
M
A
G
IS
T
E
R
U
PPSA

T
S

Master's Programme in Strategic Management (60 credits)

Competitive Advantage within Accounting Firms

A framework of how managers create competitive
advantage through their organizational resources
and competitive strategy.

Caroline Rosenblad Grönlund och Lejla Poricanin

Business Administration 15 credits

Halmstad 2015-09-18



 
 

 

Acknowledgements	  
	  
It has been a journey to write this thesis, a process that we have engaged time and effort in. 
This master thesis was written at Halmstad University in the year of 2015. During the time 
we have gained wisdom not only about our subject we have studied, but also about 
ourselves. We would like to thank everyone that have been involved in the thesis process, 
that have given us advises and constructive critic. We would also like to dedicate special 
thanks to our supervisor Pia Ulvenblad and to our examiner, Anders Billström that have 
provided us with helpful feedback during our planning seminars. Further, special thanks to 
the opponents, who gave interesting and helpful perspectives during the planning seminars.  
We would like to thank the respondents that have been participating in our study, who have 
agreed to do interviews and provided us with helpful information and interesting 
perceptions about the topic. It was thanks to them the empirical evidence was possible to be 
collected.  
 
What is presented below is the finished product of hard work, with both ups and downs. 
That’s why we would like to give a special thanks to our family and friends that have 
supported us during this journey.  
 
Hope you will enjoy the reading. 
Halmstad 19th of May, 2015.  
	  
	  	  
________________________	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  ____________________________________	  	  
Lejla Poricanin                                                                   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Caroline Rosenblad Grönlund                                                                                                                           	  
  



	  
	  

 
 

Abstract	  
Accounting firms are facing changes, where a reconstruction from mainly offering auditing 
has changed to now offering more consulting services. Another change within the 
accounting industry is the technological developments, as systems and programs, which 
have an essential role in the process and value creation. This results in that it has become 
crucial to understand these changes as competition becomes broader. To outperform 
competitors, a valuable attribute as competitive advantage needs to be developed. The 
underlying sources and relation to competitive advantage is) a firms resources such as core 
competences, as well as a competitive strategy with a low cost or differentiation market. 
There has been conducted little research on how managers operating within accounting 
firms could work with organizational resources and choose a beneficial competitive 
strategy to create a competitive advantage. This has led to the development of this thesis 
research question:  
 
How do managers operating within accounting firms create a competitive advantage based 

on their organizational resources and competitive strategy? 
 

The purpose of this study is to investigate and increase the understanding on competitive 
advantage within accounting firms. A developed framework on how managers do use 
competitive strategy and organizational resources to create a competitive advantage has 
filled the gap of knowledge. This study is based upon a qualitative research with an 
abductive methodology approach. In this study, six interviews have been conducted with 
six Swedish accounting firms. The study shows that the main resource within an 
accounting firm is the employees and the competence they possess. Results show that 
managers use their organizational resources (competences) to differentiate, as well as they 
use organizational resources (networks) to analyze the external environment. Finally, 
education and recruiting processes are used to maintain and develop these main 
organizational resources (employees).  
 
Keywords: Competitive advantage, Accounting firms, Managers, Competitive strategy, 
Generic strategy, Organizational resources & Network.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction 
 
In this chapter, the settings of the problem of this thesis are theoretically presented in the 
problem background and discussion. The discussion has, by previous research and a 
presentation of a knowledge gap, been narrowed down to a research question followed with 
a presented purpose of this study. Further, delimitations of the study are given, and the 
study’s contribution is being explained.  Moreover, central definitions are being presented 
for the reader, which is followed through the study.  
 
! Problem Background 
! Problem Discussion, including research question 
! Purpose 
! Contribution 
! Delimitations 
! Central Definitions 
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1.	  Introduction	  
	  
  

	  1.1	  Problem	  Background	  
Accounting firms have an important role in todays society, and the accounting industry is 
developing rapidly where changes will become reality in a near future according to Kempe 
(2013). Firms within the accounting industry are facing many clear changes; a prime 
change is the transformation and reconstruction from mainly offering only auditing, to 
fields consisting of accounting and consulting. Results have shown a significant change 
where the consulting field will grow and become the most important area, while the 
auditing field will play a less meaningful role. The future brings more structural changes in 
the society, which in turn contributes to a new context and a more different future in 
contradiction to previous years for the accounting industry (Kempe, 2013). One of the 
structural changes is the technological development, such as new software and new 
programs, which has changed the content of the working process (Kempe, 2013; Mueller, 
Carter & Ross-Smith, 2011) Driving forces and the technological changes have an essential 
role and are determining in processes and value creation within the economy, that’s why 
Kempe (2013) explains that it is crucial for accounting firms to understand these changes.  
 
Reorganization and restructuring have become a fact for many organizations due to the 
ability to compete and in some cases to survive in a changing environment (McClelland, 
1994), which has led to pressure on organizational management when improving 
profitability while still consists cost (Mueller, Carter & Ross-Smith, 2011). Mueller et al. 
(2011) state that there is intensified pressure on accounting firms to restructure to be able to 
follow the changes. This pressure lies on the managers due to their responsibility to work 
strategically to ensure that personnel, competences and organization, work towards the set 
standards. Further, it is within the managers’ role to work with technological changes, 
systems and ethos to differentiate the accounting firm (Mueller et al. 2011). Horngren et al. 
(2014) explain that managers within accounting firms have a responsibility of deciding on 
strategies. Further, Mintzberg and Quinn (1992) clarifies that companies can anticipate 
changes in the environment by having a well-defined strategy.  
 
Connecting a company to its environment is according to Porter (2004) the principle of 
competitive strategy. Prahalad and Hamel (1990) discuss competitive strategy, which 
involves areas such as Porters five forces and the three generic strategies. When relating the 
environment with the company, is according to Porter (2004) possible to formulate a 
competitive strategy. Something that can change over time is according to Porter (1985) a 
firm’s competitive position and attractiveness within the industry. Further, a competitive 
strategy has the power to form an industry, so that it becomes less or more attractive. With 
the power of choosing a strategy, a firm can improve its position (Porter, 1985). 
Continuously, McClelland (1994) states that for a well-formulated competitive strategy, 
change is seen as a constant factor, where human resources set the base for failure or 
success. Parnell (2006) develops this further by discussing that competitive strategy, in his 
research, is consistent with the principles of the resource-based perspective. Inimitable and 
valuable resources are essential for most strategies that follow on the resource based 
perspective.  
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When choosing a good strategy within an accounting firm, it can result in a development of 
the firms’ resources, such as knowledge and competence. Kaiser and Ringlstetter (2011) 
further explain that the employees are seen as knowledge bearers, and are therefore an 
important resource. Kempe (2013) strengthens this by explaining that accounting firms 
most important competences and talents are their employees. Due to the high 
competitiveness on the market, Kaiser and Ringlstetter (2011) explain that recently, there 
has been a sign of a change in the accounting industry, which has made the resources 
within a firm very valuable. Barney (1991) continues to explain that when a firm has 
implemented a value creating strategy that has not been implemented by any potential and 
current competition, firms say they have competitive advantage. This is strengthened by 
O’Shannassv (2008) who states that competitive advantage is an important construct when 
formulating a strategy.  
 
To maintain and gain competitive advantage, Chang and Wang (2013) state that firms need 
to react and reply to the opportunities and avoid the threats in the external environment, 
with help from their internal strengths and weaknesses. Wang et al. (2011) state that it is 
reasonable for companies to understand the source of competitive advantage, to be able to 
identify their competitive advantage. The source of competitive advantage consists of 
firm’s capabilities, firm’s resources and market barriers and market position (Sigalas & 
Pekka Economou, 2013). Newbert (2008) further explains that a firm can attain 
competitive advantage if their resources are rare and valuable. Kempe (2013) explains that 
the competition is becoming broader for accounting firms, which means that a large 
number of international giants, medium-sized and small consulting firms will enter the 
market. This is supported by Kaiser and Ringlstetter (2011) who states that there are signs 
of a change within the accounting industry. Increasing market diversifications has lead to 
an increase of small and medium sized professional firms. Wang et al. (2011) further 
explain that in order to outperform competitors, organizations have to develop valuable 
attributes: a competitive advantage. 

1.2	  Problem	  Discussion	  
Previous research regarding the concept of creating competitive advantage has been 
processed by several authors; Sigalas and Pekka Economou (2013), Markides and 
Williamson (1994), Wang et al. (2011), Porter (1985), Yang (2015), Newbert (2008) and 
Prahalad and Hamel (1990). The research of Sigalas and Pekka Economou (2013) and 
Wang et al. (2011) have shown that there is a connection between organization resources, 
such as capabilities and core competences, towards competitive advantage. This is 
strengthened by Prahalad and Hamel (1990) who discuss the underlying source of 
competitive advantage; the managers ability to strengthen the broad service providing skills 
and technology, to apply them to the competences within the firm. Yang (2015) develops 
this further by discussing the impact of a firm’s internal environment, the resources, as a 
driver for competitive advantage. Newbert (2008) supports this by clarifying that firms that 
have implemented a resource-based strategy can comprehend a competitive advantage. 
Markides and Williamson (1994) have in their research discussed sources of competitive 
advantage such as delivering benefits for clients, by harnessing the drivers of cost and 
differentiation in their specific industry. The starting point of creating a competitive 
advantage is according to Porter (1985) a competitive strategy. However, to be able to gain 
and sustain competitive advantage, there are two out of three generic strategies Porter 
(1985) claims are suitable; differentiation strategy or an overall cost leadership position.  
 
Studying research of competitive advantage related to our context, accounting firms, has 
shown that knowledge, and how the knowledge is handle within professional service firms 
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(accounting firms), is a source of competitive advantage (Weiss, 1999). Ofek and Sarvary 
(2001) has discussed that many professional service firms has introduced knowledge 
management, in the process of creating competitive advantage. Knowledge management is 
seen as a role to create value and quality in the services that are provided to the customers. 
Martinette, Obenchain-Leeson, Gomez and Webb (2014) on the other hand, have studied 
the relationship between business performance, learning orientation and the moderating 
effect of competitive advantage within accounting firms. Results are proven that learning 
orientation have a significant relationship towards competitive advantage, which means 
that when learning orientation increases within accounting firms, so will even scores of 
competitive advantage increase. Results that prove a significant relationship between 
learning orientation and competitive advantage does not correspond to other previous 
studies that Martinette et al. (2014) have conducted. Martinette et al. (2014) argue that this 
could mean that accounting firms have a different perspective on what a competitive 
advantage in their specific market means.  
 
Research narrowly related to the theme of this study, has shown that professional service 
firms, accounting firms, are according to Løwendahl (2005) driven by opportunities that 
are based on the collaboration between clients with problems, and employees with 
knowledge to solve them. Løwendahl (2005) states that a stable strategy is important for 
professional service firms, and the main responsibility for controlling these strategies is a 
management focus. Within accounting firms, it is essential to have a strategy that is 
responsive and flexible towards the client need. This is supported by Kaiser and 
Ringlstetter (2011) who state that a common strategy for accounting firms is to strengthen 
the core business. Furthermore, a good strategy for these firms can help improve the use of 
resources such as competences and knowledge. Kempe (2013) proves that accounting firms 
most valuable resource is their employees. There is nevertheless a concern that the most 
competent individuals within accounting firms may not stay, due to the technological 
development, such as computer software or systems that can easily replace them. Kempe 
(2013) further claims that it has become hard to maintain and develop these competent 
employees. This has resulted in a larger need to differentiate and increase productivity 
towards customers and personnel. Accounting firms are developing toward a 
differentiation, which has become necessary due to the transformation and reconstruction 
of the industry, as well as the high competition (Kempe, 2013). Løwendahl (2005) 
strengthen this by stating that the primary strategic resource for professional service firms 
is the competence-resources. However, the resources are being developed through new 
clients and delivered services, which lead to a crucial factor of a coordinated strategy. If a 
firm fails to coordinate its strategy, it is unlikely that they develop a competitive advantage 
(ibid). 	  
 
Nevertheless, Kaiser and Ringlstetter (2011) and Løwendahl (2005) has studied this theme 
thoroughly and close related to our research question, where areas as management, strategy 
and organizational resources has been studied within accounting firms. The important 
factor to maintain and develop resources is discussed to be able to create a competitive 
advantage; nonetheless, a concept of how to maintain the resources has not been clarified in 
the discussion. Furthermore, Reihlen and Werr (2012) explain that there are little research 
regarding managers within accounting firms and competitive strategy. Further, it is 
explained that there are limited research regarding strategic management of professional 
service firms, and very little is written on competitive strategy and management in that 
context. There has been conducted little research of how managers operating within 
accounting firms could work with, develop and maintaining their resources and at the same 
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time choose a beneficial competitive strategy, to create a competitive advantage, which has 
lead us to a gap of knowledge: 

 
How do managers operating within accounting firms create a competitive advantage based 

on their organizational resources and competitive strategy? 
 

1.3	  Purpose	  	  
The purpose of this study is to investigate and increase the understanding on competitive 
advantage within accounting firms. The study aims to fill the gap of knowledge in order to 
develop a framework on how managers do use organizational resources and competitive 
strategy to create competitive advantage. The gap of knowledge is based on the little 
findings of how managers within accounting firms successfully can work with, and 
maintain, resources, and parallel decide on a beneficial competitive strategy, in order to 
create a competitive advantage.  

1.4	  Contribution	  
This study will be beneficial for managers who operate within accounting firms, since it 
will provide a framework of how managers within accounting firms beneficially can work 
with resources and competitive strategy, to create a competitive advantage. Its contribution 
is mainly based upon the changes of the industry, which Kempe (2013) explains results in a 
need for accounting firms to differentiate, and the importance of maintaining competent 
employees is crucial. With the development of a framework, this study will also 
theoretically contribute with a greater understanding of the connection between competitive 
strategy and resources within accounting firms. This study will also be beneficial for future 
research as it contribute to a greater understanding on the manager’s role in the process of 
creating competitive advantage.  

1.5	  Delimitations	  
In this study, focus will only be held on the accounting industry and the organizational 
resources, and competitive strategy when referring to competitive advantage. Other 
influencing factors of competitive advantage will not be highlighted in this study.  
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1.7	  Central	  Definitions	  
Accounting Firms: In this study, “accounting firms” will also be referred to as 
“professional service firms”.  
Manager: Managers are an important strength within an organization (Barney, 1997), as 
they have a role within the decision making process and/or a responsibility of formulating 
strategies (Mintzberg, 1989). Managers have a responsibility to assemble internal resources 
and analyze the firms environment (Barney, 1997), though they are seen as the central of 
information-flows (Mintzberg, 1989; Aheame, Lam & Kraus, 2014). Therefore, in this 
thesis, the definition of managers will be based upon Mintzberg’s (1989) definition: a 
manager is a person who is in charge of an organization, or a subunit within an 
organization, where he/she has a decision-making role for the organization or subunit, due 
to their ability to gather internal and external information.  
Competitive strategy: Competitive strategy is defined as a framework providing firms to 
modify and improve their competitive position (Porter, 1985;2004). Porter (2004) further 
explains that a competitive strategy’s core discipline is its focus on strategic positioning 
and competitor analysis. A competitive strategy provide an understanding of the underlying 
forces of competition in the industry, which in turn reveals the proportions of change that 
will be of importance. McClelland (1994) strengthens this by stating that to be able to 
anticipate changes, it has become essential for organizations to formulate and implement 
competitive strategy. The competitive forces are a starting point and a framework of a 
competitive strategy and the generic strategies are the second and most central step in 
competitive strategy (Porter, 1985;2004). In this study, competitive strategy will be defined 
by Porters (1985;2004) explanation of the three generic strategies, differentiation,  cost-
leadership and focus, which is presented below. Further, Porters five forces will contribute 
with background information of the importance of analyzing the external environment, 
which is a part of competitive strategy. 
The differentiation strategy: A differentiation strategy means that a firm offers, industry-
wide, a differentiated product or service, where the customers experience uniqueness 
(Porter, 2004). The overall cost leadership strategy: The purpose of an overall cost 
leadership strategy is to achieve a low cost position, by working with cost minimization 
and overall cost control (Porter, 2004). The focus strategy’s main purpose is to reach out to 
a specific target group or segment. A focus strategy could either be a focus/differentiation 
strategy, where meeting the customers demands/needs in a particular target group or a 
focus/ overall cost leadership strategy, where serving a specific target with a lower cost 
(Porter, 2004). 
Organizational resources: A firm’s resources could according to Barney (1997) be assets, 
knowledge, competences, capabilities, information and organizational processes. In this 
study, organizational resources are defined as competences (Barney, 1997; Prahalad & 
Hamel, 1990). A competence is defined as knowledge and specialized skills within an 
organization (Long & Vickers-Koch, 1995; Prahalad & Hamel, 1990; Yang, 2015), 
experience and technique that an organization possesses (Prahalad & Hamel, 1990). 
Therefore, resources in this study are defined as organizations competences.  
Network: A network is seen as both an internal and external resource (Awuah & 
Gebrekidan, 2008), whereas it is seen as internal due to managers’ social capital, where 
they through network can gain external information (Aheame, Lam & Kraus, 2014). In this 
study, a network is referred to as an organizational (internal) resource.  
Competitive advantage: In this study, the main parts from Sigalas & Pekka Economou 
(2013) definition is applied: sources of competitive advantage are a firm’s resources, 
market barriers and market position. The resources should be rare, valuable an inimitable 
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(Barney, 1991). Further, competitive advantage is defined as how firms actually practice 
the generic strategies (Porter, 2008). The basis for this is the value a firm is able to produce 
for its customers, which results in that a competitive advantage becomes the core of how 
firms act on a competitive market (Porter, 2008).  Sigalas & Pekka Economou (2013) 
further define a competitive advantage as a set of values, where a firm need to deliver a set 
of customer benefits to gain competitive advantage.  
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Chapter 2. Theoretical Framework 
 
In this chapter, the theoretical framework of this study is being presented. The theoretical 
framework will provide the reader with an understanding of the themes, and what areas that 
are included in the themes, within this study. The main themes in this study, in the context 
of accounting firms, are: competitive strategy, organizational resources and competitive 
advantage.  A chapter of managers role is included to give the reader an understanding of 
managers role in businesses, where management within accounting firms are discusses. The 
managers’ role is later on connected to Strategies, whereas a section has been included 
where strategy, long- and short-term, is discussed. This is to increase the readers 
understanding of strategies in general, to better follow the analysis.  The theme competitive 
strategy includes areas as the Porters five forces and the three generic strategies, where 
analysis of the external environment, and the choice and position of a good generic strategy 
is connected. These areas discuss the most relevant parts related to the theme. Further, 
organizational resources are the next presented theme. Within this theme, resources such 
as core competences are presented, as-well as the importance of networking. Since the 
main source of competitive advantage is the firm’s resources, market barriers and market 
position (Sigalas & Pekka Economou, 2013), the theme competitive advantage is presented 
after. Finally, a conceptual model for the analysis is presented. 
 
The theoretical framework will show the reader how all of these themes can be connected, 
in theory, in the process of creating a competitive advantage. 
 

! Management 
! Strategy 
-‐ Short term and Long-term strategies  
! Competitive strategy 
-‐ Porters five forces 
-‐ Generic strategies 
! Organizational resources 
-‐ Core competences 
-‐ Network 
! Competitive Advantage 
! Conceptual Model 
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2.	  Theoretical	  Framework	  	  
  	  

2.1	  	  Managers	  role	  
A manager is a person that is in charge of an organization or one of his or her subunits, due 
to their access to information. Mintzberg (1989) further explains that information 
manager’s access can result in the ability to enable strategies and decisions. However, 
when identifying manager’s job, different roles and behaviors needs to be taken in to 
consideration. What makes managers know more than its subordinates, is their 
interpersonal contacts, such as networks. Managers are seen as the center of information 
flows. Due to their full and current information, managers can make decisions that 
determine a firms strategy (Mintzberg, 1989). 
 
A manager contribute with a significant cognitive role in organizations, due to their ability 
to understand the firm’s environment and be able to deliver information regarding the 
environment to other participants within the organization (Florén, 2005).  Barney (1997) 
states that quality managers have been seen as organizational strength as the managers had 
a responsibility to understanding a firm’s strengths and weaknesses and at the same time 
analyzing the firm’s environment (Barney, 1997). Managers need according to Barney 
(1997) be able to manage to assemble internal resources to any possible growth 
opportunity. Managers’ ability to define the environment and further negotiate to others 
participants within the firm comes from their ability of making strategic decisions and 
shaping strategic positions for the firm (Aheame et al. 2014). Due to signs of changes 
within the accounting industry, Kaiser and Ringlstetter (2011) explain that managers within 
these firms are facing increased management practices, such as changes in the structure of 
the firm. Within this, Løwendahl (2005) mean that the managerial competence within 
accounting firms is of important. This is due to the fact that managers need to consist 
competences within the following areas; recruitment, motivating employees and allocating 
the employees competences. Within these areas, a manager needs to understand how to 
share, create new and develop competences (ibid). 
 
