion  
 

5.1 How does Ríkiskaup operate till now regarding 

procurement processes? 
 

In the literature review, it was established that the most comprehensive and well-known 

model of strategic management within a public sector context is that of Bryson’s 2011 

model. When respondents answered questions about the current state of Ríkiskaup’s 

operations, several recurring themes were present in the responses, including the mostly 

reactive nature of its operations, it’s generally short-term perspective on strategic issues, 

“silo-based” strategic work processes, and lack of internal transparency and 

communication. Still, respondents placed Ríkiskaup in a low to medium position with 

regards to how “strategic” the processes currently are, and while there were a few outliers, 

respondents generally reached the consensus that Ríkiskaup is in the early stages of 

Bryson’s 2011 model of strategic management. This means that while the organisational 

mandates (mission, vision and values) are clarified, the next step for Ríkiskaup involves 

the inherent need for systematic, comprehensive internal and external analysis, and thus, 

Ríkiskaup is still in the early stages of strategic planning while moving towards a formal 

strategy formulation guided by analysis and clear, transparent strategy development. 

Consequently, Ríkiskaup’s current state can also be placed into Kaplan & Norton’s 2008 

model of a Closed-Loop Management System, corresponding to the early analytical 

stages of the strategy development phase. This means that the primary focus for Ríkiskaup 

is currently to build a foundation by determining what business they are dealing with, 

which key strategic issues they face,  and how the organisation can compete in the best 

way. 

 

In terms of the actual procurement processes, respondents tended to agree that Ríkiskaup 

is currently strategic and systematic in its procedures such as tenders and contract 

management, but that the organisation has yet to implement “Strategic Procurement” 

initiatives to any extent. Here, respondents all highlighted the relevance and importance 

of shifting towards strategic procurement, which is consistent with findings in existing 

literature from Demel et al. (2015), Handler (2015), Hong & Kwon (2012) as well as SKI 

(2020), Swedish Ministry of Finance (n.d.) and Keino (2018).   
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5.2 To what extent do national cultural dimensions influence 

strategic management processes in Icelandic public 

procurement? 
 

Power distance 

 

In general, respondents tended to prefer flatter hierarchies and dialogue between the top 

and bottom of an organisation rather than having a large gap in power, and this research 

finding is consistent with Iceland’s low score in Hofstede’s and the GLOBE Project’s 

power distance dimensions. Still, there were outlier respondents that would rather have a 

higher power distance in the workplace, yet respondents agreed that within Ríkiskaup, 

there was historically a larger power distance, and most employees would still expect this 

from executive management, but that things are changing and moving towards a smaller 

power distance. Therefore, the research findings are consistent with existing literature 

about Icelandic national culture, with the caveats that the larger power distance within 

the organisation could be due to historical reasons or the sheer nature of the Icelandic 

public sector, as well as the notion that individual preferences for power distance levels 

can vary and may be influenced by other factors such as formal position, previous work 

experience etc. – for example, the majority of respondents that preferred higher power 

distance were males with many years of work experience. 

 

Uncertainty avoidance 

 

These findings show mixed results and are thus consistent with the mixed results from 

existing literature, where Hofstede finds Iceland to have a low score in uncertainty 

avoidance, while the GLOBE Project’s research scores the ‘Nordic Europe’ cluster much 

higher in this dimension. On an individual level, respondents had very mixed responses 

in their preference for uncertainty and ambiguity versus systematic planning, and this 

could be due to other factors such as their formal position or previous work experience. 

Still, on an organisational level, respondents all agreed that Ríkiskaup is currently not 

doing enough planning for the future, and that it is reactively planning based on the past 

and on the status quo, as opposed to future objectives and goals. Respondents also agreed 

that Ríkiskaup is actively working on improving these planning processes, although this 
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is, like many other aspects of Ríkiskaup’s strategic work, in a stage of infancy. Overall, 

these research findings indicate that there could be other factors than cultural that 

influence uncertainty avoidance, as well as the notion that there might be individual, 

group-based and institutional differences within Icelandic society. 

 

Long-term orientation 

 

These findings are consistent with the low scores in Hofstede’s and the medium scores in 

the GLOBE Project’s long-term/future orientation dimensions, indicating that while the 

institutions tend to work more in the short-term, individual employees express a general 

desire to focus more on the longer term. Still, many respondents indicated that Ríkiskaup 

is currently working on attaining a longer perspective in terms of its work processes and 

goals/objectives, meaning that while there might be an institutional tendency within 

Icelandic society to work more with short-term goals in mind, there is an on-going push 

from employees to adapt a more long-term orientation – this could also be due to the fact 

that Ríkiskaup is a public sector organisation and that it therefore is not focused on short-

term profits or shareholder interests, but instead on long-term aspects such as shared, 

public value creation as well as environmental, social and innovative concerns. This is 

consistent with findings from Wauters (2017) and Porter & Kramer (2011).   