A strategy cannot be created by itself, a strategy is in need of people and especially 
managers that can implement and decide strategies (Johnsson, Scholes & Whittington, 
2008). Manager’s ability to identify factors that can be beneficial for the firm could be 
adaptive when implementing a strategy (Aheame et al. 2014). Barney (1997) describes that 
managers have an impact on the firm’s performance as they make the decisions and as they 
have a responsibility of choosing strategies that maximize the value of a firm. Mintzberg 
(1989) claims that managers have an essential role in the decision-making process for his 
or her units, because of their gathered information. Where Aheame et al. (2014) explain 
that a managers strong information capital and reputational social capital can contribute to 
a higher level when implementing strategies and even reach a higher level of performance. 
 
In large and small firms there is a difference between manager’s interactions and behaviors 
(Florén, 2005). Florén (2005) further explains that it is proven that managers have a greater 
role in small firms, as they tend to be more themselves and have a closer connection with 
their personnel. That’s why managers in small firms are of importance due to their impact 
on organizational structure. On the contrary, Barney (1997) claims that managers can be 
seen as an important strength within an organization and that managers with different skills 
and styles are proven to be effective in all forms of firms.  
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McClelland (1994) clarifies that a strategic development of management will even 
contribute to an understanding the importance of placing the right people in crucial 
positions, so that employees in crises have a closer attention to the managers with the right 
skill. Organizations that consider management development as a part of their competitive 
strategy formulation have found it to be valuable for them when gaining competitive 
advantage. However, there are still many organizations that do not consider management 
development as of importance when formulating their strategy (McClelland, 1994). 
 
Within accounting firms, Kaiser and Ringlstetter (2011) explain that the managers need to 
understand the importance of quality within the services they provide, as well as the 
knowledge the firm possesses. These factors are crucial for success on a highly competitive 
market. A manager also needs to be innovative within professional service firms, since it is 
the innovation of the firm that provides market shares. Kaiser and Ringlstetter (2011) 
continue to explain that it is the managers’ task within accounting firms to manage the 
professionals within the firm, where the objective is to reserve competent and committed 
employees. Horngren et.al. (2014) explain that managers operating within accounting firms 
can use management accounting to communicate, decide and implement strategies within a 
firm. Management accounting is described to measure, analyze and report non-financial 
and financial information. This information is used in the decision process of a manager, 
when deciding on strategies that are in line with the organizations goal. Horngren et.al 
(2014) continue to explain that it is the manager’s responsibility to decide on which 
strategy to follow.  

	  
2.2	  Strategy	  
It is impossible to simply rely on one definition of the word strategy, Mintzberg and Quinn 
(1992) further explain that the most common definition of a strategy is a plan. Further, 
Mintzberg and Quinn (1992) describe that strategy can be seen as an action plan or 
guidelines, to be able to handle certain situations. By referring to strategies according to 
Mintzberg and Quinn (1992), it can be looked upon with mainly two essential 
characteristics; strategies are made in advance of the actions, and they are developed 
purposefully. Casadesus-Masanell and Ricart (2010) develop this further and suggests that 
a strategy can be explained as a plan of different actions to achieve a set goal.  
 
When conducting a strategy, it is of importance according to Phillips (2011), and useful, to 
understand the context. External forces can affect all aspects of a strategic assessment. 
Verbeke (2013) supports this and clarifies that business strategy can be explained by a 
matching of internal strengths, in relation to the competitors, with opportunities and 
challenges in the external environment. Phillips (2011) continues to explain that it is also of 
importance to consider the organizations mission and core values. These aspects will give a 
hint of where the organization is now, which is important to reflect upon when formulating 
a strategy. Mintzberg and Quinn (1992) explain that a well-defined strategy will help the 
organization to allocate their resources and competences. A well defined strategy can also 
help an organization to anticipate changes in the environment. Horngren et.al (2014) 
develop this further by explaining that a strategy refers to how the firm chooses to match its 
capabilities with the external opportunities on the market. Further, a firms strategy also 
describes which opportunities or opening that the manager of the firm seeks, and later on 
pursues (ibid).  
 
Manager’s responsibility is to create a clear pattern in decisions, enhancing strategic focus 
and controlling the development of strategies while at the same time build a vision and 
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highlighting a common goal. However, Løwendahl (2005) further states that this is not 
always an easy task, as a strategy needs to be responsive and flexible towards the 
customer’s goals. A common goal and priorities are essential to achieve a strategic focus, 
especially when accumulating and utilizing resources. When referring to professional 
service firms, is a strategy consisting of a common vision, set of priorities and clear goals. 
Kaiser and Ringlstetter (2011) explain that accounting firms has different options for the 
strategic development within the firm. One strategy that is common within accounting 
firms is to strengthen the core business, with a more open and international orientation, 
based on diversification. Kaiser and Ringlstetter (2011) clarify that the choice of a good 
strategy within a professional service firm can develop and improve the firm’s use of 
resources such as competence and knowledge.  

2.2.1	  Short	  term-‐	  and	  Long-‐term	  strategies	  
An organization’s strategic plan has to be developed throughout the firm, therefore; a long-
term strategic plan can often be divided into smaller sub-goals, which are reached through 
short-term strategies. The goal of the long-term strategy is seen in the sub-strategies (Ward, 
2011). Casadesus-Masanell & Ricart (2010) explain that it is necessary for an organization 
to consider the local market when conducting short-term strategies. Bruynseels and 
Willekens (2012) explain that most short-term strategies are focused at financial 
performances, for example cash flow. They continue to explain that financial performance 
strategies are in need of a supporting long-term strategy. Løwendahl (2005) further state 
that many firms, due to a competitive situation, evolves in ad hoc strategies.  
 
A long-term strategy does according to Segal-Horn (1998) rest upon the organizations 
resources. To ensure that the resources becomes the foundation for an organizations long-
term strategy, it essential that the internal resources and capabilities can stipulate a basis for 
a strategy. It is also essential that the resources serve as a primary source of profit (Segal-
Horn, 1998). Long-term strategies mainly concern diversification of services and products, 
differentiation for the company and how to allocate resources (Johnson et al., 2008). 
Johnson et al. (2008) develop this further by explaining that strategy is a long-term 
direction for an organization.  
 
The relevant long-term strategies will according to Ward (2011) be implemented in a 
continually changing environment. Ward (2011) also describes that these types of strategies 
needs to have an implementation plan, and the full plan and process of formulating, 
deciding and implementing is referred to as: strategic management. Strategic management 
is the full process of implementing the strategies that has been decided on (Ward, 2011). 
Even though a strategy is well defined and that the manager takes consideration to the 
vision, mission and resources, it is still uncertain (Johnson et al. 2008). Casadesus-
Masanell and Ricart (2010) explain that a long-term strategy should therefore include 
calculations such as environmental changes, due to the futures uncertainty (ibid).  

2.3	  Competitive	  Strategy	  
Relating a firm to its environment, where Porter (2004) states is the industry where the firm 
competes in, is essential when formulating a competitive strategy.  A competitive strategy 
are initiated by organizations since it will predict change instead of waiting for change to 
occur. Porter (1985) further explains that by having a competitive strategy, firms will 
manage to find a competitive position in the industry that is profitable and sustainable. 
McClelland (1994) justifies that the difficulties with working with anticipate change, with 
limited resources, has made it essential for organizations to implement and formulate 
competitive strategies. McClelland (1994) states that a well- designed competitive strategy 
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sees change as a constant variable and human resources as a ground to success or failure. 
Porter (1985) states that a competitive position and industry attractiveness is something that 
can change over time, however, he further states that a competitive strategy has the power 
to shape industry to be more or less attractive and with power of choosing a strategy, a firm 
could improve its position (ibid).    

2.3.1	  Porters	  five	  forces.	  	  
When formulating a strategy and determine the profitability of the industry, the strongest 
competitive force/forces becomes the most important (Porter, 2008). The competitive 
forces are according to Porter (1985) the framework of competitive strategy, which in turn 
is the starting point of creating and sustaining competitive advantage. Understanding the 
rules of competition that defines the industry attractiveness is an essential role to be able to 
cope and change them for the firms favor (Porter, 1985). Porter (1985) further explains that 
five competitive forces shape competition in any industry: rivalry among existing 
competitors, threat of substitutes, threat of entry of new competitors, the barging power of 
suppliers and buyers. Porter (2004) develop this by stating that when a company has 
analyzed all the five competitive forces, they need to compare and set their strengths and 
weaknesses against the industry to create a defendable position against the five competitive 
forces (Porter, 2004).  Porter (2008) claims that the five competitive forces and its contents 
is a valuable starting point for companies when formulating a strategy. 
 
To better understand the structure of your industry, and to choose a position that is less 
vulnerable and more profitable to attack, Porter (2008) states that an awareness of the five 
competitive forces could become helpful for companies. Managers have a tendency to 
define competition too narrowly as they often and only focus on established industry rivals. 
Porter (2004) explains that competition in an industry is more than the behavior from 
current competitors, it is beyond that and is more rooted in the underlying economic 
structure. Porter (2008) claims that customers, suppliers, substitute products and potential 
entrants are four other competitive forces that are as equal important competition as 
industry rivals. The five forces outcome is that it shapes an industry’s structure, which in 
turn drives competition and profitability (ibid).  
 
The five competitive forces contribute with background information where most important 
industry development and its impact on industry attractiveness are identified (Porter, 2008).  
To be able to evaluate the overall economic attractiveness in an industry, Barney (1997) 
states that companies need to analyze the opportunities and threats in their environment. 
When analyzing the five competitive forces, Barney (1997) claims that managers develop 
an overview of the environmental threats which contributes to the ability to develop a 
strategy that can defuse these threats. To ascertain the impact on profitability, Porter (2008) 
states that strategists must consider which negative and positive aspects with the five 
competitive forces that can happen. These five competitive forces helps firm’s to know 
how to create offensive or defensive actions in purpose of creating a defensive position in 
their industry (Porter, 2004).  The five competitive forces identify the three generic 
strategies, which in turn is the source of achieving competitive advantage (Porter, 1985).  

2.3.2	  Generic	  strategies	  
Three generic strategies has been identified that, in the long run, could outperform 
competition and create a defendable position for the firm in its industry. How a firm puts 
the generic strategies into practice, is what competitive advantage is all about (Porter, 
1985). Porter (2004) further explains that overall cost leadership, focus and differentiation 
are the three potentially successful generic strategies that could outperform competition in 
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an industry.  The generic strategies are the second central step in competitive strategy, 
where it explains a firm’s position within its industry. Porter (1985) states that in order for 
a firm to gain competitive advantage there are two positions, differentiation or an overall 
cost leadership position. Differentiation or an overall cost leadership position is built on 
industry structure, which Porter (1985) means comes from coping with the five forces 
better than anyone else in its industry.  
 
For a manager to reach optimal organizational performance by following a generic strategy, 
he/she can focus on all practices that describe their chosen strategy. Allen and Helms 
(2006) claim that for a firm to perform better than its competitors it needs to be best within 
its chosen generic strategy by knowing about the critical and important practices within that 
chosen strategy. Porter (2004) develops this by stating that for a firm to reach success, it is 
important to have your primary target as one of these strategies and then give a full-
sustained commitment towards it. But when implementing the strategies in a successful 
way, different skills and resources will be required (Porter, 2004). 
 
Organizations are in need of being flexible to be able to undertake unpredictable and 
uncertain situations, as challenges could mean quick reactions and adaptions. Santos-
Vijande, Lopez-Sandiez and Trespalacios (2012) further explain that organizations that are 
willing to react to a changing market, needs to be able to implement a strategy that is 
required, which could sometimes mean breaking the trade-off between differentiation and 
an overall cost leadership. For this to happen, it is important to have a competitive strategy 
that is flexible. Santos-Vijande et al. (2012) define flexibility as to quickly react to changes 
in technology, economy and the market that consist of competitors and customers. This 
results in that organizations that implement flexible competitive strategies will be able to 
anticipate future technology evolutions, competitor movements and customer demands 
(ibid.) 
 
To achieve above-average performance and the two types of competitive advantage, Porter 
(1985) introduces the three generic strategies:  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

	  

Figure	  2:1.	  Generic	  strategies,	  created	  by	  Porter	  (2004).	  	  
	  

2.3.2.1	  Differentiation	  
The first generic strategy is defined as when firms offer differentiating services or products. 
Porter (2004) further explains that when a firm is offering differentiating products or 
services, they are offering something industry-wide that is seen as something unique by the 
customers. The strategy differentiation provides firm’s protection against competitors as 
customers have a brand loyalty towards the firm and also a lower sensitivity towards the 
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price (Porter, 2004). According to Allen and Helms (2006) innovation is proven to be the 
most critical factor for success when referring to the strategy differentiation. In order to 
keep up with a changing market, innovation seems to become necessary.  A differentiation 
strategy provides entry barriers as well as higher margins (Porter, 2004). Porter (2004) 
claims that if a firm archives differentiation it will earn high market share. This is 
strengthened by Allen and Helms (2006) who claim that building high market share is 
proven to be an important strategy practice. Having high market share is according to 
Porter (2004) associated with exclusivity, as it could be costly for firm to achieve required 
activities to gain uniqueness industry wide. Laosirihongthong, Prajogo and Adebanjo 
(2014) explain that firms that strive to differentiate themselves from others are proven to 
build internal resources with greater level of competences. It has also been proven that 
firms with a differentiating strategy will increase their network to greater competent 
partners (Laosirihongthong et al. 2014). Another aspect firms will earn when achieving 
differentiation is above-average returns, due to defensible position it has created by coping 
with the five competitive forces differently than if a firm would have cost leadership 
(Porter, 2004). 

2.3.2.2	  Overall	  cost	  leadership	  	  
Gaining overall cost leadership, on the other hand, is the second generic strategy that is a 
strategy with purpose of achieving an overall cost leadership through the entire strategy. 
Creating tight cost and overhead control, cost minimization in areas like service, R&D, 
advertising, sales force and so on are some examples of achieving an overall cost 
leadership position (Porter, 2004). Minimizing distribution cost is mainly the focus within a 
cost leadership strategy. To be able to compete with a cost-leadership strategy, firm need to 
be aware of how to pursuit thigh cost control and cost reduction (Allen & Helms, 2006). 
Allen and Helms (2006) claim that firms who are able to minimize distribution cost will 
differentiate themselves from others with a cost-leadership strategy. Porter (2004) further 
explains that due to the strong competitive forces, firms with a low-cost position will 
achieve above average because of their low costs. The low-cost position defends firms so 
they still can earn returns after their rivalry has competed away their profit. For a firm to 
achieve overall cost leadership, it often requires advantages or high relative market share to 
be able to build volume, maintaining a wide line of products and so on. The high margins, 
that will be a result of an achieved overall cost leadership position, could according to 
Porter (2004) be used to reinvest in new modern facilities to manage to maintain the low-
cost position.  

2.3.2.3	  Focus	  
An overall cost leadership position and differentiation has an aim to reach out industry 
wide, while the third generic strategy, focus, has an aim to reach out to a specific target 
very well. Porter (2004) further explain that the focus strategy concerns serving a specific 
target group, geographic market or segment of the product, better than competitors. A firm 
with a focus-strategy will according to Porter (2004) eventually end up by either meeting 
their customers’ demands and needs in a particular target or serving their target with a 
lower cost. The focus strategy will achieve either overall cost leadership position or 
differentiation, or both in the narrowed market, but it will never achieve these strategies 
within the whole market (Porter, 2004). However, building high market share could 
according to Allen and Helms (2006) be placed more to the focus/differentiation part than 
only differentiation strategy. What distinguishes focus/differentiation strategy from 
differentiation strategy is that focus/differentiation strategy is more targeted. When being 
located at the focus/differentiation strategy with high market share, means that firms 
provide special services or product and at the same time produce products or services with 
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high price market segments (Allen & Helms, 2006).  When looking at focus/cost leadership 
strategy becomes service and quality an important issue. When providing high customer 
service and outstanding front-line personnel, firms will improve and achieve better control 
on the quality of their services or products (Allen & Helms, 2006).  
 
To overcome environmental threats and internal weaknesses, it is proven according to Ou 
and Chai (2007) that professional service firms, in this case a consulting firm, should 
implement differentiation strategy or an overall cost leadership strategy. Professional 
service firms that implement a cost-leadership strategy will improve the project manager’s 
capabilities. On the other hand, professional service firms that implement a differentiation 
strategy will improve the business reputation. According to Ou and Chai (2007) for 
professional service firms to differentiate from their competitors, they need to improve 
their business reputation, which in turn will lead to an improved marketing of their service. 
This result in that they need to deliver high-quality service to their customers at all times. 
This is further developed by Laosirihongthong et al. (2014), where the emphasis is on the 
internal improvement of resources when applying a differentiation strategy.  

2.4	  Organizational	  Resources	  
All forms of attributes could be considered as resources and that firm’s resources could be 
the firm’s capabilities, assets, competences, knowledge, information and organizational 
processes. As long as they are controlled by the firms and contribute to implementing 
strategies for the firm to improve their effectiveness, they can in general be considered as 
firm’s resources. When a company’s resources are valuable, the resources could be seen as 
sources of competitive advantage, and these resources should improve the company’s 
strategy (Barney, 1991).   
 
One of the most important strategic resources is the knowledge that businesses possess. For 
businesses, Zack (1999) continues stating that it is important to make decisions about how 
to maintain, develop and create knowledge resources, such as competences or capabilities, 
as the global economy is more dynamic than it was in the past. Every firm needs to have 
some form of knowledge-level regarding their customers, products, technology and market 
to be able to join the industry (Zack, 1999). Clark (2000) explains that a capability can be 
seen as the following process: a firm wants to improve the effective use of their core 
competences; this requires a setup of strategic processes. A capability is seen as a firm’s 
ability to develop their competences (ibid).  
 
The most important competence (resource) is according to Kempe (2013) the employees. 
Ployhart and Moliterno (2011) explain that employees, the skills of employees and 
experience can be seen as resources, and they possess competences that can be used to gain 
competitive advantage (Barney, 1991;Ployhart & Moliterno, 2011). Wright, McMahan and 
McWilliams (1994) further explain that human resources could be defined as a firm’s 
resource. Where human resource is defined as pool of human capital in an employment 
relationship that is controlled by the firm. Ployhart and Moliterno (2011) continue to 
explain that human capital is a resource that are gained from individual’s knowledge, 
abilities and skills. Wright et al. (1994) support Ployhart and Moliterno (2011) and 
emphasis that human capital can be seen as a unit-level resource, which can contribute in 
the process of creating a sustainable competitive advantage. Skaggs and Youndt (2004) 
explain that firms’ employees are seen as a resource due to their possession of knowledge, 
expertise and skills. In professional service firms, the skills, expertise and knowledge of the 
employees are seen as the most important resource.  
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When referring to human resources, knowledge, abilities and skills that the individual 
possess, they are presented as an important resource for the organization. As the employees 
are directly involved in the process of identifying services or products, gives them an 
ability to play a greater role in the process of gaining competitive advantage (Wright et al. 
1994). Employees could be characterized by social complexity, for example trust, which in 
turn is something that is inimitable according to Wright et al. (1994), who also state that to 
gain and create sustainable competitive advantage, the entire human capital pool has an 
impact. A way of strengthen the resources within a firm is by recruiting, which can be used 
as a strategy. Løwendahl (2005) explains that when recruiting new employees, firms can 
strengthen current competences with new ones and provide the firm with new particular 
competences on a temporary basis.  
 
Further, within professional service firms, accounting firms, the employees work as 
knowledge bearers and are therefore one of the most important resource within these firms. 
Due to the recent high competitiveness on the market, there has been a sign of a change in 
the industry, which has made the resources within a firm very valuable (Kaiser & 
Ringlstetter, 2011).  

2.4.1	  Resource	  based	  view	  
When evaluating a firms strengths and weaknesses there is a long research traditions that 
has been brought together to a developed framework, resources based view, that shows that 
a firms strengths and weaknesses have a relationship to a firms resources (Barney, 1997). 
Yang (2015) explains that the resource-based view of a firm has a focus on the firm’s 
internal environment and its resources they have developed to compete as a driver of 
competitive advantage. Newbert (2008) strengthens this by stating that a firm that has 
implemented a resource-based strategy will lead to improved performance, and a possible 
competitive advantage. Barney (1997) develops this further by stating that these resources 
are immobile, which means that they are costly to copy or inflexible to stock. Barney 
(1991) claims that when firm’s resources are of competitive advantage they are resources 
that enable the firm to neutralize threats and exploit opportunities and at the same time they 
are costly to copy and possessed by very few competing firms.  
 

	  

Figure	  2:2.	  Resource	  based	  view,	  constructed	  by	  Barney	  (1991).	  	  
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2.4.2	  VIRO-‐framework	  
On the contrary, Barney (1997) claims that a firms capabilities and resources could not 
analyze a firms strength and weaknesses, however they could be used in a framework 
called VIRO. The framework VIRO is structured by four questions that examines if a firms 
resources are rare, valuable and examines the question of organization and imitability. 
Newbert (2008) states that the more firm’s resources-capabilities are valuable and rare, the 
more it is likely to attain competitive advantage that in turn contributes to higher 
performance. Lin and Wu (2013) further explain that VIRO resources are proven to be able 
to improve the performance of a firm and also develop firm’s dynamic capabilities, 
particularly dynamic learning. This in turn, will develop the competitive advantage of a 
firm and especially a firm’s performance. The limitation of the VIRO framework is that 
even if the resources are rare, costly to imitate and valuable, Barney (1997) states that a 
firm’s competitive advantage does not last forever. Lin and Wu (2013) claim that firms 
with non-VIRO resources has only a slight of influence to a firm’s performance.  Newbert 
(2008) further explains that firm’s need to deploy these resources and capabilities when 
wanting to respond to environmental situations or reduce costs.  Barney (1997) develop this 
by stating that resources that are rare, valuable, costly to imitate could exploit to gain 
competitive advantage if the opportunities and threats in a competitive environment remain 
stable and evolve in predictable ways. It is when the opportunities and threats become 
unpredictable and changes in a rapid pace, when a firm has difficulties in maintaining a 
sustained competitive advantage (Barney, 1997).  
 
Another limitation with the VIRO framework that Barney (1997) mentions is that managers 
have a limited ability to create a sustained competitive advantage. This assumption is based 
on that any firm can develop valuable resources that are acquired without any cost 
advantages, which will lead to not gaining sustained competitive advantage. Nevertheless, 
Barney (1997) explains that managers that have managed to develop over a long time rare, 
costly to imitate and valuable resources and capabilities can contribute to its firm gaining 
sustained competitive advantage. Newbert (2008) further explains that managers need to 
find ways of develop combinations of their existing access of rare and valuable, so that it is 
not always necessary to seek out for new resources.  
 
Kaiser and Ringlstetter (2011) explain that within professional service firms, accounting 
firms, knowledge is considered as a main resource. Another important resource for these 
firms are the ability to provide quality in their services. The main reason for this resource to 
be considered as important is because it can provide and develop customer trust (ibid). 
Competent employees could be seen as an organizational most important resource due to 
changing and competitive environments (Nilsson, Wallo, Rönnqvist & Davidsson, 2011). 
Løwendahl (2005) explain that one way to develop resources within a professional service 
firm is through the manager. The competence of a manager should include recruiting 
employees with competences that suit the firms need, but more important, to maintain the 
resources in a way so that they are involved in the value creating within the firm. One way 
of doing this is according to Løwendahl (2005) by training and education-programs for the 
employees.  This is strengthen by Nilsson et al. (2011) that claim that organizations needs 
to build up good opportunities for their individuals within the firm, where they can develop 
and educate to further on develop the organization. Further more, Nilsson et al. (2011) 
explains that education could be conducted on an individual, collective and organizational 
level.  
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2.4.3	  Core	  competences	  
Over the years have the resource based view been developed and authors have identified 
different definitions of internal attributes as for example, core competences by Prahalad 
and Hamel (1990). Core competences are defined as an integration of specialized skills and 
knowledge, which distinguish one firm from its competitors (Long & Vickers-Koch, 1995; 
Prahalad & Hamel, 1990; Yang, 2015). A competence is also defined by Prahalad and 
Hamel (1990) as an integration of techniques and skills, knowledge and experience in 
particular, that a firm possesses. Agha, Albrubaiee and Jamhour (2012) stats that core 
competences, that fulfills the criteria of shared vision, empowerment and cooperation has 
an effect on competitive advantage. Furthermore, when enhancing competitive advantage 
and organizational performance, a core competence is a key component.  Prahalad and 
Hamel (1990) further states that a core competence can be seen as an engine in the 
development of firm’s core product/services. Long and Vickers-Koch (1995) continue to 
explain that a firm can develop certain strategic processes to utilize their core competences, 
and by this be able to deliver innovative and attractive products/services.  
 
Kempe (2013) explain that the competences of the employees within an accounting firm, is 
the firms most important competence. Løwendahl (2005) claims that the most important 
resource is people due to their set of competences. When referring to competences 
individuals developed routines, procedures, skills, expertise and ways of doing work are 
essential factors. Løwendahl (2005) states that core competences could be explained as 
difficult to copy though they are collective, socially complex and tacit. This on the other 
hand could lead to providing a firm sustainable competitive advantage. 

2.4.4	  Networking	  
Networking outside the organization, with distributers, suppliers and customers for 
example, are important when formulating strategies (Johnson et al. 2008). Managers with 
an informational and reputational social capital could find information from external 
sources, which is according to Aheame et al. (2014) a moderating effect of networking. 
However this approach could be beneficial and costly for firms, because it is an approach 
that encounters the old framework of references as it gives out resources to individuals 
outside the business element (ibid).  
 
This is further developed in regards of professional services firms, where Kaiser and 
Ringlstetter (2011) explain that networking within small and medium sized professional 
service firms can provide certain opportunities. These opportunities present themselves in 
ways that the firm can overcome a dependent capital situation. Networking can also give 
professional service firms a chance to endorse how to use their social capital (ibid).  
 
Further, actors in respective markets strive to reach customer satisfaction and offer higher 
customer value, however Awuah and Gebrekidan (2008) explains that the access to specific 
others in its own network is essential for organizations as it is proven to be an organizations 
external and internal capacity. When analyzing a firm’s maintenance and development of 
their competitive advantage, understanding the firm’s specific business relationship to 
others should be taken into consideration as it is proven to be a network issue. Awuah and 
Gebrekidan (2008) further explain that firms need to further develop their collaborations 
with other important actors for them, to create a joint benefit between each other. As these 
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collaborations are mutual, it becomes easier and safer to develop and maintain such 
competitive advantage.  

2.5	  Competitive	  Advantage	  	  	  
Competitive advantage can either be defined as terms of sources and influential factors or 
be defined in terms of performance. It is more common to define competitive advantage in 
terms of performance as there is a definitional problem with defining the term competitive 
advantage (Sigalas & Pekka Economou, 2013; O’Shannassy, 2008). Sigalas and Pekka 
Economou (2013) states that due to the lack of definition of competitive advantage, some 
scholars define sources of competitive advantage as a firm’s resources and capabilities, or 
as market barriers and market position. O’Shannassy (2008) states that performance is not 
the same as competitive advantage, however predicts competitive advantage to a stronger 
organizational performance.   
	  
To analyze the source of a company’s competitive advantage, it is necessary to study the 
company’s performance and their interaction with all their activities (Porter, 1985). It is the 
value a company is able to create for its buyers that outdoes the company’s cost of creating 
it, is according to Porter (1985) the foundation of competitive advantage. Sigalas and Pekka 
Economou (2013) interpreters Porters theory (1985) as that competitive advantage is 
defined by a set of values and benefits, which can be referred to as a firm’s performance. In 
any market or firm, to win competitive advantage, a firm needs to have the ability to deliver 
a given set of customer benefits. These benefits should be delivered at a lower cost than 
their competitors, but could also be unique of some sort, so that the competitors cannot 
copy (Sigalas & Pekka Economou, 2013). A firm can achieve this by harnessing the drivers 
of cost and differentiation, position, it their specific industry (Markides & Williamson, 
1994).  
 
The sources of competitive advantage consist of firm’s resources, firm’s capabilities and 
market barriers and market position (Sigalas & Pekka Economou, 2013). Barney (1991) 
claims that when implementing a strategy that avoids the internal weaknesses, exploit the 
internal strengths and respond to environmental opportunities as well as dealing with 
external threats, contributes that company’s obtain sustainable competitive advantage. This 
results in that firms obtain competitive advantage when implementing a valuable strategy 
that has not been implemented before by any current competitor (Barney, 1991). Barney 
(1991) constructs a framework where the internal resources have a relationship to the 
external environmental, where a firm’s environment has an impact on a firm’s 
performance. These resources should according to Barney (1991) be rare, valuable, non-
substitutable and inimitable resources. Porter (1985) on the other hand relates competitive 
advantage to market position where cost leadership and differentiation are two basic types 
of competitive advantage. Wang et al.  (2011) further explain that when firm’s deliver 
benefits that exceed competing products (differentiation) or deliver the same benefits as 
competitors but at a lower cost (overall cost leadership), they possesses competitive 
advantage. Wang et al. (2011) states that each competitive advantage does not necessary 
need to be independent, that it sometimes could become a better competitive advantage for 
a company if the different sources of competitive advantage work together.  
 
The aim of competitive advantage is according to Wang et al. (2011) connected with 
organizations resources, core competences and capabilities.  According to Wang et al.  
(2011) has concepts of competitive advantage in the literature been reviewed as 
management actions, through managing the organizational process, people, culture and 
structure. McClelland (1994) develops this by explaining that in effort to gain and maintain 
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competitive advantage, it has been found that it is valuable to develop the management. 
Løwendahl (2005) claims that firms may base their organizational competences as a source 
of competitive advantage.  When referring to organizational competences does common 
procedures, sophisticated databases, individuals network and highly reputation been taken 
into consideration.  
 
Løwendahl (2005) further explains that different strategies and different assets may be 
chosen when gaining future competitive advantage.  However, strategies that consist of 
individual competence needs to be taken care of, by motivating, keeping and recruiting 
individuals that represent these competences. When basing its strategy on technology and 
sophisticated databases, firms need to base their strategy on their resources; this can though 
lead the firm to vulnerable situations it is easy for others to imitate. Wang et al. (2011) 
explain that there is an important relation between technological innovation and 
competitive advantage. When analyzing different sources of technology, it has been proven 
that HR training and development can support the technological development within an 
organization. The external factors behind an organizations competitive advantage are not 
merely important than the internal factors, except, Wang et al. (2011) claims that the 
internal resources of an organization could also become critical success factors. 

2.6	  Analysis	  Framework	  
	  

 

Figure	  2:3.	  Own	  constructed	  analytical	  framework.	  	  	  
 
The analysis framework model is build upon the themes in this thesis. It is structured to 
analyze how managers within accounting firms operates and work with internal factors 
(organizational resources) and external factors (competitive strategy), to create a 
competitive advantage. 
 
The model enabled an analysis on how managers work and deal with the external factors of 
competitive strategy; the generic strategies and Porters five forces. In practice, this area of 
the model is focused on how managers work with strategies and analyses of the external 
environment. The model also enables an analysis of how managers operate and handle 
organizational resources, internal factors; core competences and networking. Further, the 
model shows a weak (Laosirihongthong et al. 2014) connection between these two themes; 
organizational resources and competitive strategy. Since both themes have theoretical 
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support to be a source of competitive advantage, the model shows a combined relation in 
the process of gaining competitive advantage. There is a theoretical support to this 
connection, nevertheless weak, which gives an ability to by this thesis contribute with a 
theoretical supportive connection.  This connection has been analyzed so that a conduction 
of a framework on how to create a competitive advantage through the themes could be 
made, to fulfill the purpose of this thesis. The framework that will be conducted, can 
practically contribute to managers within accounting firms, and increase the understanding 
of how to successfully work with organizational resources and competitive strategy to 
create a competitive advantage.  The thesis will also theoretically contribute with a greater 
understanding of the connection between organizational resources and competitive strategy 
in the process of gaining competitive advantage within accounting firms.  
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Chapter 3. Method 
 
In this chapter, all methodological choices that have been made during this research are 
being presented. The argumentation for the choices is being supported by literature, as-well 
as consequences of the choices are being presented. Further, a discussion of reliability and 
validity is presented, where the concerns of generalization is included.  
 

! Overall Research approach 
! Literature studies 
-‐ Literature search and sources 
! Empirical study 
-‐ Data collection of expert interview 
-‐ Selection of organizational Respondents 
-‐ Operationalization Scheme 
-‐ Data collection of interviews 
-‐ Qualitative data analysis 
! Reliability and Validity 
! Ethical considerations 
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3.	  Method	  
  	  

3.1	  Overall	  Research	  Approach	  
This study’s research question is of a qualitative method, since it aims to increase the 
understanding of, and interpret the results collected from the empirical data of the social 
world. A qualitative method’s characteristics is according to Bryman and Bell (2013) an 
interpreted research strategy.  Ahrne and Svensson (2011) describe a qualitative method as 
an approach based on analysis of texts or interviews that is not suitable to be examined 
quantitatively. Since this study aims at developing an understanding and interpret 
managers’ works with strategies and resources, the empirical data are  based on interviews. 
Backman (2008) explains that a qualitative method is not characterized by numbers and 
digits, and is therefore often performed verbally. Ahrne and Svensson (2011) support this, 
and further argue that the researchers choice of method is based on what the study aims to 
examine. A qualitative method can give the researcher answers on experiences and views 
on reality by other people, since the focus of a qualitative study is to describe, interpret and 
explain.  

The qualitative nature of this study required nuanced information, which was collected 
through interviews with 6 respondents. The need for nuanced information was due to the 
investigating nature. This is supported by Jacobsen (2002) who explains that an explorative 
research question requires the research method to collect nuanced- and profound 
information. A qualitative method is explorative according to Harboe (2013), which means 
that it is investigative. The research area is well delimitated and the purpose is being based 
on that the gathered data is nuanced, as well as it considers the individual preferences. 
Therefore, a qualitative method requires that the researcher only focus on a few units when 
conducting the research. Consequences of these choices, to interview 6 respondents, can 
according to Bryman and Bell (2011) be that the scope of the findings can be seen as 
restricted. This due to when unstructured interviews with a small number of participants are 
being held, it is uncertain how the result can be generalized. To minimize the risk of these 
possible consequences, semi-structured qualitative interviews were held. We are aware of 
the problems in generalizing the study’s’ results due to geographical limitations, and the 
few numbers of respondents (ibid).  

According to Bryman and Bell (2011), qualitative researches aims at generating and 
develop nuanced theories, whereas the quantitative research aims at verifying and test 
theories. Therefore, a qualitative study often consists of an inductive approach, which is 
interpretive and aims at understanding a phenomenon. In this study, the appropriate 
approach for the research was abduction, since abduction is a combination between 
induction and deduction. The empirical findings constitute the basis for the creating of new 
theories, and the literature combined with previous theories functions as inspiration to 
discover and allocate patterns to increase the understanding (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2008). 
The purpose of this study, to get a increase the understanding and develop a new 
framework for how managers can work within accounting firms, opened up for an 
abductive approach, since the research of “how” is rather limited and needs to be analyzed 
empirically. The possibilities to base this study on the empirical data, and use previous 
theories to allocate patterns is only possible with an abductive approach.  
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3.2	  Literature	  studies	  
The collected data through literature, annual reports, transparency reports and scientific 
articles are secondary data. This secondary data has been used for the construction of a 
relevant theoretical framework. Ahrne and Svensson (2011) describe theory in academic 
terms as a consistent and abstract way of explaining, describing or understanding a certain 
phenomenon. Secondary data is according to Jacobsen (2002) defined as collected 
information that is not coming directly from the source. Someone else, often with a 
different purpose, has thereby collected the information. The problem with secondary data 
is that the researcher needs to be critical of the sources by questioning the reliability of 
them to be able to decide on the quality of the information (Jacobsen, 2002). The secondary 
data used in this study has therefore been critically audited; where the references in 
scientific articles have been looked upon to ensure that no relevant information for the 
study has been left out.   

3.2.1	  Literature	  search	  and	  sources	  
For the literature search, specific search-words were used to find suitable scientific articles 
to base the theoretical framework on. This method is supported by Ejvegård (2003) who 
explains that an appropriate approach to search for literature, such as books, scientific 
articles and theses, is to use the databases of the library. By using search-words to find 
information in databases are also according to Alvesson and Sköldberg (2008) a good tactic 
to find suitable information. The search-words and keywords used to find scientific articles 
and sources in this study is: 

“Strategy work”, “strategies in accounting firms”, “accounting firms”, “competitive 
advantage”, “core competences”, “resources and capabilities”, “resources in accounting 

firms”, “competitive strategy”, “managers of accounting firms” 
“accounting firms; differentiation strategy”, “accounting firm; strategy”,  

“accounting firm; managers”, “managers; strategy”, “accounting firms; resources and 
capabilities”, “Networking; Accounting firms”, “accounting firms; competitive advantage”, 

“Professional Service Firms ; competitive advantage” 

The databases that has been used to search for scientific articles has been Emerald, 
ABI/INFORM Global, Google Scholar and Summon. From these databases, suitable 
information for the subject of this study has been collected, as a support for the theoretical 
framework. In the search of reliable and useful sources and information, the reference lists 
of found scientific articles were used. With this method, we were able to determine whether 
a references was valid or not, but it was also a source for new references. This method is 
according to Ejvegård (2003) a good access to different sources. When searching for 
information in books, it is recommended by Ejvegård (2003) to use the table, to search for 
keywords. This method is suggested due to its efficiency.  

It is of great importance to handle the references of literature and scientific articles correct 
in a study. Backman (2008) narrates the reason for referring: intellectual integrity. By 
referring correctly, the real authors thereby gets attributes for their ideas that has been used 
in other research. When conducting research, it is also according to Backman (2008) of 
importance as a researcher to be critical to different sources and references. They can be 
questioned based on aspects as: is the information presented relevant for this study? Is the 
source reliable? Does is contain enough information? And are counterarguments being 
respected?  To minimize the consequences of using an unreliable source and reference, the 
different aspects presented above have looked upon. The “classic” references such as 
Barney (1991;1997) and Porter (1985) has been used in this study by an active choice for 
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the theoretical framework, due to their high reliability and relevance for the study. To 
further ensure relevance and reliability, the list of references in scientific articles has been 
inspected. This has also been done to ensure that no relevant information for this study has 
been left out.  

The used literature in this study is mainly borrowed from the Univeristy of Halmstads 
library and the city-library. The other used literature has been bought. The annual reports 
and the transparency report have been downloaded online, on the firms webpages.  

3.3	  Empirical	  Study	  
The primary data that has been collected in this study consist of 6 interviews with different 
respondents. Primary data is defined according to Jacobsen (2002) as information that has 
been collected directly from the source, such as individuals or groups, with no middle 
hands. Primary data is often collected by interviews, group interviews, surveys or 
observations. Due to the fact that this study is of a qualitative method, no surveys have 
been done, personal interviews were the most appropriate choice for this study to get a 
greater understanding. Alvesson and Sköldberg (2008) describe that primary interpretations 
effectively can be used to understand interviews: who will be interviewed, what will be 
given answers to and what is being said in the interview. Jacobsen (2002) explains the 
problematic regarding the collection process of primary data, for example if the study aims 
at interviewing a chief in a corporation. Many chiefs are busy, and are not always willing to 
give interviews. Another problem can be that the required information is confidential, or 
that the respondent has professional secrecy (ibid).  

3.3.1	  Data	  collection	  of	  Expert	  interview	  
We have conducted an expert interview to strengthen our knowledge regarding the 
accounting industry. This interview was held with Staffan Rosenblad, CEO at an 
accounting firm. Former Senior Manager at KPMG and former CEO at Economy & 
Management Support AB. The purpose of this interview was to gain as much knowledge as 
possible regarding the accounting industry and broader our knowledge about how 
accounting firms can operate.  
 
This interview consisted of a one hour-long telephone interview, due to the geographical 
distance to the respondent. The interview guide (Appendix 1) was developed in order to 
strengthen our pre-understanding of the key important growth factors for accounting firms, 
since this area was first looked upon in this study, since growth previously was a factor 
within this study. This respondent’s interview is being seen as an expert-interview due to 
the respondent’s previous credentials regarding this area. The respondent have long 
experience from the industry and has operated as a manager within many firms. Thereby, 
he is seen as an expert within the accounting industry.  

3.3.2	  Selection	  of	  Organizational	  Respondents	  
As stated before, the primary data that has been connected consist of 6 interviews. The 
organizations and respondents have carefully been chosen to fit this study. The businesses 
have been chosen upon following criterions: years in the industry, different geographical 
locations and size of the company. 
 
Years in the industry: To be able to contribute to this study, it is essential that the business 
or the managers within the business has operated within this industry for many years. This 
criterion is based upon the facts that the industry is constantly changing, and a new 
business or manager may not have seen these changes and the consequences it could have 
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resulted in regarding the strategy-work. To find firms that lived up to this criterion, we 
searched on Google for accounting firms in Sweden, and compared all of them to each 
other. After that, we went to their personal webpages to read up upon the firm and the 
managers, to learn more on them.   
Different geographical locations: We have chosen companies with different geographical 
locations so that the respondents would not be affected of each other. This choice has also 
been an effort to analyze the Swedish market, and not just one particular city. This is an 
effort to make the result more generalized. We chose firms that were located in the 
southern and southwest of Sweden. This choice made it possible for us to visit the firm and 
have a personal interview with the managers. In total we found, by looking at a search 
service called: www.eniro.se, that there were approximately 834 firms within this particular 
geographical location (Halland and Malmö). Some of these are the same firms with several 
offices located in different cities. A purposeful sampling method has been used in this 
study, and of the results of the search we chose to approach 10 firms and their offices 
within the geographical area, which were approximately 18 offices. We started by contact 
the head of the personal management office by telephone, to get in touch with managers 
within the different firms. The six respondents of this study were the ones that lived up to 
our criterions, and were willing to participate in this study.  
Size of the company: To broaden this study in an effort to increase the understanding of 
how managers work, company’s by different sizes has been chosen. This enhanced the 
possibility of analyzing similarities and inequalities regarding strategy work in companies 
of different sizes. This method choice and approach, which started by telephone to later on 
result in personal interviews, made it possible to divide the firms in different categories. 
The firms have, by the authors of this study’s choice, been divided into three categories by 
their size, based on numbers of employees in Sweden. The categories are: small firms, 
middle sized and big firms. The firms are divided as followed: 
 
Big firms: EY (2240 employees) and Deloitte (approximately 1100 employees). 
Middle sized firms: BDO (450 employees) and Baker Tilly (500 employees) 
Small firms: EMS (9 employees) and ASK (5 employees). 
 