 

Institutional/in-group collectivism 

 

Overall, these responses are consistent with the GLOBE Project’s findings that the 

‘Nordic Europe’ cluster scores high on institutional collectivism, yet low on in-group 

collectivism. Respondents tended to agree that while Icelandic institutions are collective-

oriented, Icelandic people, particularly in a work context, are very individualistic 

(especially compared to other Nordic countries). Still, the research findings indicated 

differences in opinions with regards to whether the work processes and mentalities within 

Ríkiskaup are primarily individualistic or collectivistic, and these differences could be 

due to other factors including formal position and past work experiences within other 

organisations. In addition to this, respondents generally agreed that there is an on-going 

shift from individualism towards collectivism within the organisation, perhaps indicating 

a generational change. 
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Humane orientation 

 

Overall, the score on humane orientation appears to be consistent with the medium scored 

devised to the ‘Nordic Europe’ cluster in the GLOBE Project studies. The research 

findings showcased that while qualities such as generosity and altruism are certainly 

valued in both the personal lives and work lives of Icelandic people, there is a sharp 

contrast between these values with close circles of friends and with strangers. Due to the 

perceived difficulty of outsiders entering Icelandic social circles, the humane orientation 

is taken down a mark and is thus placed in the medium range.  

 

Performance orientation 

 

Respondents highlighted that having a performance mind-set tends to be more dependent 

on individuals in terms of their personalities, and corporations in terms of their 

organisational culture and work environment. Overall, this notion is consistent with the 

medium score on performance orientation in the ‘Nordic Europe’ cluster from the 

GLOBE Project studies, with the caveat that having a performance orientation might not 

necessarily be a product of national culture, but might instead be influenced by other 

factors such as organisational culture, industry nature, intrinsic motivation of employees 

etc.   

 

Assertiveness 

 

In general, Icelandic people’s high perceived assertiveness contradicts the GLOBE 

Project’s research about the ‘Nordic Europe’ cluster countries which scored relatively 

low in terms of assertiveness and tendency for confrontational behaviour. This 

contrasting finding could be due to the fact that in many ways, Iceland is considered an 

outlier compared to other Nordic countries – as Respondent 6 put it, “there is an inherent 

difference between the Icelandic mentality and the Danish, Swedish or Norwegian 

mentality.. I think we might be the wildest of the bunch.”  
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5.2.1 Correlation between national culture & strategic management 
 

In general, while many respondents were unsure when asked whether they personally 

think national culture has an influence on strategic management within organisations 

(which could be due to culture being a subconscious concept, as well as other influential 

factors with more weight), there were several recurring notions from their responses to 

other leading questions that indicate that national cultural dimensions do indeed affect 

strategic planning, formulation and implementation. In Schneider’s original research, 

there was found to be a correlation between different combinations of national cultural 

values and their subsequent impact on the type of strategy formulated and implemented 

within firms. When looking at the specific case of Iceland, the respondents from 

Ríkiskaup had some individual differences on several national cultural dimensions, but 

as is apparent from section 4.2 in the research findings, it is possible to generalise several 

of these dimensions and paint a general picture of what characterises Icelandic culture.  

 

Firstly, Icelandic nationals tend to prefer a lower power distance, with some respondents 

preferring medium levels. With this minority opting for medium levels of power distance, 

this preference generally ties into the same respondents also scoring lower in terms of 

uncertainty avoidance and higher in terms of long-term orientation. Still, responses from 

the majority of respondents indicate that Icelandic national culture puts emphasis on a 

lower power distance, less hierarchical structures, and mixed tolerance for risk, 

uncertainty and generally spontaneous events. Secondly, it is clear from the responses 

that Icelandic society tends to be highly individualist in terms of its in-group relations, 

although the institutions generally encourage collective values. This dynamic is, 

according to most respondents, also reflected within Ríkiskaup, although it is 

simultaneously drastically and rapidly changing towards a more collectivist mind-set. 

Thirdly, it is also apparent from the research findings that Icelandic people are socially 

oriented people in both their personal relationships and their work lives (based on high 

scores in humane orientation), while the performance orientation is perceived as one that 

is more dependent on other factors than national culture, including organisational culture, 

industry and personality type. Finally, the very high scores on assertiveness across the 

board indicate that Icelandic nationals are not at all afraid to voice their opinions and 

ideas regardless of hierarchical position, thus indicating that in general, Icelandic people 

tend to prefer consensus-based, participative and intuitive work processes. Taken all 
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together, with the caveat that there are several outliers among the respondents, this 

indicates that when put into Schneider’s original model, Icelandic people have a mostly 

less hierarchical, more individualist yet social-oriented culture, which in turn would lead 

to a general preference for a strategic management process that is intuitive, consensus-

based, emergent and bottom-up. This is not fully consistent with Schneider’s original 

theory of correlation since Iceland is simultaneously highly individualist, but with 

research findings indicating a societal and generational shift towards collectivism, it can 

be argued that the correlative effect still holds in an Icelandic context, with the important 

caveat that a bottom-up, consensus-based strategic management process cannot be 

implemented in its purest form due to Icelandic nationals’ individualist tendencies, and 

that it still needs a certain degree of control and systematism.  

 

5.3 Are there any factors that have hindered Ríkiskaup from 

shifting towards strategic procurement processes? 
 

The research findings show that there is a multitude of factors that have and are currently 

hindering Ríkiskaup from becoming more strategic in terms of its procurement processes, 

and these were thematically divided into three categories that will now be discussed in 

relation to existing literature. 