Following businesses have approved to contribute with their knowledge in this study; EY, 
ASK Consulting, BDO, EMS, Deloitte and Baker Tilly. All of these businesses, or the 
managers of the firms, have been in the industry for long, and provide auditing and-/or 
accounting consultations. The respondents within these companies have been chosen based 
upon their position within the company, to gain more access to “high-level” information. 
Therefore, the respondents have a position as managers or higher. They have also been 
chosen based on their knowledge within the area of this study. Below follows a 
presentation of the respondents for this study: 
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Table	  3:1.	  Table	  of	  respondents	  participated	  in	  this	  study.	  	  
 
As seen above, six interviews have been conducted for this study. This representation of 
firms is a strong base to analyze upon, in regards to the further collected data through 
annual reports and transparency reports. These samples gave a good insight of the firms, 
and are big enough to answer the research question and fulfill the purpose of this study. 
The authors of this study is aware of the fact that ASK is a relatively new firm, and has 
been critical in the choice of including ASK in this study. Nevertheless, it was in pre-hand 
decided that the manager of ASK could contribute with valuable information due to his 
experience in the field and years as a manager in the industry.  

3.3.3	  Operationalization	  Scheme	  
To facilitate for the reader, an operationalization-scheme is presented in appendix 3. The 
reader can here easily navigate and find which theory that has provided a basis for the 
construction of the different questions in the interview guide. This interview guide has been 
used at all interviews, and has carefully been revised before the conductions. It is supported 
by Ejvegård (2003) that the collection of the empirical data is time consuming, which is 
why it is important to be very well prepared.  
 
The order of the questions is important according to Kvale and Brinkmann (2009), since 
they should reflect the purpose of the study, at the same time as they should be concise and 
concrete. This gave the interviews a structure, but did also open up for follow-up questions 
if it was necessary. The structure of the interview-guide were based on the theoretical 
frameworks logic and structure, which can be seen in the operationalization scheme. Each 
theme in the theoretical framework has provided as basis for questions in the interview 
guide. The interview-guide introduces the respondents to a few general questions to get the 
conversation started, and to get a comfortable start of the interview. This is supported by 
Jacobsen (2002) who explains that the introduction of an interview should be defined by 
open and general question, which will give the interviewer a chance to control the 
interview and lead it as desired. It is also important according to Ejvegård (2003) that the 
interview-guide does not consist of leading questions or standardizations. The 
consequences of that will lead to a lost purpose of a semi-structured interview. Also Ahrne 
and Svensson (2011) explain that the interviewer can affect the results of the interview by 
the formulation of questions, and the response that the interviewer gives the respondents. 
Ahrne and Svensson (2011) suggest that the interviewer is well prepared to avoid 
compromising with the end result of the study. To avoid the consequences, focus was held 
on open questions, where possibilities to more deep answers were given. To further avoid 
the above stated consequences, suggestions of Ahrne and Svensson (2011) to minimize the 
interviewers interaction in the interview and be neutral were followed. By performing the 

Name Company Position
Anders Täreby EY Manager of the Halmstad Office

Morten Nielsen Deloitte Manager and Partner of BPS 
department Sweden

Henrik Olsson BDO Manager of the Kungsbacka Office

Jan Carlsson Baker Tilly Manager and Associated Partner of 
the Halmstad office

Pia Johnson EMS Manager and Associated Partner 
Jesper Rosvall ASK Manager and Associated Partner 
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interviews based on these premises, the reliability of the study was not compromised by the 
interviewers.  
 
For the interviews, the interview-guide was translated to Swedish to facilitate for the 
respondents, since all respondents native language was Swedish.  

3.3.4	  Data	  collection	  of	  interviews	  
It is necessary to prepare the interview before it can be conducted. All interviews beside 
one has been held face to face, an approach chosen so that the respondent would feel 
comfortable, which is supported by Jacobsen (2002). One interview has been conducted by 
telephone due to the geographical distance to the respondent. Every interview did take 
between 1,5-2,5 hours, beside the telephone interview which took 1 hour.  
 
It was in forehand decided that the interviews should be conducted with an almost 
completely open structure. This type of interview consists of an interview-guide with a 
theme and open answers. This approach was chosen to avoid the consequences of a 
completely structured interview. The construction of this study relies on the empirical 
findings, that’s why the collection of the empirical data is of great importance, and no 
information was to be missed. This is supported by Eisenhart and Howe (1990), stating that 
data collection is a technique that needs to be applied in qualitative research. Jacobsen 
(2002) explains that this approach minimizes the risk of the respondents being affected by 
different set of already conducted answers. Bryman and Bell (2011) suggest that the 
interviewer, to gain as much relevant and reliable information as possible, does not get 
locked on the given questions. That can result in a situation where valuable information 
does not get reflected upon. To avoid this consequences and increase the reliability and 
validity for this study, it was decided to follow Bryman and Bell’s (2011) suggest that the 
interview-guide can be put aside if the interviewer has any follow up questions. Jacobsen 
(2002) further describe that an almost completely open structure is defined by an interview-
guide with a theme, a solid order of the questions and completely open answers. The choice 
of conducting this type of interviews were based on the fact that the respondents by this 
approach could contribute with much more relevant information that is connected to the 
purpose of this study.  
 
The interviews have been held at the respondent’s workplace, in a calm and quiet 
conference room. By this choice, the respondents did not have to travel. It is according to 
Bryman and Bell (2011) of importance to decide a suitable place for the interview to be 
held. The place should be calm and chosen with care, so that interruptions of the 
surrounding environment wont occur. This is also supported by Jacobsen (2002) who 
explains that a comfortable environment for the respondent minimizes the risk of the 
answer being affected or forced.  
 
It was decides before the interview that, if possible, they should be recorded. Before 
conducting the interviews, the recorder was tested and prepared. It was of great important 
to always ask the respondents before starting the interviews if they were comfortable with 
being recorded. Every respondent in this study gave his or her consent. The importance of 
recording the interviews is supported by both Jacobsen (2002) and Bryman and Bell 
(2011).  Bryman and Bell (2011) explains that when conducting a qualitative interview, the 
researcher wants to be able to interpret the answers not just by words; but also in the way 
the respondents answers. Due to the semi-structure of the interview, follow-up questions 
were asked; therefore it was preferable to record so that the interviewers could focus on the 
respondent during the whole interview. The consequences of recording an interview can 
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according to Jacobsen (2002) be that the respondent feels inhibited. This is supported by 
Bryman and Bell (2011) explaining that when recording, the respondent can get self-
conscious of the fact that their words are being recorded. As for all interviews that has been 
conducted in this study, the interviewers have not felt that the given answers have been 
affected by the recording. The interviewers did not recon that any respondents reacted 
negatively to the recording. All information that was needed for the study was collected. 
After the interviews, the recordings were listened to, this so that no valuable information 
were missed when transcribing the results.  
 
The following approach were used when conducting the interviews in this study, based on 
Jacobsen (2002) suggestions for conducting a good interview: 
 

-‐ We as interviewers presented ourselves and the background and purpose of the 
study. 

-‐ An explanation of how the collected information from the respondents would be 
used in the study were given.  

-‐ The respondent were encouraged to ask questions if there were any un-clarities. 
-‐ The respondents were being asked if the interviewers could record the interview.  

 
As explained above, an almost completely open structure was used when interviewing the 
respondents. Bryman and Bell (2011) refer to this approach as a semi-structured interview. 
For the purpose of this study, it was before the conduction of the interviews decided that 
this approach was preferable du to the themes and the set focus in this study. This choice 
were based on Bryman and Bell’s (2011) suggestion that a semi-structured interview was to 
prefer when a theme is stated and the research-group consist of more than one person and 
the field work is carried out. We conducted the interviews based on suggestions presented 
from Bryman and Bell (2011), when conducting a qualitative semi-structured interview: 
 

-‐ The interview-guide did not have to completely follow the questions in order, there 
was given space for follow-up questions if the interviewer found it necessary.  

-‐ All questions in the interview-guide were asked, even if time were set out for 
follow-up questions.  
 

This approach, which were used in this study, is supported by Jacobsen (2002) who 
describe that this structure enables follow-up questions which can be adjusted to the 
situation and answers of the respondent, it is then crucial to give the respondents enough 
time to answer the questions. With this information in hand, the interviews started with 
general questions to start the conversations. After this, the interview moved on to deeper 
questions, where the interviewers took a “listener position”. This position is explain by 
Jacobsen (2002) when the interviewer listens carefully without interrupting the respondent, 
so that time was given to answer every question carefully.  
 
One telephone interview was conducted for this study. Jacobsen (2002) explains that a 
telephone interview can limit the collection of the empirical data due to certain factors such 
as; the interviewer and respondent does not get a personal connection and that the 
respondent can have a hard time feeling trust for the interviewer. Another consequence of a 
telephone interview is that no observations are possible, such as facial gestures and 
expressions (ibid). These consequences were taken into consideration before the 
conduction of the interview over telephone. It was after decided that the respondent could 
contribute with much relevant and reliable information to the study. Therefore it was 
decided to conduct the telephone interview, with an effort to minimize the above stated 
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consequences. The interviewers listened carefully, and engaged in finding a personal 
environment, whilst trying to be as neutral as possible, so that the respondent would feel 
safe.  

3.3.5	  Qualitative	  data	  analysis	  
When conducting a qualitative study, where the main primary data is collected through 
interviews, there are large data and material that cannot be straightforward analyzed. 
Further, Bryman and Bell (2011) present some approaches to analyze the empirical data, 
for example coding, which is the main future that has been used when structuring the 
empirical findings in this study.  
 
When coding the collected data in this thesis, the transcripts, where the recordings were 
concluded, were being read through several times, to be able to observe keywords and 
remarks of observations. While doing this, an index of terms was generated. This will 
according to Bryman and Bell (2011) be helpful when interpreting and theorize the 
collected data. While following the further presented coding suggestions of Bryman and 
Bell (2011), the collected data was structured and processed. A consequence of qualitative 
data collection, such as interviews, is according to Bryman and Bell (2011) the large 
amount of data. To solve the problem, researcher can code their data, which is a starting 
point in most forms of qualitative data analysis. When coding collected data, Bryman and 
Bell (2011) explain that the researcher has to answer following questions regarding the data 
sample; what does this item of data represent? What is this sample of data about? Of what 
topic is this data item? What is happening here? What are people saying that they are 
doing? While the authors of this study answered these questions, the coding and analysis of 
the qualitative collected data could move forward in this study.  
 
While coding the data in this study, it was noticeable that the recurring terms and keyword 
were highly connected to the themes in this study. It is of the authors’ beliefs that this is 
based on the fact that the interview-guide followed the themes in the study. While further 
coding based on Bryman and Bell’s (2011) suggestions, it was noticeable that several 
phenomenon’s were described multiple times, under different terms. This step is according 
to Bryman and Bell (2011) important, to be consistent throughout the study. At this step, 
the coding moved forward by choosing the terms that was describing the phenomena, 
which were related with the findings in the literature. It was in one case uncertainty of how 
the respondent related to a certain phenomena. This resulted in a second brief 10-minute 
interview by telephone, where the respondent was given time to further explaining a certain 
phenomenon.  
 
After this was done, it was decided to use the keywords and concepts found in the data 
collection to structure the empirical data. These were consistent with the themes of this 
thesis; Organizational resources, Competitive strategy and Competitive advantage, but 
there was also a need of using the terms; Managers and Strategy. One founding, network, 
became a part of organizational resources, since the respondents referred to network as a 
resource. This term was not a theme in this study before the collection of the empirical 
data. The coding of the data provided means to include network in the theoretical 
framework as a resource. Another major change that the abductive approach enabled, was 
the removal of “capabilities” as a theme in this study, from the original study. The removal 
can be seen in the interview-guide and empirical data, where no emphasis has been laid on 
capabilities in the empirical data, even though there are 2 questions that regards the area. 
The reason for the removal is the respondents inability to separate capability from 
competence, and were constantly referring to competences when discussing. Thereby, it 
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was chosen not to include the theme in this study, which can be seen in the theoretical 
framework and empirical data where no emphasis has been laid upon capabilities.  
 
The main coding, with keywords and core sentences, are seen in the tables that are 
presented after each interview in the empirical data. This table provides the reader with an 
understanding of how the collected data has been coded and what is emphasized on.  

3.4	  Reliability	  and	  Validity	  
It is important that all kind of methods meet two specific requirements, it must be 
trustworthy: reliable, and it must be relevant: valid. Further Jacobsen (2002) referrers to 
validity as what is wanted to be measures, really is measured.  It is further important that 
the measuring’s are relevant. The validity of a study is explained by its relevance, and 
further divided to external validity and internal validity, whereas the internal validity is 
explained above, are the researchers measuring what they really think they measure? 
External validity is concerned with if the results from a specific research area are valid in 
other contexts. Further, external validity concerns the matter of generalization for the study, 
in other contexts (ibid). The collection that has been done in this study is relevant to answer 
the research question and fulfill the purpose of the study. It could be discussed if the 
question regarding price-setting strategies, solo, can provide a basis for a thorough analysis 
of an overall cost leadership position for the accounting firms in this study. Nevertheless, 
the respondents have discussed matters closely related to the area, which gives a basis for 
an analysis. To further increase the validity of this study, the researchers has followed 
suggestions from Jacobsen (2002), stating that it is important to be critical towards the used 
sources, so that the gathered information is of usage. Therefore have the sources, 
respondents, in this study been carefully chosen, do that relevant information could be 
collected.  
 
Due to the qualitative nature and small sample of respondents, it is hard to generalize the 
results from this study. To be able to generalize the results, the sample of respondents and 
firms need to be larger. Moreover, the different method choices may have had an influence 
on the results of this study. Due to the geographical limitation, it is further hard to 
generalize the result to the whole population. Further, the choice of companies and 
respondents may as well have had an influence on the results, due to the small sample of 
respondents; the empirical findings are hard to generalize in consideration to the whole 
population. Jacobsen (2002) explain that external validity seek to show how generalizable a 
study is. Since this study is of a qualitative nature, the analytical generalization is suitable. 
Bryman and Bell (2011) explain that a qualitative method provide a deeper understanding 
of a phenomenon, and not general explanations which often is the case for quantitative 
studies. Eisenhart and Howe (1990) explain that external values concern the matter of 
generalization. The conclusions in an educational study should be able to be generally 
manageable.  The authors of this study do believe that some of the findings in the analysis, 
presented in the conclusion, can be slightly generalized, do the fact that all participating 
respondents answered the same way, independent of the firm was small or big. The result 
that can be generalized, which is also supported by theory (Kempe, 2013) is that accounting 
firms most important resource is their employees.  
 
Reliability, according to Jacobsen (2002), refers to whether the results of the study is 
trustworthy. It is important for the researcher to increase the reliability by controlling the 
measurements for errors. In this study, efforts has been made to increase the reliability by 
coding the collected data, re-read it both before, during and after the conduction of the 
analysis and controls of the gathered theory. In the writing process of this study, both 
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reliability- and validity has been taken into consideration. Jacobsen (2002) explain that one 
factor that can affect the reliability of a study is the effect of the interviewer. It is explained 
that the interviewer can affect the respondents, and thereby affect the answers. To avoid 
this problem, the interview-guide was of an almost completely open structure, so that the 
respondents could talk openly without the interviews affecting his or her answers. Another 
effort to increase the reliability of this study was to record the interviews. Thereby, the 
transcriptions of the collected data could be checked for errors, by the recording. This could 
according to Jacobsen (2002) be a consequence, since the respondents may feel disturbed 
by the recorder, and could thereby affect the answers. It was in this study explained to the 
respondents that the recording was only done to ensure that no relevant information was 
missed. Thereby, the authors of this study did not feel that the recorder affected the 
respondents answers.  

3.5	  Ethical	  considerations	  
When conducting a research study, it is of importance to consider informed consent, 
confidentiality and honest reporting (Alvesson, 2011). Research is according to Alvesson 
(2011) filled with ethical compromises, therefore the researcher has to respect the 
respondents and not do critical judgments on what they have said during an interview. The 
ethical problems lies within how deep the interviews can be analyzed, and if the 
respondents should be able to influences how their statements are being interpreted (ibid).  
 
It was in this study decides to give the respondents an opportunity to be anonymous. It is 
supported by Jacobsen (2002), in line with good research ethics, to discuss the option of 
being anonymous before the research is finished and printed. No respondent in this study 
felt the need to be anonymous.  
 
Alvesson (2011) means that the researcher can send a draft to the respondents, of the 
interpretation of their statements, and let them reflect over it. This can give valuable 
feedback, but in the end, it is the researchers responsibility of the interpretations and the 
text.  The consequences of this choice can be that the respondent get insecure over the 
answers, and withdraw some of them. One of the respondents in this study wanted to read 
the draft of the interview before the study was finished. This was from his/her side a 
control check that his/her words had not been misinterpreted. Nothing from the empirical 
draft that was sent to the respondent was changed, since the respondent clarified that 
everything was correctly interpreted.  
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Chapter 4. Empirical Data 
 
In this chapter, the collected data from six interviews is being presented. The interviews are 
being presented one-by-one, with the structure that is based upon the interview-guide, to 
enhance the reading. The collected data has been coded with the aim of fulfilling the 
purpose and answer the research question. The authors of this study have divided the 
participating firms into three categories by their size, based on numbers of employees in 
Sweden. The categories are: small firms, middle sized and big firms. The firms are divided 
as followed: 
 
Big firms: EY (2240 employees) and Deloitte (approximately 1100 employees). 
Middle sized firms: BDO (450 employees) and Baker Tilly (500 employees) 
Small firms: EMS (9 employees) and ASK (5 employees). 
 
Further the empirical data gives the reader an insight on how managers operate within 
accounting firms, in relation to the themes in this study.  
 

! Anders	  and	  EY	  
! Morten	  and	  Deloitte	  

	  
! Henrik	  and	  BDO	  
! Jan	  and	  Baker	  Tilly	  

	  
! Pia	  and	  EMS	  
! Jesper	  and	  ASK	  
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4.	  Empirical	  Data	  
  	  

4.1	  EY	  and	  Anders	  Täreby	  
Within accounting, auditing, transactions, consulting and taxes, EY is a world-leading 
organization. In the year of 2012, EY was pronounced as the most popular employer. EY 
was founded in 1989 by the heritage of Arthur Young and Alwin Ernst, through emerge of 
their companies. There are 190,000 employees all over the world, with an innovating 
approach of continuing growing. According to EY’s annual report (2013/2014) EY has 55 
offices in Sweden, where they want to offer unique industry-insight within accounting, 
auditing and consulting. There are approximately 2240 employees at EY in Sweden. 
 
Anders Täreby has worked at EY for 13 years, in both Gothenburg and Halmstad. He has 
an education within tax law from Lunds University. He has been a manager of the 
Halmstad office and squadron leader of the tax division since 2009. At the EY’s office in 
Halmstad, he believes that the mission is to build relationships with entrepreneurs that 
concerns auditing, taxes, accounting and consulting. The vision is to build a relationship of 
trust towards the clients, where EY can offer high quality in their services.  

4.1.1	  Managers	  role	  within	  the	  organization	  
Anders position within EY can be explained through his main-tasks within the position as a 
manager, which is to constantly work towards being a good manager, where the employees 
are given space to develop. Anders explains that EY is built upon a hierarchy where he 
believe the employees have a given career path, which they can help forming. As a 
manager Anders believe that it is important to see every individual and their personal goals. 
By keeping the goals realistic, it can result in a feeling of participation and part f something 
bigger for the employees. He additionally clarifies the importance of decomposing the 
organizations goals to an individual level. An important task for a manager is according to 
Anders to revise the company’s goal to be manageable, when doing this it is necessary to 
be clear but not caught up with authority.  
 
Anders role within EY regarding strategies depends on the situation. He tries to involve and 
activate the employees by group assignments and presentations. Within EY, Anders as a 
manager finds his role decentralized, which means that he has the liberty to take decisions.  

4.1.2.	  Competitive	  Strategy	  
EY in Halmstad has a clear strategy, where their strength is to collaborate with others 
regions to exchange knowledge and build resources. Anders continues to explain that the 
core strategy is to have the best employees that know the best techniques and are the best 
consultants to their clients. EY’s annual report (2013/2014) state that EY, on a steady basis, 
work with internal sharing-knowledge. Anders further explains the strategy in Halmstad 
involves getting to know their clients and build new relationships with organizations where 
they can affect and make a difference, beneficially with bigger entrepreneurial firms. In 
short-terms, their strategy is to create profitability and always develop and grow. However, 
Anders states that regarding growth, it is important to think in long-terms, due to the time 
consuming activities towards growth. Continuously in long-terms, Anders believes that it is 
important to build an organization they can abide for. Everything comes down to 
recruitment, both on a senior and management level.  
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“When implementing strategies at EY, the employees are in focus where they need to be 
available, responsive and insightful when striving to excel the client expectations “ 

(Personal communication, A. Täreby, 23 March, 2015) 
 
Anders further claims that it is important to gain knowledge on the receiver, and handle the 
information in a suitable manner. When formulating strategies, Anders clarifies that it is 
important to build values and create different action plans, to later on fragmentize these to 
evaluate the meaning they provide for: Sweden, the region and finally the office in 
Halmstad. A good strategy on a highly competitive market, such as the accounting 
industry, is to employ the best employees and to be efficient when offering the best systems 
and solutions. The focus within EY’s office in Halmstad is to be distinguished regarding 
the consultation, where they approaches entrepreneurs, as the competition within this area 
is not as hard. Regarding differentiation, Anders believes that EY’s focus is on providing 
good services, which he claims is based on EY’s culture. He further explains: 
 

“The quality differences and the internal resources make EY shine more than the smaller 
firms. EY’s values are integrity, respect, team spirit and relations build upon 

professional.” 
(Personal communication, A. Täreby, 23 March, 2015) 

 
Furthermore EY tries to stand out by their tax-consulting and transaction unit, considering 
that no other firm in Halmstad provides similar services. Concerning Anders role when 
analyzing the external environment, Anders believes that external analyses are not hard to 
do. Though, he believes they have a good control on the competitor’s employees and 
market shares. The analyses do not have to be hard; it is mainly about networking, this 
result in an oblivious analysis, though it comes naturally. It comes naturally due to the 
multiple impressions and opportunities that present themselves. Anders explains that it is 
important to be one of the companies that drive the development in the industry, such as 
being the firm with the best solutions and most efficient systems. Innovation is a keyword, 
due to that the environment is constantly active. Anders claims that you never can stop 
developing. 

4.1.3	  Organizational	  Resources	  
Anders says that EY’s resources in consideration to their competitors are very alike. 
However, it comes down to competences and capabilities of the employees. In the end, it is 
all about not becoming vulnerable. When finding and allocating core competences within 
EY, Anders explains that they work closely together, so they can understand their 
employee’s abilities.  
 
“The recruiting processes within EY are major and detailed. It comes down to continuously 

recruiting the right people” 
(Personal communication, A. Täreby, 23 March, 2015) 

 
This is supported by EY’s annual report (2013/2014) where it is stated that EY 
continuously work with recruiting, developing and maintaining employees. EY is 
according to Anders involved in networking. He believes that it is important to create the 
right image; therefore they put a lot of effort in creating a solid network. Another important 
issue is to evolve the employees in the trends of the market, since the growth of EY relies 
on the employees. The goal is to develop the resources and competences within EY to 
become stars in their areas. The process of doing this, consist of educations and trainings 
for the employees, as well as giving them the right tools to develop. EY’s annual report 
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(2013/2014) state that EY provide educations to develop the employees competences. 
Further, Anders believe that it is important for the employees to feel professional pride, 
develop strong and leading personalities with the courage to take decisions, and at the same 
time respect people in their surroundings. 
 

“In the end, it is all based on the resources; developed strong employees who want to 
achieve growth.” 

(Personal communication, A. Täreby, 23 March, 2015) 
 
Anders continues to explain that the process also includes individual goals such as: market 
goals and knowledge goals, with soft values and operations. EY’s annual report 
(2013/2014) emphasis on EY’s values, which are something that the firm works intensively 
with. Anders further describe that the overall objectives and goals are being decomposed 
and used as bases for individual goals. The individual goals, in the process of developing 
the employees, need to be elastic, measurable, reachable, and challenging. Anders presses 
the issue of preforming follow-ups regarding the goals to provide feedback and motivation.  
 

“EY’s strengths are the competence within this firm. This is based on our qualified 
recruiting process.” 

(Personal communication, A. Täreby, 23 March, 2015) 
 
Another strength is their differentiation towards entrepreneurs and understanding their 
needs, which are supported by EY’s annual report (2013/2014). A weakness of EY is that 
many firms have a belief that EY only works with larger firms, which is not correct. This 
has been a challenge for EY to overcome this obstacle. Anders further explains that by 
doing an analysis of EY’s strengths and weaknesses, he as a manager can get an insight in 
what competences that are needed within the company. 

4.1.4	  Competitive	  Advantage	   	  
Anders believes that a competitive advantage within the accounting industry is to have 
great competences on a local level. A clear trend is that the auditing has transformed into 
consulting. The accounting business has become more demanding in terms of the ability to 
communicate and build relations. He claims that the Big Four1 is very similar, and 
therefore, a competitive advantage can differ depending on which segment that is being 
looked upon. The main differences are the cultures between the firms. He further states 
that: 

“EY’s competitive advantage is their strong culture.” 
(Personal communication, A. Täreby, 23 March, 2015) 

 
The organization is of an open structure and feedback is a part of their culture. Another 
aspect of the strong culture is the service minded employees. Anders explains that the basis 
for the strong culture is that they are decentralized as well as they have a pronounced 
hierarchy. The culture is also defined by quality in the services they provide.  
 
As a whole, Anders explains that the brand is important to cherish. It takes time to build a 
strong brand, it can therefore be crucial for larger firms when deciding on different 
accounting firms. In Halmstad, which is a smaller city, Anders claims that it is not enough 
to rely on the brand, it is essential to combine the brand and the personality brand. The 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Big 4 consist of following accounting firms: EY, Deloitte, KPMG and PwC.  
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advantage with having a strong brand and being one if the Big Four, is that you can serve 
internationally.  
 
Lastly, Anders believes that it is of great importance for firms operating within this 
industry to create a competitive advantage. Once again, it comes down to recruiting the best 
employees to compete on quality with smaller firms with lower prices. 
 

 

Table	  4:1.	  Summary	  table	  of	  Anders	  Täreby	  and	  EY.	  	  
	  

4.2	  Deloitte	  and	  Morten	  Nielsen	  
Deloitte is the brand under which ten thousands of professionals in independent firms 
worldwide provides services in auditing, accounting, risk management, tax advice, 
acquisitions, mergers, divestments, consulting and financial reporting. Deloitte have over 
200 thousand employees over 170 countries, where Deloitte controlling company in 
Sweden (parent company) consists of 1100 employees. Deloitte’s vision is to help their 
clients by deliver the greatest possible value and at the same time provide their employees 
best possible development.  
 
Morten Nielsen has been in the accounting and consulting industry for approximately 12 
years and has worked within Deloitte Sweden for 9 years. Mortens role is that he is partner 
and has an essential responsibility of the business process solutions (BPS), which includes 
responsibility for the employees, clients, development of services and himself. Addition to 
Deloitte, Morten has a background within auditing, group finance and CFO roles.  

4.2.1	  Managers	  role	  within	  the	  organization	  
Morten has an essential role of responsibility towards the business process solutions. His 
main responsibility is to drive his department according to the values Deloitte strive 
towards, and within the frames that are created for the budget process. Morten believes it is 
important to convey the company’s goal and vision to the employees by coaching them in 
concrete situations. He further believes it is important that he also lives up to the 
company’s vision and goal.  
 

Competitive Strategy Organizational Resources Competitive Advantage 
Main strategy: Resources: Importance: 
Have the best employees that 
knows the best technique's and 
are the best consultants to their 
clients. 

Competences and capabilities of their 
employees. Main resource is their employees. 
Creating a solid network. 

Competitive advantage is of 
great importance. 

Porters five forces: How to maintain and develop resources: Their definition: 
Uses networking when 
analyzing the external 
environment.  It comes naturally 
that's why its not hard to do. 

Structured recruiting process that is major and 
detailed. Educating their employees with 
training and offering right tools. Providing 
follow-ups, feedback and motivation. 

Strong culture.Competent 
employees on a local level

Generic strategy: 

Focus: mainly entrepreneurs. 
Differentiation: High quality and 
their internal resources, that is 
build upon values and culture. 
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Morten explains that he has an essential participation in the strategic process work for 
Deloitte while at the same time he is responsible for implementing strategies in his own 
department.  He further says that he believes managers should have a participating and 
contributory part in the strategic process work as managers according to him have an 
insight of what is happening on the market, with their clients and with their employees.  

4.2.2	  Competitive	  Strategy	  
When generally working with strategies, Deloitte works with a five year plan and year 
activities, which is their long-term strategy. Morten further explains that they in the short-
run work with short-term goals for every project and further missions and short-term goals 
for every individual employee. When implementing these strategies According to Morten, 
Deloitte implement them through authorizing them by their partner groups but also that 
they implement them internally.  
 

 “Deloittes strategy to handle the competition on the market is to recruit and develop the 
best employees. Which will give us the opportunity to pursue our main strategy, to adapt to 

our clients and provide flexible solutions.”  
(Personal communication, M. Nielsen, 9 April, 2015) 

 
Deloitte doesn’t engage in analyzing their competitors, instead they engage time in talking 
to their clients and customers. When talking to their clients, Deloitte believes that they 
engage in market analysis. When doing their market analysis, Morten explains that they 
analyze the demands on the market. For example, Morten further says that today’s market 
is tough, as savings and cost reductions are being made. A lot of time goes to new projects 
and implementation of new systems. When Deloitte interact with changes, their mission is 
according to Anders to capture these changes fast and turn them around to their own 
advantage. One example when turning around changes to their own advantages is to offer 
new solutions for their clients.  
 
Morten explains that it’s hard to work with price-setting strategies, as he believes it’s 
difficult to put a price on the services they provide. Morten says that Deloitte are more 
expensive than others, but therefore they specialize the solutions towards their clients. This 
is strengthen by the thought that lower price, means poorer quality. Deloitte are according 
to Morten differentiating themselves from others with their high quality, development and 
their caring towards their employees. Morten further clarifies that the value their employees 
convey is also a factor that differentiates them. Morten believes that you could not 
differentiate by using the right systems or processes; instead the only thing you can 
differentiate on is your personnel and core competences. It comes down to motivate your 
employees to always do their best and that little extra. Because offering the cheapest 
services, means you don’t have afford with competent employees. When providing high 
quality, clients will not focus on the price. That’s why Morten believes that high quality are 
more important than the price. When describing Deloittes clients and target-group, Morten 
explains that they mainly focus is on more innovating businesses of larger size. However, it 
could be both small and large companies.  

4.2.3	  Organizational	  Resources	  
When defining the resources Deloitte consist of, Morten explains that they have access to a 
great deal of core competences. Through the employees they try to develop in being good 
at several things continuously. Morten believes that: 
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“The main resource is to follow the development of the employees to be best at what you 
do.” 

(Personal communication, M. Nielsen, 9 April, 2015) 
 
Morten further explains that the process of finding and allocating core competences consist 
of having the right person on the right place. While at the same time having a constant 
dialog with the client, where they make sure the client gets what they wants. To maintain 
and develop their resources, Morten says that they work on an individual level. By 
coaching their employees and conveying their short and long –term goals, they adjust to 
their employees. Deloitte provide a training program for their employees, which they 
follow and try to adjust to. This is supported by Deloitte’s transparency report (2014), 
which state that Deloitte has developed a professional development program, adjusted to 
the relevant areas for the employees.   
 
Morten further says that Deloitte also have educations that they provide for their 
employees, both on a Swedish and European level, where he believes it is important to 
convey knowledge from the whole world. This is supported by Deloitte’s transparency 
report (2014) and Deloitte’s annual report (2013/2014), that Deloitte offer structured 
learning programs and professional development programs to enhance the employees 
competences. Morten further explains that they provide education for their employees so 
they can better understand the systems and in turn provide the best solution for their clients. 
According to Deloitte’s transparency report (2014), this is a part of Deloitte’s “competency 
model”, which covers technical-, business- and leadership-skills. The model has been 
developed to comprehend the necessary factors to perform in the different roles of the firm 
(ibid). By handling and solving their client’s mission, Morten says that the employees 
educate themselves to be able to find potential developments towards their clients. Morten 
claims that: 
 

“ Deloittes main strength is their core competences and their skilled employees.” 
(Personal communication, M. Nielsen, 9 April, 2015) 

 
However, their weakness is that they haven’t reached the market with smaller businesses, 
as they are cheaper and easier to adjust to.   

4.2.4	  Competitive	  Advantage	  
Morten states that there is a very tough competiveness as it as a mature market. He further 
clarifies that it is crucial to understand your client and their commands, as every client are 
unique. When it comes to this, Morten says that Deloitte are good at understanding their 
clients. As a client you buy a whole solution product (package), not only an accounting 
service. It all comes down to providing good services for their clients.  
	  
A definition of a competitive advantage within the accounting industry is according to 
Morten flexibility. This means managing to adjust towards their clients and understand 
them, and not only being just another actor. 
 

“Deloitte’s competitive advantage is that they are focusing on their clients by providing 
them their core competences.”  

(Personal communication, M. Nielsen, 9 April, 2015) 
 

Their core competence might be more expensive, but they are therefore providing the best 
quality. Morten explains that it is important that the brand have a good reputation. In 
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particular they never want to compromise with the quality, that’s why some markets are not 
interesting for Deloitte. 
 
Morten further clarifies that he believes it is of great importance to have a competitive 
advantage within the accounting industry. Morten explains that he doesn’t believe 
companies with the lowest price have a competitive advantage. Maybe price have a matter 
in the short-run but never if you see if from a long-term perspective. He further says that 
when competing with a price question, it is a race you never will win. 

	  

	  

Table	  4:2.	  Summary	  table	  of	  Morten	  Nielsen	  and	  Deloitte.	  	  
	  

4.3	  BDO	  and	  Henrik	  Olsson	  
BDO is an accounting- and consulting firm with the vision of working with auditing, 
accounting and taxes, with the most satisfied clients. In Sweden, they have offices in 20 
different cities, with approximately 450 employees. Internationally, BDO has around 
60.000 employees at 1300 offices, in 150 different countries (BDO annual report, 
2012/2013). 
 
Henrik has been in the industry since 1991, right after he graduated from the university. He 
has worked at BDO since 1998. He is the manager of BDO’s office in Kungsbacka, and an 
associated partner in BDO, together with approximately 40 others. He has never left the 
industry due to the constant development, which he finds very rewarding.  

4.3.1	  Managers	  role	  within	  the	  organization	  
Henrik explains that his main tasks, as a manager and associating partner, is to be 
responsible of BDO Kungsbacka. Moreover, as an associated partner, Henrik has the ability 
to decide how he wants to lead the office. He has an equal decision-making part as the 40 
partners within BDO. Further, Henrik says that one of his main responsibilities towards 
BDO is to keep the employees satisfied, to find their driving-forces and make sure that they 
perform well. Another responsibility is to make sure that the clients are happy, by making 

Competitive Strategy Organizational Resources Competitive Advantage 
Main strategy: Resources: Importance: 
Adapt to clients and provide 
flexible solutions. Recruit and 
develop the best employees. 

Main resource is to follow the development of 
the employees to be best at what they do. Have 
a great deal of core competences. 

Competitive advantage is of 
importance. 

Porters five forces: How to maintain and develop resources: Their definition: 
Engage time in talking to their 
customers to create a market 
analysis, where they mainly 
analyze the demands on the 
market. 

Work on individual level, by coaching their 
employees and adjust towards them. Providing 
training programs and educations. Employees 
educate themselves as well. 

Focusing on their clients to 
provide the best quality and create 
a good reputation. To becoming 
flexible. 

Generic strategy: 

Focus: More innovating 
businesses of larger size. 
Differentiate: High quality, 
development and their care 
towards their employees. Their 
personnel and core competences.
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sure that there is trust in the relationship. Further, it is important to nourish the relationships 
that the firm has, both internal and external: clients and employees.  
 
Henrik additionally describes that as a manager of a flat organization, it is highly important 
to keep track of the financial results, the firm overall and the development of the office and 
employees. As a manager, it is important to strive for development in this industry, which 
is why a manger also needs to involve in HR-questions. It is according to Henrik extremely 
important to develop the employees, which he believes is a more and more crucial question 
for managers of accounting firms.  

4.3.2	  Competitive	  Strategy	  	  
There are according to Henrik approximately 40 partners in BDO, they all formulate and 
decide on strategies together. The strategies on a Sweden-level and a local-level are mainly 
the same and highly connected. Their strategy is to have satisfied clients and satisfied 
employees, by giving an added value in the services. There have been done measurements 
to investigate the outcome of this strategy, according to BDO’s annual report (2012/2013), 
where it is proven that BDO has won many measures regarding customer satisfaction. 
Henrik further claims that it is not a part of their strategy to promote BDO, since satisfied 
clients will contribute to more clients. Their target group are clients of different size, 
however no public firms. They mainly focus on privately-held businesses.  
 
“A part of the strategic work is the environmental analyses, especially due to the changes 

in the industry, where auditing moves towards consulting. Analyses of the environment can 
give us insight in what we have to do, and what we have to develop within the firm.” 

(Personal communication, H. Olsson, 7 April, 2015) 
 
This statement of Henrik is supported by BDO’s annual report (2013/2013) where it is 
stated that BDO partly build long-term strategies to handle changes on the market, due to 
constant change in the industry. Further Henrik explains, that the results from 
environmental analyses can provide BDO with a basis of information to decide on which 
opportunities they want to pursue and develop new strategies for.   
 
Another part of their strategic work is according to Henrik the meetings between all 
partners, where they look at the development of BDO, and how to further develop the firm 
by formulating new strategies. When evaluating their strategies, how well they have 
worked out, they use external firms to conduct a measuring in term of the satisfaction of 
their clients.  By evaluating the results from the measuring’s, BDO can decide on how to 
move further with their strategies regarding satisfied clients and employees. This work-
process is, as explained by Henrik, based on a 5-year plan.  
 
Beside this 5-year plan, Henrik and the associated partners discuss strategies on a yearly 
basis, due to changes in the environment. It takes long time to develop a strategy; thereby 
Henrik believes that it is of importance to oversee the strategies continuously.  A relative 
new strategy for BDO as explained by Henrik, is to evolve in the payroll-process and 
outsourcing of salaries. This strategy is based on that this area can provide a stable 
profitability for BDO. Henrik further explain that it is important to involve the employees 
that want to develop in the strategy- and implementation-process. This provides an 
opportunity to get a broader perspective on the strategies, as-well as it can develop the 
employees.  
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The price-setting strategy is hard to describe, since the complexity of the services provide a 
basis for how much BDO charge the clients. Henrik explains that firms that provide a 
feeling of safety for the client can charge higher. Henrik further says that auditing is a 
standardized service, and it is hard for firms to differentiate within the auditing area. BDO 
differentiate by their consulting competences, where the resources such as the employees 
provide the base for this opportunity. He further explains that BDO’s way of differentiating 
is quite similar to the big accounting and consulting firms in Sweden. Therefore, a part of 
their strategy is according to Henrik to create long-term relationships with clients, he 
explains: 

 
“A part of our strategy is to develop long-term relationships with our clients, which can 

result in more clients if we do a good job. One of the bases to create a valuable 
relationship with clients is our most important resource: the employees.” 

(Personal communication, H. Olsson, 7 April, 2015) 

4.3.3	  Organizational	  Resources	  
Henrik further explains that BDO’s most important resource is their employees, this is 
because of the competence that the employees possess. Therefore it is of great importance 
that the employees share BDO’s vision and want to develop within the firm. When dealing 
with human resources, Henrik says that it is of importance to know who has the greatest 
competence in the different areas of services that the firm provides. By allocating 
resources, they can exchange knowledge within the firm and develop the resources 
internally.  
 
When trying to develop the resources, Henrik explain that it is important to give the 
employees the right tools. These tools consist of meetings with the employees, where 
feedback is of great importance. These meetings are according to Henrik a way to set up 
development-plans for the employees, in line with the development-plans for the firm. 
Another tool is to have a decentralized firm, where the employees feel that they can take 
decisions. Henrik refers to his responsibilities as a manager: 
 
“It is important to find the employees driving-forces, entertain them and support them. This 

is a way of maintaining the competences within the firm.” 
(Personal communication, H. Olsson, 7 April, 2015) 

 
Another way to develop and maintain resources such as employees is according to Henrik 
to provide them with proper educations and benefits. According to BDO’s annual report 
(2012/2013), the company invest a great amount on educations and development of work-
tools for the employees, to ensure a high level of competence. Henrik further explains that 
since every employee are different, it is important to form the education to fit every unique 
person. This will result in satisfied employees! He further says that networking is a good 
way to find possibilities, and can provide a basis for which developments regarding their 
resources that are of importance. The networks can beneficially be clients, since they holds 
information of what BDO can do better. This information is beneficial in the developing 
process of the resources. Henrik further explain:  
 

“Satisfied employees will develop their competences in their specific areas, which is 
beneficial for the firm. If you provide a fun work-place for the employees, it will result in a 

higher level of competences and capabilities” 
(Personal communication, H. Olsson, 7 April, 2015) 
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BDO’s strengths are according to Henrik that they are seen as “human”, they are personal 
and want to develop a good relationship with their clients. He also believes that one 
strength is their ability to internally do quality checks. Henrik further explains that a 
weakness of BDO is that there is a slow and impassive development of their system-tools. 
This is because people within the firm work with different systems and they are now in the 
process of gathering all information in one system.  