 

5.3.1 Internal process factors 
 

Firstly, a central internal issue hindering Ríkiskaup was identified to be the high 

complexity of its internal databases, its lack of data management processes and its 

outdated procurement models and tools. In turn, respondents called for technological 

improvements and digital investment to solve these issues, and these notions are 

consistent with SKI’s (2020) findings about the necessity of investment into digitalisation 

as well as Demel’s (2015) notion that e-procurement is necessary to achieve greater 

operational efficiency. In addition to this, respondents also highlighted the necessity of 

utilising proper tools that take a more holistic perspective as opposed to solely focusing 

on the price aspect (for example, Total Cost of Ownership and Life Cycle Costing 

models), and this notion is also consistent with research from Smith et al. (2014) with 

regards to strategic procurement tools, and Handler’s (2015) research about the necessity 
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of taking into account non-price factors to find the most economically advantageous 

tenders.  

 

Secondly, respondents highlighted how there is a lack of transparency within the 

organisation, both on an internal level in the form of operational process transparency, 

and on an external level in the form of stakeholder transparency. Particularly due to the 

nature of Ríkiskaup being a public sector entity, most respondents viewed transparency 

as a key aspect that is currently holding Ríkiskaup back. The need for substantial external 

transparency with stakeholders was identified by CIPS (n.d.), Handler (2015), SKI (2020) 

and the Swedish Ministry of Finance (n.d.), and the need for internal, operational 

transparency and coordination was highlighted in research by Hong & Kwon (2012). 

Thus, the transparency aspect of strategic procurement was consistent with existing 

literature and demonstrates the importance of, from the perspective of all employees, 

taking both the internal and external dimensions into account to ensure that stakeholders 

such as clients and suppliers receive clear communication, which in turn should lead to 

more productivity and growth. 

 

Lastly, with regards to internal processes, respondents noted that on an operational, daily 

basis, there was a significant tendency within Ríkiskaup to have an overwhelming number 

of projects which are handled individually, in so-called “silos”, and thus leading to 

employee burnout and simultaneously instilling a short-term mind-set in project 

managers. While some respondents did think that there is a collectivist mentality within 

Ríkiskaup to a certain degree, the majority of respondents found that the current structure 

leads to individualist, project-based work that is simultaneously not pro-active enough, 

but instead simply reactive to requests from stakeholders. The notion of emphasising 

intra-organisational coordination and establishing strategic networks internally was 

highlighted by Hong & Kwon’s (2012) research, and the necessity of being pro-active 

and innovative, particularly in the management of projects, was identified by Handler 

(2015), Matthews (2005) and Porter & Kramer (2011).  

 

5.3.2 Strategic management factors 
 

On a broader level, respondents agreed that the lack of a comprehensive, clear strategic 

management process was one of the main factors hindering Ríkiskaup from being 
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strategic. As previously mentioned (see section 5.1), Ríkiskaup appears to be in the very 

early stages of the strategic management process, with the primary focus currently being 

on establishing analytical forces on an internal and external level. The need for a strategic 

management process consisting of planning, formulation and implementation followed 

by subsequent monitoring, review and learning, was identified by Bryson & George 

(2020), Höglund et al. (2018), Hansen & Ferlie (2014), Wauters (2017), Genc (2017) and 

Wauters (2019). Practically, the current lack of analysis appears to be mainly due to the 

high internal complexity of databases as well as the lack of data management processes, 

and this ties into the second strategic management factor mentioned by respondents, 

namely that of the lack of a dedicated strategic procurement team with proper training. 

The necessity of having a dedicated strategic procurement function that emphasises 

collaboration and internal coordination was identified by Handler (2015) and Demel et 

al. (2015), and respondents’ notions were thus consistent with existing literature.  

 

Finally, respondents shone light on the importance of executive level dynamics as part of 

the overall strategic management process. They highlighted the necessity of creating an 

organisational culture that is consensus-based and participative in terms of ensuring that 

all employees’ voices are heard and considered when strategic decisions are made, and 

this is consistent with research from Barker & Dykes (2013) which found that there is an 

inherent need for a unifying, participative strategic vision and direction. 

 

5.3.3 Human capital factors 
 

The final category of factors is concerned with human capital, i.e., the employees within 

Ríkiskaup. The first human capital issue identified by respondents was that of a lack of 

motivation and support for the strategic shift, which, according to most respondents, is 

due to the lack of participation in decision-making as mentioned in the previous section, 

but also due to a lack of progress and performance measurements. This notion of 

performance measurement is consistent with the literature, as Hong & Kwon (2012), 

Porter & Kramer (2011), and Kaplan & Norton (1992) pointed out the need for measuring 

performance in multiple perspectives with the use of balanced scorecards, or KPIs, for 

example.  
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Secondly, the human capital has, according to several respondents, experienced 

significant “brain drain” in recent times, meaning that those employees with the most 

expertise, specialised knowledge and general work experience within the agency have 

gradually left the organisation. The need for motivating employees properly, particularly 

in a public sector context with characteristics that are vastly different from the private 

sector, was identified by Hong & Kwon (2012), Matthews (2005) and Wauters (2017), 

and these findings thus reflect existing literature.  

 

Finally, it was identified in the research findings that many of the respondents face plenty 

of government resistance, in the form of laws, regulations and budget allocations. The 

necessity of a public sector agency handling governmental pressure and simultaneously 

balancing the needs of its employees as well as the needs of ministers, policy-makers and 

other government officials, was identified in existing literature by Wauters (2017), 

Handler (2015), Wauters (2019), and Hong & Kwon (2012, p. 457) with their notion of 

strategic public procurement requiring “a balanced approach between cost and 

governance” as well as an “efficient public and private sector relationship”. In addition 

to this, Müngersdorff & Stoffel (2020) also found that in a German context, for example, 

public procurement agencies must efficiently deal with political pressure, institutional 

structures, federal regulations and engagement from Civil Society Organisations, and this 

leads us onto the next section of discussion, namely that of a peer comparison for 

Ríkiskaup.    

 

5.3.4 Peer comparison 
 

When asked to compare the current progress made within Icelandic public procurement 

to other peers, namely other Northern European countries and their public procurement 

agencies, respondents either found that Ríkiskaup is behind its peers or on a similar level. 

For example, respondents found Ríkiskaup to be professional with regards to its 

procurement procedures, but that there is plenty of effectivisation potential to reap within 

the organisation and the Icelandic public sector in general. Respondents highlighted the 

expertise that Swedish public procurement has within the Category Management field, 

and this is consistent with the literature showing that Sweden works towards the efficient 

usage of shared resources by using strategic management tools such as TCO, LCC and 

Category Management to scale the organisation (Swedish Ministry of Finance, n.d.). 



Andreas Persson Master’s Thesis – MSc Business Management Due 15/09/2021 

 69 

Respondents also mentioned Danish public procurement as a role model in terms of their 

effectivisation efforts within the Danish public sector, their structured and professional 

approach as well as their holistic strategic plans that are continuously being developed 

and implemented accordingly, thus consistent with research from Denmark (SKI, 2020). 

Finally, respondents found other Nordic countries such as Norway and Finland to be 

ahead of Iceland in terms of innovative efforts and comprehensive development plans and 

strategic roadmaps, and this is consistent with case studies from these countries as well 

(Keino, 2018). Overall, respondents reached consensus that while Ríkiskaup is 

professional and working hard towards becoming more strategic, there is a need to first 

build a strategic foundation within the organisation and then subsequently to actively seek 

out international co-operation to learn from the best practices of other public procurement 

agencies. It is also important to note that the variation in responses could be due to other 

factors – for example, the majority of respondents who viewed Ríkiskaup as behind its 

peers were male respondents in higher executive positions, while the ones that viewed 

Ríkiskaup as on par with its peers tended to be mixed genders in lower hierarchical 

positions. 

 

5.4 How can strategic management be used to enhance the 

overall efficiency and effectiveness of the Icelandic public 

sector? 
 

5.4.1 Rationales 
 

When asked to give a clear, specific rationale for the overall shift within Ríkiskaup 

towards strategic management processes, there were slight variations in the respondents’ 

answers, yet consensus that the main motivation behind the transformation is to enhance 

the creation of public value within Icelandic society. Since all the organisation’s 

employees are simultaneously taxpayers in Iceland, they view it as an especially 

important job to effectively distribute the limited public resources and take advantage of 

the many opportunities that strategic management and strategic procurement can bring. 

This notion is consistent with findings from Wauters (2017) that public value added from 

the resources that citizens provide needs to be managed properly and effectively, thus 

enabling sustainable value creation in the long-term. In practice, respondents found that 
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enhancing public value creation would be a result of the significant cost savings that 

Ríkiskaup will be able to achieve once strategic procurement is properly in place, and the 

sheer potential impact that public procurement can have in terms of scale was highlighted 

by many respondents, which is consistent with Husted & Reinecke’s (2009) findings that 

public purchasing is a critical tool for improving overall public sector efficiency, as well 

as Handler’s (2015) notion that public procurement tends to account for upwards of a 

third of total public spending.  

 

While the public value and cost saving rationales stand clear as the primary ones behind 

the on-going transformation, respondents also mentioned several other reasons for the 

shift. Many respondents saw a need for Ríkiskaup to have better public relations 

externally, so that the organisation is not simply a hassle that stakeholders need to go 

through to tick some boxes, but instead an organisation with a reputation for providing 

professional, valuable services. Satisfying the needs of stakeholders is consistent with 

Moore’s (2003, in Wauters, 2017) findings about the necessity of public entities to 

consider the unique governmental stakeholders as well as an emphasis on operational 

capacity in the form of intra-governmental co-operation, collaboration and knowledge 

sharing. If done properly, all respondents found that Ríkiskaup could potentially become 

a frontrunner within the Icelandic public sector and a “best practice” case study into 

improving efficiency and value-creation potential, and in addition to this, respondents 

also hope that this transformation will lead to the organisation becoming a more desirable 

workplace, attracting human capital from the private sector. This human capital rationale 

is consistent with findings from Wauters (2017) about the value that public sector 

employees tend to put on materialistic goods and feelings of personal significance, thus 

highlighting the need for an increased human resource focus and efforts to enhance 

employee engagement and motivation within the organisation. 

 

5.4.2 Strategic management tools 
 

Respondents reached a consensus that strategic management, and more specifically 

strategic procurement in the case of Ríkiskaup, are very effective tools for increasing the 

efficiency and value-creating potential for not just Icelandic public procurement, but the 

whole Icelandic public sector overall. When asked to pinpoint specific strategic 
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management tools that could be useful for doing this, respondents mentioned a variety of 

different ones that could be grouped into several categories. 