4.3.4	  Competitive	  Advantage	  
By only providing auditing as a service, Henrik believe that a firm won’t survive. Henrik 
further says: 
 

“I believe that there is a need of creating a competitive advantage due to the abolition of 
audit-obligation in Sweden.” 

(Personal communication, H. Olsson, 7 April, 2015) 
 
He further believes that it is more important for bigger firms to create a competitive 
advantage, which he believe is that they have the resource to provide auditing services to 
public organizations that are quoted on stock exchanges.  
 
He believes that a competitive advantage within this industry can be the consultation 
ability, which is based on the employees. It is no longer important to see what defines 
firms; it is important to see what is needed in practice. Henrik believe that the ones who 
can see that, has a good base for creating a competitive advantage. Further, he believes that 
there are many factors to be considered when discussing competitive advantage; 
competences, exploiting competences within the firm and sharing competences.  
 

 

Table	  4:3.	  Summary	  table	  of	  Henrik	  Olsson	  and	  BDO.	  

4.4	  Baker	  Tilly	  and	  Jan	  Carlsson	  
Baker Tilly has approximately 500 employees in 60 offices in Sweden. Baker Tilly 
Halmstad was started in 1996 and has since then developed to employ 29 people, whereas 9 
are in a shared ownership. They provide services in auditing, accounting, consultation and 
business-transfers.  
 

Competitive Strategy Organizational Resources Competitive Advantage 
Main strategy: Resources: Importance: 
Have satisfied clients and 
employees, by adding value in 
the services. 

Most important resource is the competences of 
their employees. Using networking to find 
possibilities and develop. 

There is a need of a competitive 
advantage. 

Porters five forces: How to maintain and develop resources: Their definition: 
Analyze the environment is part 
of the strategic work. Provides 
insight and information about 
how to work and develop.

Providing the employees with the best tools, 
giving them feedback, entertain and support 
them with proper education and a fun working 
place. 

The consultation ability that is 
based upon their employees. 
Exploiting and sharing 
competences. 

Generic strategy: 
Focus: Clients of different sizes, 
privately- held businesses. 
Differentiation: By their 
consulting competences within 
their employees. 
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Jan has been with Baker Tilly since he started the firm in the year of 1996. Jan has since 
then been operating within Baker Tilly as associated partner and manager of the Halmstad 
office. He has 30 years of experience from the accounting industry. As an associating 
partner and manager of the office, he has the overall responsibility of the office and 
customers. Jan is also an authorized auditor. 

4.4.1	  Managers	  role	  within	  the	  organization	  
As a manager, Jan explains that he has a basic responsibility towards the firm. The 
responsibilities regards making sure there are enough clients to provide for, to ensure that 
Baker Tilly gets new clients and control the job allocation at the office. It is headmost Jan 
and his colleague that manage the office together, as a team. Whereas Jan has a 
responsibility for the external factors and his colleague for the internal. By this, Jan also 
has a responsibility of knowing the market and make sure that everything works in the 
production towards the market. By production, Jan refers to the services they provide as a 
process.  
 
Jan explains that as a manager with external responsibilities, their focus is on the clients.  
As a manager, Jan also explains that one of the most important task regarding the work of 
acknowledge the firms vision and goal to the employees is to make sure that they are 
comfortable and enjoy working at Baker Tilly. He continues to explain that if an employee 
likes their job, it falls naturally to perform well.  

4.4.2	  Competitive	  Strategy	  	  
To handle the competition on the market, Baker Tilly’s strategy is to provide services with 
high quality and constantly work with customer-care. Jan explains that they do not have a 
strategy that involves strong marketing, where they call potential clients. They focus more 
on their existing customers, and try to make sure that they are satisfied. In a town like 
Halmstad, the rumor of firm’s services and their quality is being spread rapidly. In Baker 
Tilly’s case, they want their clients to be as satisfied as possible, so they can share their 
satisfaction with potential clients. Therefore, a main strategy is the customer-care.  
 
Further, regarding strategies within Baker Tilly, Jan clarifies that in long-terms, they want 
to provide high quality services and work close with clients to do a good job. This long-
term strategy is build upon the shared ownership within the firm, where they are unique in 
the market they compete in with this strategy. This strategy is a long-term strategy, with a 
long-term commitment, which provides a basis for their work toward a low employee 
turnover.  When formulating strategies, all partners in the firm discuss the issue together. 
According to Jan, it all comes down to providing a good job, which is the basis for all 
formulated strategies. All strategies are also based on their core values, which are very 
important when providing quality services according to Jan. An important factor when 
formulating strategies based on core values, is to hire and maintain competent employees, 
that in the end provides a good job to the clients. Their strategy is being set towards their 
target customers, privately held businesses. When formulating strategies, Jan explains that 
it might not be of great importance for Baker Tilly to analyze their competitors, in a small 
town such as Halmstad, but it is important to know how the environment is developing.  
 
They do not actively work with greater analyzes of the environment, but they analyze 
through their network and clients. Operating in a small town, it is important to know what 
happens in the city, thereby, most analyzes of the external environment is being made by 
conversations. The analyzes are being used to provide the best possible service to clients. 
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According to Jan, doing a great job can generate new clients, by clients telling others about 
Baker Tilly.  
 
Regarding price-setting strategies, Jan explains that Baker Tilly wants to charge some 
levels beneath the Big Fours price settings. Accordingly, they charge higher than small 
“one man” firms, operating from a small office with merely no employees. The prices are 
therefore not a factor that differentiates Baker Tilly from their competitors. Jan explains 
that they differentiate by their high number of shared ownership within the firm, in 
comparison to the number of employees. At Baker Tilly there are 29 employees, whereas 9 
of them are associating partners. This strategy, with a high number of shared ownership 
that results in the firm taking good care of their employees, is according to Jan quite 
unique. No associated partner has ever left the firm, which Jan believes show the level of 
commitment the employees has towards Baker Tilly; 
 

“This is an unusual strategy, to have a big shared ownership. This strategy has worked 
very well at Baker Tilly, due to the fact that every associating partner discuss new 

strategies together, and everyone gets a chance to participate in the process.” 
(Personal communication, J. Carlsson, 7 April, 2015) 

 
Accordingly, they have a very low employee turnover. Jan believe that the reason is Baker 
Tilly’s strategic view on how to treat their employees. They hire competent people who 
share their values.   

4.4.3	  Organizational	  Resources	  
As a company, Jan enlightens that companies are looking for employees that are competent 
and social. It is of great importance that the employees are social, since in today’s market it 
is not enough to only be good at your job. There is a need for consultation. The services 
that Baker Tilly provide is of the same nature as the services that their competitors provide, 
and Baker Tilly’s employees is the resource that differentiate them from their competitors, 
Jan explain: 
 

“Auditing is quite square, it is the consultation that is of importance. If a client feels that 
they get quality consulting, they will choose the firm that provides this feeling!”  

(Personal communication, J. Carlsson, 7 April, 2015) 
 

Jan further describes that because of this, it is the consultations that provides new clients 
and jobs. To ensure that Baker Tilly’s employees can provide high quality services and 
consultations, they have regular educations, both in groups and more individual and 
focused educations on different levels. Together with these educations, Jan press the issue 
of once again taking care of their employees. For example, the office can go to common 
educations together, to later split up into more area-focused educations. This is one way of 
how Baker Tilly works towards maintaining their resources (employees) and helps them to 
develop.  
 
At Baker Tilly they work with “the good circle” as a basis. When recruiting, Jan explains 
that potential employees gets an insight of the core values at the office, which is the good 
circle; cooperation, well being and quality. By hiring competent and motivated employees 
that performs a good job, the firm can work towards retaining their clients and generating 
new ones. Therefore, Jan explains, it is important that the employees can recognize 
themselves in the core values of Baker Tilly.  
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“One of our strengths is that we are locally owned, we have the ownership where the 
clients are. This is our biggest strength.” 

(Personal communication, J. Carlsson, 7 April, 2015) 
 

Jan continue to describe their weakness, which can be a situation when they want to 
compete to get clients that are public / quoted businesses. He explains that they do not have 
a chance to compete. It is important to know your weakness and stay with what you do 
best.  

4.4.4	  Competitive	  Advantage	  
The competition in Halmstad is relative weak according to Jan. He believes that the reason 
for this is that the competitors did have a hard time maintaining their best competences.  
This could have resulted in that there are not enough competences to hold the firm up. Jan 
believes that good consulting abilities is a source of competitive advantage within this 
industry, in form of employees and their competences, which Jan believe Baker Tilly has.  
 

“Sometimes I feel that I see auditors in other firms that are very social, and they get by 
pretty good, without being the best at what they are doing. Consulting is important.” 

(Personal communication, J. Carlsson, 7 April, 2015) 
	  
If the clients are comfortable with their auditor, the firm has come a long way. In the long 
run, Jan explains that he has seen examples of people/firms that has managed to survive 
and get by without a competitive advantage. He believes that the reason is that they are 
very social, and have been able to provide a feeling of comfort to their clients. Once again, 
it comes down to both the employees, which are extremely important, and satisfied clients.  
 

 

Table	  4:4	  Summary	  table	  of	  Jan	  Carlsson	  and	  Baker	  Tilly	  

4.5	  EMS	  and	  Pia	  Johnson	  
EMS was founded in 2000, and developed over the years. At 2009, EMS was sold to one of 
the largest accounting firms in Sweden. The company was after this process restarted, 
under a new name, with the same initials: EMS. Today, EMS have 9 employees, and are 
located in Malmö, where they provide accounting, HR-services and consulting services.  

Competitive Strategy Organizational Resources Competitive Advantage 
Main strategy: Resources: Importance: 
Provide services with high 
quality and work with customer-
care. 

Competent and social employees. Not that important. Can manage 
without it. 

Porters five forces: How to maintain and develop resources: Their definition: 
Important to know the market 
and it's developments. Analyze 
through their clients and 
network, by communicating. 

Regular education both in groups and 
individually, focus their education on different 
levels to develop their employees. Provide a 
fun work-place 

With help from their competent 
employees deliver quality 
service with good consulting. 

Generic strategy: 
Focus: Privately held businesses. 
Differentiation: Shared 
ownership and low employee 
turnover. Care towards their 
competent employees.
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Pia has been in the accounting industry for approximately ten years, and has been with 
EMS for eight years. She is an associate partner and manager of EMS. Pia is responsible 
for the HR-activities within EMS.  

4.5.1	  Managers	  role	  within	  the	  organization	  
Pia explains that she has responsibilities towards all internal personnel related questions 
within EMS. Externally, she is the manager of HR questions and handles salaries within 
EMS. As a manager working with HR, she explains that these actions are customer related. 
If the employees are satisfied and comfortable with their work, it will result in good service 
and quality towards the customers. As a manager of a small firm, Pia has beside the HR 
responsibilities, other tasks such as negotiations, development plans for the employees and 
handling of conflicts. She further explains that EMS works hard with values, culture and 
well-being. She believes that it is important for a manager within this industry to create 
values that both employees and customers can relate to. Therefore, she strives to serve 
customers with a custom-made solution, to delivery the feeling of good service.  
	  
Pia believes that the process of making the employees strive towards EMS vision and 
values are important. It is important to have fun at work and it is more important to be clear 
so that everyone has the same interpretations of a situation. Further, Pia explains that as a 
manager, it is important to be available for the employees, so that they can be available for 
the clients. She therefore believes that it is a big part of her job to motivate the employees. 
Moreover, Pia says that she and her partner has the final decision-making role, regarding 
both strategies and overall decisions within EMS.  

4.5.2	  Competitive	  Strategy	  	  
EMS strategy is to be best at what they are doing. They want to provide the best services to 
their clients by always using new and improved technology. Pia explains that they pursue 
this strategy by giving their employees the best tools to serve a client, which will result in 
that the employees will provide the client with the best consultation. Pia continues to 
explain that all employees in EMS are welcome to share their thoughts, and to be part of 
the formulation of strategies. In the end, it is Pia and her partner who makes the final 
decisions. 
 
The accounting industry has been very homogenous for several years. Therefore Pia 
believes that it is of great importance to keep up with the technological developments, by 
analyzing the external environment when formulating strategies. She further explains: 
 

“If you don’t follow and keep up with the technological changes, you will not survive. If 
you do engage, you will keep your position and maintain your clients.” 

(Personal communication, P. Johnson, 2 April, 2015) 
 

Regarding the prices of the services they transmit to their clients, EMS is for now charging 
by the hour, but wants to develop further, to be able to give a complete solution to their 
clients. Pia states that they will adjust their price-settings where they will evaluate the 
client’s benefits/use. She further explains that it is important to see which benefits the 
clients will get from their services, and set the prices in regards to how much they can help 
the client: 
 
Pia also explains that EMS strategy involves finding clients that are good for EMS. A small 
firm cannot take on several companies, where they gain almost no profit. Therefore their 
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target-customers are incorporated companies. With this in mind, Pia explains that the 
implementation of their strategy has been based on the customer’s knowledge regarding the 
technological developments. The different solutions regarding the technology are, 
according to Pia, what can differentiate EMS from competitors. They are a small company, 
but strive towards having the best technology, so that they can focus on the consultation. 
She believes that this is the difference between the firms who succeed, and those who 
don’t. It is once again crucial to be available and mediate the feeling that EMS is a service-
minded firm, which they have to be in order to follow their strategy on being the best firm 
on the market.  
 
When analyzing the external environment, Pia describes it as a matter of networking. Pia 
and EMS do not formally conduct external analysis, she explains that they network to gain 
valuable information. Though, she believes that it is important to get an insight in how the 
market is developing, and what their competitors do well and less well. She explains that a 
firm can take advantage of knowing their competitors and their clients, so if competitors 
clients asks for help, they know how to serve them properly.  
	  

4.5.3	  Organizational	  Resources	  
 

“EMS most important resources, that defines them, are the competences of the employees.” 
(Personal communication, P. Johnson, 2 April, 2015) 

 
She explains that the employees at EMS are very qualified in HR and economics. Beside 
this, Pia believes that another important resource is the collaboration with another 
accountant firm that is focused on outsourcing. This is a great resource since the two firms 
can allocate their competences together, and provide a good solution for the clients. The 
firm and EMS share the same vision, which makes their collaboration profitable for both 
parties.  
 
It is not easy to find employees that are good consultants and love their jobs. Pia explains 
that within EMS, they tend to use their network when hiring. A main strategy when hiring 
is to go from network to network. By doing this, they have a more clear insight on the 
people they want to employ. Pia further explains that their network has become an 
important resource and provides EMS with great capabilities. It is of importance to always 
try to develop the network, to never fall behind on updates and competent personnel.  
 
EMS strengths are their capability to allocate the right employee on the right place. Pia 
believes that it is important to see every employees competences and capabilities, to find 
appropriate tasks and development plans. Another strength is their flexibility as a small 
firm and their availability towards their clients. Pia also describes their weakness, which is 
that they have not gotten as far as they had wished, in regards to the technological 
development that EMS is going through. She explains that they have come a long way, but 
they have not reached the point they are striving for.  
 
To keep the competences within EMS, Pia says that it is important to have individual 
employee-plans and goals. These are being developed through employee-conversations and 
educations within the company. She further believes that it is important to let the 
employees feel that they have a chance to develop, by giving them the right tools to do so. 
The competences and capabilities within EMS are crucial for the company’s success. 
Thereby, Pia believes it is important to hire employees that share the same vision and goals 
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as EMS. It is also important to keep the spirit up and show the good meaning of 
collaborations within EMS. It is further important that the employees can share their 
competences with each other, which can help them develop. Pia explain that one way of 
maintaining their most valuable resource, their employees, is to motivate them by 
participation.  

4.5.4	  Competitive	  Advantage	  
The industry is not very competitive right now according to Pia. Further, she believes that 
the technological developments will make the competition within the industry tough. 
Thereby, she believes that:  
 

“It is crucial for accounting firms survival to create or gain a competitive advantage.” 
(Personal communication, P. Johnson, 2 April, 2015) 

 
Pia believes that one source of a competitive advantage is to have the latest and best 
solutions for the clients. By this, she means that an accounting firm needs to be able to 
present a whole-process flow. To gain a competitive advantage, it is critical to have the best 
tools and an efficient flow that the client can recognize and believe in.  
 
EMS has according to Pia a competitive advantage due to their technological development 
and vision. She believes that EMS vision to offer different competences, at the same 
accounting firm with the best tools as one solution to a client, is their competitive 
advantage. Right now, EMS best competence lies within HR practices and wage-solutions.  
 

 

Table	  4:5.	  Summary	  table	  of	  Pia	  Johnson	  and	  EMS	  

4.6	  ASK	  Consulting	  and	  Jesper	  Rosvall	  
Ask is a small company located in Malmö with five employees. ASK is a consulting firm in 
areas as: economy, accounting, interim CFO and project leading. They have long 
experience from leaders positions within these areas and offers consulting and 
implementation to their clients. ASK was founded by two partners in 2014.  
 

Competitive Strategy Organizational Resources Competitive Advantage 
Main strategy: Resources: Importance: 
Provide the best services to their 
clients, by using new and 
improved technology. Being best 
at what they are doing. 

The competences of the employees. 
Collaboration with another accounting firm. 
Network is an important resource when 
recruiting and provides them with capabilities.

Crucial with competitive 
advantage. 

Porters five forces: How to maintain and develop resources: Their definition: 
Analyze the market through 
networking, provides them with 
valuable information. Do not 
formally conduct external 
analyses.

Individual employee plans and goals through 
conversation and education. 

Have the latest and best 
solutions, best tools, 
competences and efficient flow 
that the client recognize and 
believe in. 

Generic strategy: 
Focus: Incorporated companies. 
Differentiation: Different 
solutions regarding the 
technology, be available and 
service minded. Cost: Price after 
quality and clients demands. 
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Jesper is the associating partner of ASK, and a member of the board. Jesper has worked 
within the accounting industry for approximately 8 years. The vision and goal for ASK is 
to create a “house of economics” in Malmö. A house that offers all services within 
economical areas, and be best at it.  

4.6.1	  Managers	  role	  within	  the	  organization	  
Jesper explains that ASK is in a start-up phase. Jespers responsibilities towards the 
company today are to earn, as they so far has focused on hiring personnel. Regarding the 
process of inspiring the employees to strive towards ASK’s goal and vision, Jesper believes 
that it is important to convey the right messages and statements to the employees. 
Employees need to feel triggered towards reaching the company-goal. Jesper continue to 
explain that it is a hard assignment, as he wants to maintain a certain level of constantly 
personal development for the employees, at the same time as they cannot lose focus of the 
company’s goal. Jesper believe that is it important for him as a manager to provide a 
feeling of participation for the employees, especially since they are a small firm.  
 
Jesper further explains that it is easier for a manager within a small company to coherent 
master the changes, than a manager operating within a big firm. He continues clarifying 
that it is easier to convince the employees to get aboard the train, than convincing the 
clients of the benefits of the technological developments, as they do not have the 
knowledge that the employees have. The conclusion of this is according to Jesper as a 
manager to create an information-flow. Within ASK, Jesper and his partner has the main 
decision-making role within the company.  

4.6.2	  Competitive	  Strategy	  	  
Jesper explains that ASK strategy is to offer a total solution for the client with the right 
competence on the right place. Jesper further explains, the technological development has 
moved far and fast, and therefore the competence is of great importance. That is why their 
resources are of importance when conducting strategies. The strategy regards offering a 
finished product in terms of system and competences, with help from their suppliers and 
partners. Another strategy for ASK is to hire people that are pinpointed, where they before 
employing know the individual’s competences and strengths. This has for ASK resulted in 
employing individuals who are ready to take own responsibility and are decision makers. 
Jesper and his partner is ASK decide on strategies, but they also have a board which they 
discuss with when formulating and deciding on strategies. Working at a small company, 
such as ASK, he believes it is easier to get opinions and considerations from the employees 
within the company. 
 
As ASK is going through a start-up phase, Jesper explains that they in January 2015 “hit 
the start-button” for their strategy to reach their first short-term goal. This short-term goal 
states that ASK in 2015 should have 10 employees. Another short-term strategy is to create 
liquidity, to strengthen ASK in the long run. For ASK, there is no need to fully plan the 
implementation of strategies, since they are in a start-up phase. Jesper continue to explain 
that internally, this can contribute to a safer future.  
 
Regarding ASK prices and costs in consideration to their competitors, they differ in some 
aspects. Jesper further explains that when offering a package with a finished solution, 
adapted to client’s needs and demands, companies can charge a higher price. When 
comparing ASK prices to the Big Four accounting firms, Jesper explain that even if ASK 
takes a high price, the Big Four is still more expensive. Minimizing the costs is according 
to Jesper a hard assignment for ASK, as their major cost is related to personnel. ASK does 
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not niche towards a specific industry, instead they want to serve clients in every area, since 
the purpose of offering a finished product is to adapt it to every specific client needs and 
demands. In terms of differentiation, Jesper describe that ASK has a different business 
mind regarding auditing, since they have great knowledge in project managing and CFO, 
which he believes no competitor has. In addition to this, ASK differentiate through their 
high level of competence and experience. To be able to do this, Jesper explain that their 
good reputation provide a good basis, due to their experience, people within the industry 
know who they are.  
 