 

In broad strategic terms, several respondents highlighted the importance of strategic 

mapping as a tool to visualise the overall process, as well as to showcase the strategic 

initiatives and objectives along the way that will assist the public sector in reaching its 

goals of becoming more efficient. Under the same umbrella, respondents found that the 

Icelandic public sector entities can significantly benefit from performing more strategic 

analysis and by building a comprehensive system of performance measurements – KPIs 

– with the use of tools such as Balanced Scorecards. These responses are consistent with 

findings from Kaplan & Norton (2008, 1992) about the Closed-Loop Management 

System as well as the Balanced Scorecard tool, and they highlight the practical usefulness 

of said theoretical models. In addition to this, respondents emphasised the importance of 

technological investments to provide greater internal and external transparency, which 

they viewed as critical for a shift towards a more efficient public sector. This correlates 

to Demel et al.’s (2015) findings about the importance of e-procurement, as well as 

practical examples from Denmark (SKI, 2020), Sweden (Swedish Ministry of Finance, 

n.d.), Germany (Müngersdorff & Stoffel, 2020) and Finland (Keino, 2018) that 

demonstrate how critical it is to be as transparent as possible on multiple levels, not just 

for the human capital within the organisation, but particularly also for taking care of 

environmental, social and innovative concerns.  

 

Finally, in terms of specific strategic procurement tools, respondents pointed to a variety 

of different things such as Total Cost of Ownership models, Life Cycle Costing 

calculations, as well as Category Management systems. This is consistent with existing 

literature from Smith et al. (2014) and Handler (2015), as well as Porter & Kramer’s 

(2011) notion that strategic procurement should focus on creating shared value for 

everyone involved, particularly in a public sector context. In addition to strategic 

procurement tools, some respondents also found other supply chain tools such as the 

Kraljic Matrix and the Deming Cycle to be useful for the Icelandic public sector, to assist 

the public sector entities in getting a more comprehensive overview of the current 

competitive situation and how they can position themselves better to achieve more 

significant, sustainable competitive advantage. Again, this is consistent with findings 

from Demel et al. (2015) about the importance of proper supply chain management within 
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public procurement, as well as Hong & Kwon (2012) and CIPS (n.d.) in their notions 

about the importance of creating sustained competitive advantage, particularly within the 

public sector.  

 

5.5 Theoretical implications 
 

Firstly, Ríkiskaup’s current state of operations was found to be consistent with both 

Bryson’s model of strategic management and Kaplan & Norton’s closed-loop 

management system, namely given the fact that its current analysis-based “identification” 

stage fits into the early phases of both models. Simultaneously, Ríkiskaup’s inherent need 

for shifting towards strategic procurement was also consistent with existing theory. 

Overall, the study of public sector procurement with these theoretical models paves the 

way for an extension of current literature to further cover public sector contexts in 

general. 

 

Secondly, with the exception of some outliers, Icelandic national culture based on the 

responses from interviewees was found to be consistent with existing literature. Still, 

some dimensions such as assertiveness were found to be in contradiction with existing 

theory and should therefore be investigated further with the notion that Iceland might not 

automatically fit into the ‘Nordic Europe’ cluster. Additionally, this study only found 

partial support for Schneider’s correlative model, which calls for further research into not 

just the Icelandic cultural context, unique as it is, but also into other factors that could 

potentially influence strategy formulation and implementation. 

 

Thirdly, the results of this study are consistent with recent theory regarding the necessity 

of shifting from operational, transactional processes towards strategic procurement 

procedures. Thus, this study acts as a gateway for future research to further explore 

strategic procurement in a public sector context, therefore contributing to current research 

within the field. 

 

Finally, the results are consistent with findings from the current theoretical strategic 

management field, highlighting how important the process is in itself, as well as the 

usefulness of the various practical tools and models it provides. Thus, this study 
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contributes to the validity of the strategic management field with a public sector case 

study.  

 

5.6 Limitations & suggestions for future research 
 

In terms of the research methodology, the semi-structured interviews come with certain 

limitations, the primary one being potential subjectivity, both in how the researcher 

conducted the interviews (the question order changing, certain interviewees going off on 

tangents, re-direction of conversation etc.), but also in how the interviewee interacted 

with the researcher (lack of willingness to discuss certain subjects, lack of familiarity with 

the researcher leading to natural scepticism etc.). While the semi-structured interview 

schedules’ content was identical in term of questions, the actual interviews went in 

different directions depending on the interviewee, which led to variances in the specific 

questions asked. This risk of subjectivity is inherent in qualitative research. The 

researcher attempted to counteract this as much as possible by sticking to the same overall 

interview schedule and purposefully steering the conversation in the same general 

direction. Another limitation to qualitative interviewing is that it is less naturalistic, in the 

sense that it offers limited insights into actual behaviours and interactions, and instead 

extracts what the interviewees themselves want to say, and not necessarily what is 

accurate in the real world – which they might not even be aware of (Bell et al., 2019). 

 

Secondly, while there was a large diversity of views within the sample, the sample size 

itself was relatively small. Since the nature of the sampling methods is non-probability 

based, this further limits the transferability of the research findings. This ties into the fact 

that qualitative case studies tend to be very limited in terms of generalisability. While 

some researchers do claim some degree of theoretical generalisability (Bell et al., 2019), 

it is usually noted that the main strength of case studies is not their generalisability but 

instead their particularisation and ability to focus on the unique features of a complex 

case (Lee, Collier & Cullen, 2007, in Bell et al., 2019).  

 

In terms of the study’s theoretical foundation, there are significant limitations to 

Hofstede’s model of national culture. The fact that Hofstede’s studies showcased some 

of the first and most novel findings in the subject area has naturally led to several 

criticisms of the framework, including the need for further updating (due to the age of the 
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studies), a biased focus on Western criteria as well as an overall lack of breadth in 

dimensions (Hurn & Tomalin, 2013). Michael Minkov, who was one of the original 

researchers that worked with Hofstede to publish the research findings in the 80s, called 

for a “thorough revision” of Hofstede’s model, since only the individualism-collectivism 

index is supported as a coherent and empirically useful dimension (Minkov, 2018, p. 

250). Gerhart & Fang (2005, p. 982-983) called into question many of the model’s 

assumptions, stating that organisational differences account for more variance in cultural 

values than country differences do, concluding that “while national culture differences 

can be important and must be understood, their roles need to be put in the context of other 

important contextual factors, including organisational culture”. Future research should 

consider other factors that could influence the correlation between national culture and 

strategic management, namely organisational culture, industry nature, legislative factors, 

etc. 

 

Secondly, while the inclusion of data from the GLOBE project certainly adds richness to 

the cultural aspects investigated in this research, this theoretical dimension also comes 

with limitations – primarily since Iceland was not included in the original GLOBE Project 

studies. Since Iceland was not included, the choice fell upon that of the “Nordic Europe” 

cluster consisting of Denmark, Finland and Sweden, and while these countries are in 

many ways like Iceland in terms of cultural dimensions, it is important to note that the 

aspects included in this cluster do not necessarily correspond to actual Icelandic national 

culture. For example, according to Hofstede’s studies, Iceland is similar to Finland in 

most dimensions apart from masculinity, and it is dissimilar from both Denmark and 

Sweden in almost all dimensions. Thus, it is important to note that Iceland cannot simply 

automatically be grouped within the category of other Nordic countries in terms of 

national culture. In addition to this, the GLOBE Project itself also comes with several 

theoretical limitations that in fact apply across the board to theoretical models of national 

culture. The GLOBE Project has specifically been criticised for its “negative correlations 

between ‘values’ and ‘practices’” (Hofstede, 2006, & Javidan et al., 2006, in Sasaki & 

Yoshikawa, 2014, p. 456). Moreover, the current approaches to cultural studies (including 

Hofstede’s studies, the GLOBE Project and others) have received widespread criticism 

for their strong focus on values (thus neglecting aspects such as practices and artifacts), 

their assumption of stability throughout time (thus ignoring the possibility of change in 

culture, particularly on the surface level), their assumption of the monolithic nature of 



Andreas Persson Master’s Thesis – MSc Business Management Due 15/09/2021 

 75 

national culture (thus overlooking intra-national diversity), and finally for their single 

level of analysis which in turn overlooks interactions between different levels of culture 

(Sasaki & Yoshikawa, 2014). Summarising the various criticisms of contemporary 

approaches to cultural studies in an international business context, Moore (2020, p. 2) 

states that more recent works within cross-cultural research have attempted to shift the 

focus away from just national culture and instead consider “situations in which local or 

regional cultures override national ‘norms’”, to account for “the ways in which national 

culture, as it manifests in individuals or organisations, can be affected by things like 

emotions..”, to consider “the ways in which national culture may change over time or be 

interpreted according to particular social contexts”, and finally also take into account “the 

complicating effects of globalisation”. Future research should seek to explain differences 

in Hofstede’s model of Icelandic national culture and the GLOBE Project’s Nordic 

Europe cluster, to assess potential overlaps and differences – for example, the most 

obvious contradiction was the finding that Icelandic nationals tend to be highly assertive, 

despite this not being the case in the Nordic Europe cluster. In addition to this, future 

research should also expand upon the findings from this study by addressing things such 

as co-cultures within Icelandic national culture, as well as the dynamics that cultural 

differences within the same workplace can bring to the table. Finally, future research 

should address the importance of differentiation between in-group and institutional 

collectivism, which could potentially explain the research findings’ partial support given 

to Schneider’s correlative theory.  

 

Thirdly, strategic management as a field within business theory is still relatively young, 

and it has and is still undergoing many significant changes as time passes. With the large 

number of theoretical models within the field of strategic management, it is therefore 

important to note that the ones chosen in undertaking this study are not necessarily the 

most appropriate for the context. For example, Kaplan & Norton’s Closed-Loop 

Management System model was not originally developed for public sector organisations, 

and as a result thereof, several steps within the framework should be adjusted accordingly 

– an example of this being the adjustment of the Porter’s Five Forces model during the 

analytical phase to include political forces as a significant component (Vining, 2011). 

Indeed, many of the frameworks underpinning this study’s literature review are from the 

older school of strategic management and widely regarded as classic theories, but it is 

critical to note that these could therefore also be significantly dated, as strategy and 
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strategic management are fields that change rapidly in today’s increasingly dynamic and 

volatile business environment. Instead, future research should seek to consider newer 

strategic management schools of thought, including Behavioural Strategy, Micro-

foundations, Austrian Economics and Entrepreneurship-based theoretical models 

(Guerras-Martín et al., 2014). In addition to this, future research should also seek to 

appropriately build onto the cross-cultural strategic management context by considering 

the important context of the public sector’s unique characteristics.  