“When formulating strategies, it is of importance to analyze the external environment.” 
(Personal communication, J. Rosvall, 2 April, 2015) 

 
The more valuable knowledge and information collected, the company will know how to 
act. It is important to always be well prepared. Jesper further believe that analyses of the 
external environment can contribute to gaining valuable information regarding new clients. 
Jesper claims that the purpose of analyzing is to gain knowledge and insight in how the 
competition modifies on the market. To handle the changes on the market, Jesper explains 
that he as a manager works with networks. This is a process for him to follow the changes 
of the industry, and not lose focus on what is important. He believes that a good network 
can provide the firm with very valuable information, he says: 
 
“It is important to ride along with the train and keep up with the changes in the industry. If 

you don’t do this, you will not survive!” 
(Personal communication, J. Rosvall, 2 April, 2015) 

4.6.3	  Organizational	  Resources	  
	  

“ASK’s primary and major resource is their employees.” 
(Personal communication, J. Rosvall, 2 April, 2015) 

 
The resources that define ASK is the previous experience and competences of the 
employees, where the vision at work is that the free time and work goes hand in hand. He 
explains that it is important to always be flexible and available. ASK’s network is wide, 
due to their previous experience within the industry. To find and allocate core 
competences, Jesper explains that they have used their networks to find competent 
personnel. Further, Jesper says the importance of networking, when wanting to develop the 
firm with competences.  
 
Regarding the allocation of core competences, ASK have managed to benefit from each 
other’s competences, sharing knowledge, which is applicable since ASK is a small 
company. Jesper further explain that it is of importance to share knowledge and use each 
other’s competences, as people are good at different things.  To maintain their resources 
and competences, ASK want to create a pleasant workplace. It is important to provide a 
feeling of participant to the employees, with activities outside the office as well.  
 
Regarding ASK’s strengths and weaknesses, Jesper claims that ASK’s major strength is 
their level of competence and flexibility. He states that they are perceptive and has a broad 
network. The weaknesses are described based upon their start-up phase and that the brand 
therefore is not recognized yet. This can result is situations where they do not have enough 
employees for a certain matter of time.  
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4.6.4	  Competitive	  Advantage	  
The competition within this industry is according to Jesper tough regarding accounting. It 
has become a fact to follow the technological development, to handle the circumstances it 
brings. Based on the work ASK provide, there are no one-to-one competitors, basically the 
competitors closest to offer the same services as ASK are the Big Four.  
	  
Jesper believe that a source of competitive advantage within this industry is the ability to 
provide a whole package and convince the clients that the technological developments are 
good for them. It is crucial to always be a step ahead, providing effective and smart 
solutions to the clients. Jesper explain that ASK’s competitive advantage is their holistic 
perspective, their flexibility and the competence of the employees. Another aspect of a 
competitive advantage is the size of ASK, they are small and do not have the same 
hierarchy as larger firms. He further says:  
 
“It is important for accounting firms to create a competitive advantage, to be attractive for 
the clients and always be better than the competition. It is then crucial for firms to follow 

the technical developments.” 
(Personal communication, J. Rosvall, 2 April, 2015) 

	  
	  

	  

	  Table	  4:6.	  Summary	  table	  of	  Jesper	  Rosvall	  and	  ASK.	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Competitive Strategy Organizational Resources Competitive Advantage 
Main strategy: Resources: Importance: 
Offer total solutions with the 
right competence and systems on 
the right place. Being flexible 
and available. 

Employees and their competencies are the 
primary and major resource. Their broad 
network provides them with shared 
knowledge and competencies. 

Important to create competitive 
advantage. 

Porters five forces: How to maintain and develop resources: Their definition: 
Important to analyze the market. 
Networking and observing to 
gain knowledge and insight, as it 
is important to be prepared. 

Working with providing a feeling of 
participation towards their employees. Uses 
their network to allocate competent 
employees. 

Provide a whole package, 
effective and smart solutions. 
Their holistic perspective with 
competent employees and 
flexibility. 

Generic strategy: 
Differentiation: providing 
different auditing, project 
management and CFO:s. 
Through their high competence, 
experience and reputation.       
Cost: Price after clients need and 
no cost minimization due to high 
competence. 
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Chapter 5. Analysis 
 
In this analysis-chapter there will be an analysis of the empirical data, with application of 
the theoretical framework. A comparison of the respondents will be made, where 
similarities and differences are being highlighted. Following, if patterns are being found in 
the analysis, these will be presented. 
 
The analysis will create meaning and contribute with how managers work with competitive 
strategies and resources within accounting firms. The structure of the analysis is based on 
the themes and the theoretical framework, as well as the interview-guide, so that the reader 
recognize themselves in the reading, and easily can go back to find sources or paragraphs 
from other chapters. All the respondents will be analyzed together, to allocate patterns, 
similarities and differences, therefore, the complete structure from the empirical data will 
not be followed, rather the structure is based on the themes and findings. Finally, the 
authors of this study present their own designed conceptual framework of how managers 
beneficially can work with the themes in this study to create a competitive advantage, 
based on the analysis.  
 

! Managers Role 
! Competitive Strategy;  

-Strategy 
-Competitive Strategy 
-External environment - Porters five forces 
-Generic strategy – Differentiation 
-Generic strategy – Overall cost leadership 
-Generic strategy - Focus 

! Organizational Resources; 
-Resources 
-Core Competences 
-Maintaining and Developing Resources – How to work with resources 
-Networking  

! Competitive Advantage 
! Conceptual Framework 
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5.	  Analysis	  	  
	  

5.1	  Managers	  role	  
In the empirical data, there is an essential patter among the managers regarding their role of 
assembling internal resources; in this case the resources are defined as the employees. All 
managers in this study have a responsibility towards the employees, in different ways. 
Some of the managers, Jan at Baker Tilly, Henrik at BDO and Pia at EMS, emphasis the 
importance of keeping the employees satisfied. Jesper at ASK, Anders at EY, Henrik at 
BDO and Morten at Deloitte all explain that they strive to develop, coach or involve the 
employees in matters of the firm. Similarities between the managers are that they all in 
some sort refer to their employees when talking about their roles as managers. Pia at EMS, 
Morten at Deloitte and Jan at Baker Tilly discuss the importance of creating values and 
manage to get the employees to strive towards these values and visions. Further, Anders at 
EY also discuss values, but in a strategic mindset. The way that these managers think can 
be seen in the literature, where it is proven according to Løwendahl (2005) that it is 
important to consist competences within accounting firms by allocating the employees 
competences, motivating them and work with recruitment. Further, Kaiser and Ringlstetter 
(2011) agrees that the manager’s task is to manage the professionals within the firm. We 
can in this study see a clear pattern where the managers involve in their employees, which 
are consistent with the tasks of a manager according to the literature.  
 
Concerning decision-making within the firms in this study, all participating managers have 
a role as decision-makers, regarding the firms and regarding strategies. There are 
similarities between Pia at EMS, Jesper at ASK, Henrik at BDO and Jan at Baker Tilly, 
where all the managers describe that they take decisions together with partners. In EMS 
and ASK’s case, there are two partners in total, and in BDO and Baker Tilly, there are 40 
and 29 partners, and a clear pattern has emerged. Where the two smallest firms in this 
study, has shared ownership of two managers, further, the two firms within the definition of 
middle-sized firms in this study, has shared ownership of 29 and 40 partners. Here, a 
distinction between the phrase “partner” and “manager” arises, where a person at Baker 
Tilly can be partner, have a slight decision-making role and contribute with thought on 
formulating strategies, but do not manage the office, like Jan does. There can be seen 
similarities in how these managers operates in the literature, Johnsson et al. (2008) state 
that a strategy is decided, created and implemented by managers, which Aheame et al. 
(2014) develop and state that managers have the ability to identify factors that are 
beneficial for the firm while implementing strategies. Finally, Mintzberg’s (1989) theory of 
managers as decision-makers is applicable here.  
 
Further, there are two firms within this study that differs slightly from the theory; Anders at 
EY and Morten at Deloitte. Both of these managers are decision-makers within large firms, 
but they do not create and implement strategies on the highest level within the firm. They 
further implement strategies within their departments. This can depend on the hierarchy 
within these firms. Though, there can be seen a connection between Anders at EY and 
Morten at Deloitte to Horngren et al. (2014), who state that a managers’ responsibility 
involve deciding on which strategies to pursue with. Which is in line for Anders at EY and 
Morten at Deloitte, where they decide on strategies for their office (Anders) and department 
(Morten).  
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5.2	  Competitive	  Strategy	  

5.2.1	  Strategy	  
Both ASK and EMS, which both are small companies, express an emphasis within their 
strategy on serving their clients with improved technique, where they both refer to new 
systems. These strategies are based on the technological development of the industry, 
where both ASK and EMS clarifies the importance of keeping up with these external 
changes. This working-process can be seen in Verbeke’s (2013) explanation of a business 
strategy. According to Verbeke (2013) a strategy is based upon matching firms’ internal 
strengths, in relation to opportunities and challenges in the external environment. Both 
ASK and EMS recognized the changes within the industry and took these in consideration, 
among with their internal resources, when formulating strategies. Furthermore, a strategy 
should explain what opportunities the manager wants to pursue with. This can be seen in 
the case of ASK and EMS, where they have seen opportunities on the market, examined 
their resources, and build strategies upon these. Both ASK and EMS explains that is of 
importance to consider the firms’ resources, internal factors, such as competences, when 
moving further with these types of strategies. Further, a strategy within ASK is to pinpoint 
employees when recruiting. 
 
Features and characteristics of ASK’s and EMS’s strategies can be seen within both EY 
and Deloitte, where EY emphasis on providing the best systems and solutions, when 
recruiting the best employees. Deloitte has a clear strategy to recruit and develop the best 
employees, to adapt to clients and offer flexible solutions. Both EY and Deloitte lay 
emphasis on their employees in their strategies, where employees are seen as a main 
resource.  Basing a strategy to develop resources is supported by Kaiser and Ringlstetter 
(2011), who clarifies that a good strategy for a professional service firm involves 
improving and developing the firms processing of resources, such as knowledge and 
competence. Segal-Horn (1998) claims that it is essential that the internal resources 
stimulate as a ground for a strategy, to later insure that it becomes a foundation of a long-
term strategy, which can be seen in both EY and Deloittes strategies. One way that EY 
develop their resources through their strategy, in relation to Kaiser and Ringlstetter (2011) 
is through exchange of knowledge by collaboration with other regions. EY strengthen that 
the employees are in focus when implementing strategies, since the requirement is to be 
responsive, available and insightful to strive for the client’s expectations. Deloitte’s main 
strategy lays focus on providing flexible solutions to their clients. Both of these features is 
supported by Løwendahl (2005) who claims that a strategy needs to be both responsive and 
flexible towards the customers goals. This can be seen at Deloitte and ASK, where both 
firms want to offer flexible solutions and be flexible themselves, which slightly can be 
connected to EMS, who wants to be available.  
 
As EY and Deloitte discuss development of resources in contradiction to strategies, Baker 
Tilly and BDO have a slightly different approach regarding employees and strategies. Both 
Baker Tilly and BDO emphasis on the employees- and costumers-satisfaction as important 
factors in their strategies. Baker Tilly’s strategy is based upon their core values, which are 
seen in “the good circle”. Further, also EY, EMS and Deloitte work with internal values. 
To base a strategy upon core values, such as Baker Tilly does, is supported by Phillips 
(2011) who explains that it is important to consider a firms mission and core values when 
formulating strategies, where Baker Tilly developed this by explaining that when 
formulating strategies based on core values, it is important to hire and maintain competent 
employees.  
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There can be seen similarities of how the respondents, the accounting firms, in this thesis 
discuss strategies. All of them work somehow with long- and short-term plans; all beside 
EMS do formulate long- and short-term strategies. This way of handling strategies is 
supported by Ward (2011), who explains that a long-term strategic plan is often divided 
into short-term plans, where Bruynseels and Willekens (2012) state that short-term 
strategies often has a financial performance focus, which is the case for ASK and EY. 
Further, Ward (2011) state that strategies are in need of an implementation-plan that 
consists of the process of deciding, formulating and implementing strategies, this in turn is 
referred to as strategic management. It can be seen in the empirical data that all managers 
in this thesis work with strategic management, without referring to the term: strategic 
management. They somehow work differently from each other, when referring to how. 
Anders at EY, Jesper at ASK and Jan at Baker Tilly recruits when working with strategies, 
which also can be seen at Deloitte and Morten, where they further authorize this by their 
partner group. The latter can be seen with Henrik at BDO and Jan at Baker Tilly who 
explain that their strategic process involve meetings and discussions with the partners, as-
well as adding a value to the services. EMS is more focus on the technology, where Pia 
explains that they provide their employees the right tools to serve the clients.  

5.2.2	  External	  Environment	  –	  Porters	  five	  Forces	  
There is a strong pattern between all the managers in how they conduct analyses of the 
external environment; they talk and discuss! There are in no firm a formal way of perform 
an analysis of the external environment. There are no managers in this study that conduct 
analyses based on Porters five forces. Three managers, at BDO, EMS and ASK, all believe 
that it is important to conduct external analyses to get insight of the changes and 
developments on the market. All believe that conducting these analyses can provide them 
with valuable information of how to act. This is partly strengthened by Porter (2008) who 
states that analyzing the five competitive forces will identify the most important industry-
developments and industry-attractiveness. Further, one of the main developments within 
this industry is the switch of focus from mainly audition to consultations. Four of the firms, 
EY, BDO, Baker Tilly and EMS discuss this matter. There are no direct connections to 
Porter theories and Henrik at BDO, Pia at EMS and Jesper at ASK when they discuss the 
importance of analyzing the external environment.  
 
All managers within the firms in this study explain that they do not formally conduct 
external analyses, but state that it comes naturally when discussing within their networks or 
with clients. Nevertheless, all managers in this study emphasis on the clients needs and 
demands when conducting the analyses. Thereby, a pattern can be seen between all 
participating firms in this study, where all consider the clients to be most important when 
analyzing the external environment. This can bee seen in an aspect of Porters (2004) five 
forces, where analyzing the customers is part of this theory, which is equally important as 
the other four forces. Further Porter (2008) state that an awareness of the five forces can 
contribute with helpful background information for companies. There is a connection to all 
the firms regarding the bargaining power of buyers (Porter, 2008), where all mangers 
within the firms rely on discussions with clients, which can provide them with valuable 
information and sometimes information of their competitors. Further, the empirical data 
show that no firm conduct external analysis in regards to suppliers, even though four out of 
six managers within the firms discuss, in different matters, technology and systems as an 
important factor.  
 
The managers at EY, EMS, ASK and Baker Tilly specifically explain that they use their 
network when conducting external analyses, whilst Morten at Deloitte explain that they 
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discuss with clients. Henrik at BDO explain that they analyze through meeting with 
partners and external firms. The way Morten and Henrik conduct analyses can though be 
seen as networking, even if they did not specifically used the word network, since Johnson 
et al. (2008) describe that a firm can network with suppliers, customers and distributors. 
Which can be an important factor when formulating strategies.  
 
 

	  

Figure	  5:1.	  Respondents	  positioning	  according	  to	  the	  generic	  strategies.	  
	  
This table explains where the firms are positioned regarding the generic strategies, based 
on the empirical data. The positioning of the firms within only one square towards the 
other generic strategies has no meaning. For example, Baker Tilly is the firm located 
closest to “overall cost leadership”. This does not mean that Baker Tilly is more focused 
on an overall cost leadership position than the other firms located within the square 
“Differentiation”.  

5.2.3	  Generic	  Strategies	  –	  Differentiation	  
The managers within five firms in this study; EY, BDO, Deloitte, ASK and Baker Tilly, 
express that they differentiate by the their employees and their core competences. A clear 
pattern arises since all these firms, independent of size, differentiate on the same basis. 
Further, Anders at EY and Henrik at BDO further differentiate by their resources. By 
building internal resources, Laosirihongthong et al. (2015) state that these resources will 
contribute with greater competences, which in turn create a differentiation position. There 
is seen a strong connection between Anders at EY and Henrik at BDO towards 
Laosirihongthong et al. (2015), and a strong, but yet weaker connection for Morten at 
Deloitte, Jesper at ASK and Jan at Baker Tilly. Pia explains that EMS differentiate by 
providing different solutions regarding technology, she further explain that it is crucial to 
be available. This can slightly be seen as innovative thinking, which by Allen and Helms 
(2006) could be seen as a critical success-factor when referring to a differentiation strategy. 
Another connection between the firms can be seen at EMS, EY and ASK; where they want 
to base their differentiation having the best-developed systems and solutions towards 
customers needs. On the contrary, Morten at Deloitte do not believe that a firm within the 
accounting industry can differentiate by processes or systems. Morten believe that you only 
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can differentiate by employees and core competences. Another connection that has been 
seen is EMS collaboration with another accounting-firm, which Pia at EMS sees as a 
strategy. Theory support that firms with a differentiating strategy will increase their 
network to greater competent partners (Laosirihongthong et al. 2014). It can therefore be 
discussed if EMS’s network, regarding the collaboration, can be seen as a differentiating 
strategy. The shared ownership at Baker Tilly can also be seen as a differentiation-strategy. 
Further, Anders at EY explain that they, in Halmstad, differentiate through the services 
they provide within tax-consulting and transaction-unit, since no other firm in the city 
provide these services.  
 
There is a common view between Anders at EY, Morten at Deloitte and Jesper at ASK’s 
view on brand name. Anders at EY believe that a brand is important to cherish and hard to 
build up. Morten at Deloitte have the same view on this matter, a strong brand name is 
important. Jesper at ASK believe that they can differentiate because of their good personal 
reputation. This is supported by Ou and Chai (2007), who states that professional service 
firms are in need of improving their business reputation to be able to differentiate from 
competitors. The emphasis regarding brand name and brand reputation is mainly seen at the 
two largest firms in this study. Which could be a basis for a pattern.  

5.2.4	  Generic	  Strategies	  –	  Overall	  Cost	  Leadership	  	  
The managers at BDO, Deloitte, ASK and EMS explains that they are adjusting their 
services towards their customers needs and demands. This has resulted in the fact that they 
can charge a higher price on their services, as in Jesper at ASK and Morten at Deloitte’s 
case, they are offering a finished “package and specialized” solution. Henrik at BDO 
explains that they provide complex services and safety. Pia at EMS explains that they 
adjust their prices after the client’s benefits. When the customer has a lower sensitivity 
towards the price, Porter (2004) explains that it could have a relation to strategy 
differentiation. However, with references to the literature, does the purpose of an overall 
cost leadership consist of achieving an overall cost leadership position, in contradiction 
through minimized costs (Allen & Helms, 2006; Porter, 2004). Jesper at ASK strengthen 
this by explaining that it is hard to minimize the costs, as costs within accounting firms is 
related to the employees and their competences. Jan at Baker Tilly explain that price is not 
a factor that differentiate them. Finally, Morten at Deloitte believe that low prices are equal 
to low quality.  

5.2.5	  Generic	  Strategies	  –	  Focus	  	  
Beside EMS and EY, there is no suggestive focus strategy for the respondents in this study. 
BDO, Deloitte, ASK and Baker Tilly all have large target-groups. The managers at BDO 
and Baker Tilly explain that they target a segment of privately held businesses. Morten at 
Deloitte strive to reach out to innovative businesses, both large and small companies and 
Jesper at ASK explain that they do not have a specific target group. This is based on 
Porters (2004) explanation that a focus strategy needs to serve a specific target-group, 
segment of the product or a specific geographical area better than the competitors. The 
segments described above are large and are therefore not adequate for a focus-strategy, 
based on Porter’s (2004) definition of a focus strategy. Nevertheless, EMS and EY were 
more specific regarding their target-groups. Pia at EMS explain that EMS are careful of 
which customers they bring in, it is important that they are suitable for EMS, since it is a 
small firm. Anders at EY explains that they want to reach out to entrepreneurs, since the 
competition for this segment is not that hard. Since EMS particularly chooses their clients, 
there is no support from Porter (2004) to suggest that the firm has evolved in a focus-
strategy.   
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5.3	  Organizational	  resources	  
 

 

Table	  5:1.	  Table	  of	  empirical	  findings:	  Organizational	  Resources	  
 
This table summons and show similarities and differences of the firms main resources and 
how they work to maintain and develop them, based on the findings in the empirical data. 