 

Lastly, the concept of strategic procurement as well as the procurement field itself also 

come with several limitations. Ellram & Carr (2006, p. 9) noted that “the basic managerial 

problem is that the purchasing function has the ability to influence corporate profitability 

only when it is operating at a strategic level in the firm,” which thus highlights the 

importance of strategic procurement. Despite this, they also found that in the literature, 

the theoretical development and evolution of the strategic procurement field has been 

slow. They stated that “much of the research completed in this area is either conceptual 

in nature or is based on a small number of case studies…”, and that “most (of the studies) 

do not report the use of statistical analysis to support the findings of the research” (Ellram 

& Carr, 2006, p. 9). In addition to this, White et al. (2016, p. 286) found that “despite the 

increasing recognition of the need to develop a strategic approach to procurement, 

academic focus has been largely based on studies of the private sector”, while 

simultaneously recognising that the development of “an effective and strategic 

procurement function is increasingly becoming a priority for managers who recognise 

that it has a definitive role in the ultimate success of the public sector.” Therefore, future 

research in this field should seek to include a larger number of case studies, as well as 

other, more quantitative methods including statistical analysis, to advance the academic 

field of strategic procurement. In addition to this, future research should be carried out in 

other public sector institutions, not just in Iceland but across the globe, to fill the gap in 

public sector procurement literature. Finally, in relation to this notion of the importance 

of international business dynamics, future research should seek to also include the 

concept of “global sourcing”, which includes the global management of logistics, R&D, 

manufacturing and marketing as part of an overall global supply chain strategy (Kotabe 

& Murray, 2018). This is due to the fact “academics and consulting companies have 

advocated global sourcing as one of the key drivers of superior corporate strategy that has 

a direct impact on marketing performance, including market share, product quality, 
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customer satisfaction, etc.” (Kotabe & Murray, 2018, p. 365). Future research should 

particularly emphasise this concept in the context of public sector procurement and 

government institutions in general.  

 

5.7 Practical implications 
 

Firstly, managers should pay close attention to the variety of factors that respondents 

highlighted to be hindering the shift towards strategic procurement. In terms of internal 

processes, Ríkiskaup needs to drastically reduce its process and system complexity by 

investing in data management software and updating the tools and models in use by 

employees, which in turn will lead to more project proactivity and less employee burnout. 

In addition to this, the organisation needs to put in an effort to increase cross-functional 

team-working and eliminate ‘silos’, which can be done with organisational restructuring 

and better division of labour. Lastly, the organisation needs to improve its internal 

transparency with increased horizontal and vertical communication as well as more 

employee participation in decision-making, and it needs to increase its external 

transparency by investing in its digital systems and interfaces, thus allowing all the 

organisation’s stakeholders to access critical data including tenders and contracts with 

ease.  

 

In terms of strategic management, Ríkiskaup’s managers should seek to adhere to a clear 

and comprehensive model that includes strategic analysis, planning, formulation and 

implementation phases. This also involves the development of a strategic roadmap that 

allows for the visualisation of critical goals and strategic initiatives as part of the long-

term vision. It is important to note that this can only be achieved with a strong executive 

management team that receives continuous input from employees at all levels of the 

organisation, and that then clearly communicates downwards the progress made in the 

form of large achievements and important milestones reached. Moreover, to facilitate a 

smooth and effective shift towards strategic procurement processes, Ríkiskaup should 

seek to have a dedicated strategic procurement team that is properly trained in all 

necessary procedures and tools (such as Category Management systems, Total Cost of 

Ownership tools, etc.) and that works cross-functionally with the other departments 

within the organisation.  
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In terms of human capital, Ríkiskaup should seek to implement Balanced Scorecards or 

other KPI-based measurements that allow managers and employees alike to keep track of 

progress made. This, in turn, will increase the motivation of employees to go through 

with all the initiatives necessary to achieve the organisation’s strategic vision, and it will 

likewise alleviate much political pressure from higher governmental units as it 

demonstrates how Ríkiskaup is effectively and efficiently handling its transformation 

process and achieving its goals. Finally, an increased focus on the human capital will 

allow the organisation to compensate for the previous brain drain as Ríkiskaup gradually 

becomes a more desirable workplace and begins to stands out, not just in the Icelandic 

public sector, but in the country as a whole - as it becomes a best practice case in how to 

undergo a drastic organisational restructuring, culture shift and overall business 

transformation with the overarching goal of creating more public value for all of Iceland’s 

citizens.  

 

Secondly, since Icelandic national culture was found to affect the organisation’s 

employees in their daily working life, and since there was established a link between these 

cultural values and the nature of strategic management processes within Ríkiskaup, it is 

recommended that the organisation pays attention to how these cultural values affect the 

on-going transformation process as strategic management is implemented in the 

organisation. Notably, this will involve managers making significant efforts to 

appropriately balance consensus-based, participative decision-making processes with the 

firm, systematic procedures that are necessary for effective strategy implementation in 

this context. 

 

Lastly, it is recommended that Ríkiskaup seeks to eventually increase its efforts to co-

operate with public procurement entities in other countries including Denmark, Sweden, 

Norway and Germany, where there are countless examples of the ways in which strategic 

management tools can drastically increase value creation within the whole public sector 

because of the large potential scale that public procurement functions have by nature. For 

example, Ríkiskaup should look to Sweden for Category Management expertise, to 

Norway for innovative initiatives, to Denmark for digitalisation and professionalisation 

efforts, and to Germany and Finland for ways to effectively deal with stakeholders 

ranging from government and policymakers to suppliers and civil society organisations. 

Done properly, Ríkiskaup can then appropriately scale its organisation, tap into the large 
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unrealised potential for increasing efficiency and public value creation, and become a 

frontrunner for all public institutions and private sector companies in Iceland. 

 

6. Conclusion  
 

Having analysed and discussed the research findings, several conclusions were drawn 

based on the research questions underpinning the study. Firstly, based on respondents’ 

opinions and answers regarding the current operations of the organisation, Ríkiskaup was 

found to be in the early stages of strategic management processes, placing the agency in 

a low-to-medium position in terms of how strategic the current state is. Ríkiskaup was 

found to be relatively strategic and professional in terms of many of its actual 

procurement procedures, yet it was found to still be in the early identification and analysis 

stages of Bryson’s Strategic Management Model and Kaplan & Norton’s Closed-Loop 

Management System. This is despite respondents reaching consensus that the strategic 

thinking, vision and direction are all in place, and it is since the organisation is still heavily 

lacking comprehensiveness and transparency in terms of the actual execution of said 

strategic plans. Thus, the primary focus of Ríkiskaup’s current operations is to build a 

solid foundation for its shift towards strategic procurement processes by consolidating its 

internal systems and processes to allow for extensive internal and external analysis, 

eventually leading to systematic strategic planning, formulation and implementation.  

 

Secondly, Icelandic national culture was, except for a few outlier respondents, found to 

be one that prefers small power distances, has mixed tolerance for risk and uncertainty, 

tends to be more individualist in its in-group relations yet collectivist in terms of its 

societal institutions, values generosity, altruism as well as high performance, and is also 

highly assertive both in terms of people’s personal and professional lives. Overall, with 

the caveat that other unexplored factors such as organisational culture and individual 

personality differences could potentially have significant weight, there was found to be a 

correlation between Iceland’s less hierarchical, more individualist and assertive culture 

and a general preference for a strategic management process that is implemented in a 

bottom-up, consensus-based manner – this is only partially consistent with existing 

literature about this correlative effect because this conclusion comes with the note in mind 

that respondents agree that this type of strategy implementation cannot be realised in its 
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pure form due to Iceland’s individualist tendencies, and that there needs to be a certain 

level of power distance and systematic division of responsibility in order for it to work in 

an Icelandic context.  

 

Thirdly, it can be concluded that there are several categories of factors that have and are 

currently hindering Ríkiskaup from shifting towards strategic procurement. Respondents 

highlighted a variety of internal process factors that Ríkiskaup needs to tackle to facilitate 

strategic procurement, including cross-functional team-working, data management, 

project management, communication and internal & external transparency. Overall, these 

variables correspond to the pre-requisite factors for strategic procurement that were 

identified in the literature review, thus reflecting the importance of taking care of an 

organisation’s inner workings on a day-to-day, operational basis to build a solid 

foundation for the development and implementation of broader strategic initiatives. In 

terms of these long-term strategic management factors, respondents also highlighted the 

need for a clear, comprehensive process backed by robust executive management and a 

dedicated strategic procurement team. This, coupled with widespread participation from 

employees at all levels of the organisation, will allow Ríkiskaup to perform extensive 

internal and external analysis, eventually leading to strategy formulation, 

implementation, monitoring and continuous review, thus consistent with existing 

literature with regards to the inherent need for strong executive management and having 

a clear strategic vision and direction that is visible and accessible to all employees. 

Finally, many respondents highlighted the importance of the human capital factor, in 

terms of the need to put more emphasis on progress measurements, training and expertise 

management to foster employee motivation and support for the strategic transformation, 

as well as the need to properly deal with political pressure and government resistance.  

Once again, all these factors correspond to issues identified in existing literature, and so 

do respondents’ comparison of Ríkiskaup to its Northern European peers, where the 

organisation was found to be generally lacking in terms of strategic procurement 

measures yet on par with its peers in terms of professionalism and actual procurement 

procedures. Concluding from this, respondents found that Ríkiskaup should first build a 

foundation based on tackling the three categories of factors, and then subsequently 

increase its efforts to co-operate internationally with other agencies to learn from their 

best practices and accordingly adapt from for an Icelandic context.  
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Finally, it can be concluded that strategic management tools have the potential to increase 

the overall efficiency and value creation potential within not just Ríkiskaup, but the entire 

Icelandic public sector. Respondents agreed on the overall rationale behind a shift 

towards strategic management processes, citing the notion that by doing so, the Icelandic 

public sector can manage to become more efficient and thus save taxpayer money. In 

addition to this, respondents noted that due to the large potential scale of public 

procurement, Ríkiskaup can realistically become a front-runner for strategic management 

initiatives in the Icelandic public sector, eventually becoming a best practice case for not 

just public institutions but also private sector firms in Iceland. This, in turn, has the 

potential to drastically transform the organisation’s reputation for the better, leading to 

the agency becoming a more desirable workplace, and one that appropriately takes 

advantage of the vast opportunities that it is provided with. In terms of how strategic 

management can practically transform the Icelandic public sector, respondents 

highlighted several different tools including performance measurements, internal & 

external transparency, strategic mapping & analysis, Category Management and other 

practical tools based in the fields of strategic procurement, supply chain and innovation 

management. In conclusion, all respondents found that if strategic management is 

properly implemented within Ríkiskaup, this experimental transformation administered 

by the Icelandic Ministry of Finance can potentially demonstrate an important example 

for the rest of the Icelandic public sector, becoming a lesson in how being more strategic 

can lead to more efficiency and overall public value creation. 
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Appendices 
 

Appendix 1: Interview guide 
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Appendix 2: Information sheet 
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Appendix 3: Consent sheet 
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