5.3.1	  Resources	  
A clear pattern between all managers within this study, is their definition of their greatest 
resource; the employees. Further, all managers state that their employees are their greatest 
resources due to the competences they possess and contribute with to the firm. There is a 
clear and strong connection to the literature, where previous research (Kempe, 2013) states 
that a firm’s most important resource is the employees. Jesper at ASK further state that 
previous experience of the employees is regarded as a resource, this can be seen in the 
literature, where Ployhart and Moliterno (2011) see experience and skills of the employees 
as a resource. This can also be seen at Morten and Deloitte, who expresses that the skills of 
the employees is regarded as a strength. A pattern for five of the respondents; Deloitte, EY, 
BDO, ASK and EMS, has emerged, where all of the managers has based their strengths 
upon their resources. This is a common pattern in the literature as well, where Barney 
(1997) and Yang (2015) state that strengths and weaknesses of a company have a 
relationship to the resources within the firm. A firm that avoided this pattern was Baker 
Tilly, where Jan based their strength upon the shared ownership, which is part of their 
strategies.  
 
Furthermore, when analyzing the firm’s weaknesses, there is no sign that any firm, beside 
BDO, has referred to their resources. Which is incompatible with Barney (1997) and Yang 
(2015). However, BDO refer to their weakness as a slow development of their system-
tools, which can be seen as a resource.  

5.3.2	  Core	  competences	  
The competences of the employees are a resource: this shows a clear pattern between all 
the managers since they share this view. All managers specifically explained that their main 
resource was their employees, where they further referred to the competences of the 
employees. This way of referring to competences is strengthened by Kempe (2013), Kaiser 
and Ringlstetter (2011) and Løwendahl (2005), where the managers of all the firms in this 
study state that the competences are their most important resource. The managers within 

Table&of&resources&&&
Development Main&resources Maintaining&and&Developing

EY Competences*(employees)
Education,*sharing*knowledge,*
recruitment

BDO Competences*(employees)
Education,*fun*workplace,*
sharing*competences

Deloitte Developed*competences*(employees)
Education,*recruitment,*self=
developing

EMS Competences*(employees)
Education,*fun*workplace,*
sharing*knowledge

ASK Competent*and*experienced*employees
Recruitment,*fun*workplace,*
sharing*knowledge

Baker&Tilly Competent*and*social*employees
Education,*Recruitment,*fun*
workplace
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the firms see competences as extremely important and work to maintain and develop their 
employees, to not loose the competences. As mentioned above, a core competence can be 
defined as specialized skills, knowledge, experience and techniques (Long and Vickers-
Koch, 1995; Prahalad and Hamel, 1990; Yang, 2015). The literature further explains why 
employees can be seen as a resource; due to their possession of skills, expertise, abilities 
and knowledge (Ployhart and Moliterno, 2011;Skagges and Ioundt, 2004; Wright et al. 
1994). The managers at EY, Deloitte, EMS and Baker Tilly explain that they want to 
provide quality-services / good services towards their clients. The firms provide these 
services through their employees, that is why there can be seen a connection to the 
literature, where Prahalad and Hamel (1990) and Long and Vickers-Koch (1995) state that 
development of a core service can be a result of a core competence. Nevertheless, ASK and 
BDO do not specifically explain that they want to provide quality services, but do state that 
they want to provide a total solution for their clients, based on their competences (ASK) 
and providing added value in their services (BDO). Which is similar to the other firms, but 
not exactly the same.  
 
A competence is refereed to as possessions by employees, according to all the managers 
within the firms in this study, which is a pattern of views on competence between the 
managers. When further referring to employees as a resource, literature state that resources 
should be valuable, rare and inimitable (Newbert, 2008;Barney, 1997). Furthermore, it is 
proven that employees consist of social complexity, which is turn is inimitable (Wright et 
al. 1994). Løwendahl (2005) further states that core competences are socially complex, 
tacit and collective, which makes them hard to copy. This shows a clear pattern between 
the managers in this study’s reflections upon resources-employees-competences and the 
findings in the literature.  

5.3.3	  Maintaining	  and	  Developing	  Resources	  –	  How	  to	  work	  with	  resources	  
Trainings, educations, recruitment, feedback, providing right tools, provide a fun 
workplace and meetings are the different ways which the managers of the firms in this 
study work with resources. The managers of EY, BDO, Deloitte, EMS and Baker Tilly all 
explain that they work with providing education for their employees, as a process of 
developing and maintaining their resources. This shows a clear pattern, that education is 
commonly used as a tool within this area. Using training and education is according to 
Løwendahl (2005) a way to maintain resources for professional service firms, which also 
contributes to involving the employees in the value-creation within the firm. It is possible 
to see a clear connection of how the firms work to develop their resources with the 
literature. It can also be seen that four out of six firms work with values, and emphasis on 
this matter. One firm that stands out in regards of the development of their resources is 
BDO, where they involve the employees in the strategy-formulation process, as a tool for 
development. Further, it could be discussed why ASK did not discuss education as a tool to 
maintain and develop employees; one reason could be the fact that they are in a start-up 
phase.  
 
Jan at Baker Tilly, Anders at EY, Jesper at ASK and Morten at Deloitte further work with 
recruitment to employ the best employees and gain resources through that way. There is 
though a slight difference between their perceptions of why they work with recruitment. 
Jan at Baker Tilly and Anders at EY explain that they recruit to gain resources, whilst 
Jesper at ASK and Morten at Deloitte refer to this process as a strategy. The theory 
supports both perceptions, where Løwendahl (2005) states that when recruiting, a firm can 
be provided with new competences and even strengthen the current ones. Nevertheless, 
Wright et al. (1994) explain that recruitment can be used as a strategy to strengthen the 
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resources. Nevertheless, the main purpose of recruiting for all four firms, is to gain 
resources, which is why Jesper at ASK and Morten at Deloitte’s strategy process can be 
seen as a way of how to work with resources.  
 
The managers of BDO, EMS, ASK and Baker Tilly all state that a way of developing the 
employees is to provide a fun workplace. It can be seen a pattern between the smaller and 
medium sized firms within this study, where they all emphasize on the importance of 
providing a fun workplace. Whereas individual plans are part of the developing stages at 
EY, EMS, Deloitte and Baker Tilly. Further, the managers at EY, EMS, BDO and ASK 
works with sharing competences as a process of developing the employees. Whereas 
Morten explains that at Deloitte, they partly work with self-developing through work-tasks, 
thereby a pattern has emerged. At EY, elastic and reachable individual goals are set up for 
the employees, with further follow-ups. Both companies within the Big Four (EY and 
Deloitte) work with more formal processes when developing resources, whilst the other 
firms (EMS, ASK, BDO and Baker Tilly) work with both formal processes and soft-values, 
such as office-environment.  

5.3.4	  Networking	  
The managers within the firms that are analyzed in this study use their network in different 
ways. As stated above, all managers within the firms that are being analyzed in this study 
use their network to analyze the external environment, which is in line with the theory of 
Aheame et al. (2014) regarding the information that can be gained through networks. 
Nevertheless, some of the managers use their network further; Anders at EY, Jesper at 
ASK and Pia at EMS. Jesper at ASK and Pia at EMS use their network when recruiting 
competent employees, further, Jesper use the network to allocate employees. Anders use 
networking as a tool to create the right image. The usage of networking as a way to recruit 
can be seen in Awuah and Gebrekidan’s (2008) theory, stating that networking can provide 
firms with internal capacity. If seeing the recruitment-process as an opportunity, Kaiser and 
Ringlstetter (2011) strengthen this, due to that networking can provide opportunities for 
professional service firms, and be an indicator of how firms can use their social capital. 
When Jesper at ASK and Pia at EMS use networking as a tool for recruitment, they gain 
social capital. Which is why a weak pattern can be noticed. 
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5.4	  Competitive	  Advantage	  
	  

	  
	  
Table	  5:2.	  Table	  of	  empirical	  findings:	  Competitive	  Advantage	  
	  
This table shows each firms believes of the importance of a competitive advantage within 
their industry, as well as the firms own competitive advantage. 	  
 
All managers in this study believe that a competitive advantage within the accounting 
industry is of importance, except one. Jan at Baker Tilly believe that a firm can 
comprehend without a competitive advantage if they have social employees that provide a 
feeling of comfort. Jan at Baker Tilly base his believes on previous experiences where he 
has seen firm’s manage without a competitive advantage, further, another reason is that he 
believes that the competition on the market in Halmstad is not that hard. Nevertheless, all 
managers believe that they have a competitive advantage, but they all have different 
perceptions of what a competitive advantage is. Further, both Anders at EY and Henrik at 
BDO believe that it is of greater importance to have a competitive advantage in larger 
firms, where Anders refers to the Big Four.  
 
Similarities between the managers view on their competitive advantage is that they all refer 
to the competences of their employees. Anders at EY insinuates that competences should 
be on a local level, whilst Henrik at BDO strives to exploit and share competences. Morten 
at Deloitte, Pia at EMS, Jan at Baker Tilly and Jesper at ASK all explain that they provide 
core competences to their clients, through their employees. This can be strengthened by the 
literature in form of Løwendahl’s (2005) theory stating that organizational competences are 
a source of competitive advantage. Wang et al. (2011) further support this and develop it by 
stating that an organizations resources, capabilities and core competences are the aim of 
competitive advantage. This shows a clear pattern between practical and theoretical 
considerations of the source of competitive advantage for all managers in this study. 
Finally, there are also a clear connection between the importance of a competitive 
advantage and firm’s resources.  
 
Other similarities between the literature and the practical considerations can be seen with 
Anders at EY, who believes that part of their culture is their competitive advantage. Further 

Table&of&Competitive&
Advantage Important&for&the&industry? Their&competitive&advantage

EY Yes
Culture,*competences*of*
employees

BDO Yes
Consultation*due*to*employees*
by*sharing*competences

Deloitte Yes
Flexibility,*ability*to*serve*clients*
with*core*competences

EMS Yes
Latest*and*best*solutions*for*
clients,*competences

ASK Yes

Ability*to*provide*a*whole>
package*solution,*flexibility,*
competences

Baker&Tilly No
Consultation,*social*and*
competent*employees
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Pia at EMS and Jesper at ASK explain that a part of their competitive advantage is that they 
have followed technological developments. This can be seen in the literature, based on 
Wang et al. (2011) explanation that the concept of competitive advantage is through 
managing the organizational people, process, structure and culture. Further, Wang et al. 
(2011) state that there are an important relation between competitive advantage and 
technological innovations. This shows a weak connection of the practical and theoretical 
line of the concept of competitive advantage regarding Anders at EY, who mainly focus on 
culture. Whereas a strong connection can be seen with ASK and EMS towards the 
literature.  
 
Most of the managers refer to their clients when discussing competitive advantage, which 
is an external factor. Mainly, their aim is to understand their clients’ demands and thereby 
provide the best solutions. This can partly be seen in the literature, where Markides and 
Williamson (1994) state that to win competitive advantage, firms on any market needs to 
have the ability to serve the customers based on their needs. Further, Sigalas and Pekka 
Economou (2013) and Porter (1985) further state that market barriers and market position 
also could be a source of competitive advantage. The managers, when deliberating about 
their competitive advantage, have not recognized this.  
 
Nevertheless, beside the external referring to the clients, no manager have mentioned other 
external factors when discussing their competitive advantage. Thereby a big difference 
between the practical thinking of what the managers believe that their competitive 
advantage is, towards the literatures definition of a competitive advantage is seen. Some 
managers in this study have discussed their competitive advantage without referring to their 
strategies or market position, which the literature state can be a source of competitive 
advantage (Sigalas and Pekka Economou, 2013). Jan at Baker Tilly refer to their shared 
ownership as a strategy, which according to Jan is an uncommon strategy in this industry, 
whereas there are literature support of Wang et al. (2011) who state that this could be a 
source of competitive advantage, due to the structure of Baker Tilly. Nearly all the 
managers, beside Pia at EMS, refer to the competence within their firm as a source of 
competitive advantage, further, they explain that they differentiate through their employees 
and their competence. Literature (Porter, 1985) suggests that a differentiation strategy can 
be a source of a competitive advantage, which no manager in this study has considered to 
be a source.  
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5.5	  Framework	  

 

Figure	  5:2.	  Framework,	  own	  construction.	  	  
	  
C.S= Competitive strategy 
O.R= Organizational resources 
 
The framework model is based upon similarities and patterns found and analyzed by the 
empirical data and theoretical findings. By analyzing patterns between organizational 
resources and competitive strategy, which the literature states are sources of competitive 
advantage, and putting the different factors against each other, some patterns have been 
noticed. When discussing the firms way of analyzing the external environment (Porters five 
forces), it has been proven that the firms mainly analyze their customers and in some cases 
their competitors by communicating and networking (internal resource) with others. As 
suggested in the analytical framework presented in the theoretical framework, there is a 
connection between internal and external factors. The analytical framework enabled an 
analysis that found a connection between networks and analyses of the external 
environment. By using the analytical framework as a basis, it has been proven that 
networking has a role when analyzing customers and competitors. Since four out of six 
managers discuss new system and technological developments, the framework suggest that 
due to the developments and changes in the industry, explained in the problem background, 
managers should conduct external analyses and include the factor of suppliers (in this case, 
suppliers of systems and software). On the other hand, no connection where found when 
analyzing the firms competences and their way of analyzing the external environment. 
 
However, it has been proven that all the firms differentiate from others trough their 
competences their employees possesses. A clear pattern shows that the firms most 
important resource is the competence their employees possess. This leads to high quality 
service and customer-care. As suggested in the analytical framework, two important factors 
to gain competitive advantage are internal competence and a generic strategy. The 
analytical framework suggests there is a connection between these, which has been 
supported by the result of this study. There has not been found any relation between the 
firms way of position themselves on the market and how they network.  
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Figure	  5:3.	  Explanation	  of	  framework,	  own	  construction.	  	  
 
The purpose of this study is to investigate and increase the understanding on competitive 
advantage within accounting firms, thereby have we developed a framework on how 
managers do use organizational resources and competitive strategy to create a competitive 
advantage. The table above illustrates a framework on how managers could reach 
competitive advantage through their organizational resources and competitive strategy. The 
framework illustrates how to work with organizational resources and also how to work with 
competitive strategy to gain competitive advantage.  Employees and their competences are 
proven to be the most important resource for firms within the accounting industry. This 
means that managers need to put effort and time in their employees so they will be able to 
maintain and develop their competences. In effort to do that, managers need to put time and 
money on education and training to develop their employee’s competences and at the same 
time maintain them by providing them a fun workplace where they receive motivation and 
feedback.  
 
However, besides developing and maintaining organizational resources, firms need to find 
a market position that gains them competitive advantage. To reach that, managers need to 
analyze their customers’ demands and competitor’s behavior in order to perform and 
deliver unique services to their clients. The best way of doing that is proven to be trough 
networking with others outside the organization. Further, managers should improve the 
analyses of the external environment, by including suppliers; due to the changes in the 
industry. To keep up with technological development is shown in the empirical data to be 
crucial. Mangers need to find a position on the market where they can create competitive 
advantage, to manage that, they need to create a differentiation strategy trough their 
employees and their competences they possesses. By following this framework managers, 
operating within accounting firms, might be able to create competitive advantage.  
 

HOW:

Organizational Resources Competitive Strategy

 - Develop and maintain 
employees competences

 - Analyze clients, competitors 
and suppliers to understand the 
clients demands and the 
competitors behaviour

!! Develop through 
education, training and 
recruitment ! Through network
 ! Maintain through 
motivation / feedback and 
provide a fun workplace

!"!Differentiate 

! Through employees 
competences
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Reconnecting to the analytical framework, it can be seen that two factors are slightly 
dependent on one and another. The results showed that managers use their network to 
conduct analyses of the external environment, Porters competitive forces. Thereby, an 
internal resource is a keystone to one of the external factors, which combined contributes in 
the process for managers when gaining competitive advantage. The same pattern was seen 
with the factors of core competences (internal) and generic strategies (external). This, since 
the competences of the employees have a major impact on the firms way of differentiate. 
Conclusively it can be seen that the analytical framework, which has been used as a base in 
the analysis, have not changed much due to the results. The patterns shown in the 
framework (2:3) has been consistent throughout the analysis. However, a stronger relation 
between the external and internal factors has emerged.  
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Chapter 6. Conclusion 
 
The conclusions and findings for this study are presented by a recap of the study’s purpose 
and research question. The research question is answered and an explanation to how the 
purpose is fulfilled is explained, whereas the contribution is shown in the developed 
framework. Further, findings and conclusions that has led to the fulfilling of the purpose 
and answering of the research question is being accounted for. This is followed by the 
presented theoretical and practical implications and suggestions for further research.  
 

! Conclusions and Findings 
! Implications 
! Further Research 

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  



	  
	  

 
 

67 

6.	  Conclusion	  
	  
 
The purpose of this study is to investigate and increase the understanding on competitive 
advantage within accounting firms. The study aims to fill the gap of knowledge in order to 
develop a framework on how managers do use organizational resources and competitive 
strategy to create competitive advantage. The conducted framework presented in the 
analysis, where a connection between organizational resources and competitive strategy has 
been found, has fulfilled the purpose both theoretically and empirically. The results of the 
analysis has provided an ability to answer the research question in this study: 

 
“How do managers operating within accounting firms create a competitive advantage 

based on their organizational resources and competitive strategy?” 
 
Managers use their organizational resources to differentiate. In contradiction, resources 
such as networks are being used to analyze the external environment, to increase their 
understanding of the market and clients. Educations- and recruiting-processes develops the 
employees’ competences, to meet the demands of the customers and changes on the 
market. These themes combined have been the basis of the further developed framework in 
this study that practically contributes to how managers create competitive advantage within 
accounting firms. Which also theoretically contributes to a shown connection between 
firms internal factors (organization resources) and external factors (competitive strategy).  
	  
A clear pattern found in the analysis has showed that all managers, within this study, did 
refer to their employees when discussing their roles as managers within different 
accounting firms. All managers have a responsibility towards the firms’ internal resources: 
the employees. Beside this, it is essential for the managers to assemble internal resources.  
Therefore, findings suggest that managers within accounting firms have a clear connection 
to the firms’ internal resources. Another pattern found in the analysis is that all managers 
within this study have a decision-making role within the firm. Further findings were that 
four out of six managers have a role regarding the formulation and implementation of 
strategies. Whereas two of the managers, within the two largest firms in this study, EY and 
Deloitte, work with implementation within their particular departments. Therefore, a 
conclusion can be made that managers within accounting firms have a role regarding 
external factors, in this case, different processes of strategies. With this information in hand 
a rather weak, due to the number of respondents, conclusion can be made that there is a 
connection between managers within accounting firms to both internal- and external 
factors.  
	  
All the managers in this study, shown in the analysis, do not conduct formal external 
analysis of the environment. They refer to it as something that comes naturally, since they 
all talk and discuss with clients, in some cases also with others within their network. 
Results show that the managers mainly focus upon one factor: the clients. Nevertheless, the 
findings are not consistent with the literatures view on how to perform a complete analysis, 
which is why a conclusion can be drawn that accounting firms, in this case, do not perform 
external analyses thoroughly enough. Another finding were that four out of six managers 
discuss technological developments and systems, without including the factor of suppliers 
in their analyses of the external environment. Therefore, a further conclusion has been 
drawn that accounting firms beneficially should conduct external analysis and include the 
factors: suppliers, clients and competitors as shown in the presented framework. Where 
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suppliers can be an important factor due to the technological developments seen in previous 
research and empirical findings.  
 
Regarding the findings of the three generic strategies, a clear pattern arises in the analysis: 
all the firms differentiate. Due to the fact that the findings in the empirical data and the 
analysis were consistent with the findings of the literature, a conclusion can be stated that 
most accounting firms differentiate by their resources. Further, the findings in the analyses 
show that it is hard to create an overall cost leadership position, since accounting firms 
adjust their price to the quality of the service and to the clients’ demand. Thereby, a 
conclusion can be made that quality is a more important factor than the price. In regards to 
the focus strategy, the analysis show that all firms have target groups, but no firms are 
niched or specialize on a specific focus-group, beside from EY and EMS, which shows 
slight behavior of the focus strategy. Thereby, with support from the empirical findings and 
analysis, the accounting firms in this study positions within the differentiation strategy.  
	  
A very strong pattern, shown in the analysis, was that the most important resource for all 
managers and firms are the competences their employees possess. This was highly 
consistent with the literature. Therefore, a strong conclusion can be made that accounting 
firms most important resource is their employees. Further, it was investigated and analyzed 
how the managers work to maintain and develop the resources. A conclusion are being 
made that managers are in need of maintaining and developing their main resource, through 
education, recruitment and training, by motivating, giving feedback and provide a fun 
workplace, which is shown in the conducted framework. Further, findings were made that 
the managers view on competence in contradiction to the literatures view on resources. 
Resources should be rare and inimitable and employees consist of social complexity, which 
is inimitable. Thereby a conclusion is being made that the firms resources (employees) are 
inimitable, in relation to the VIRO-framework. Other findings, regarding organizational 
resources, have been that all managers that have participated in this study use their network 
to analyze the external environment. The literature support that a network is identified as 
social capital, and is thereby defined as an internal resource, whilst the empirical findings 
show that networks are used for external purposes. Thereby a conclusion has been made 
that a network is a valuable resource that beneficially can be used externally, in regards to 
external analyses. 
 
The analysis has shown that all managers explain that they differentiate through their 
employees. Further, networks which are being defined as an organizational resource, are 
being used to conduct external analyses. Whereas a conclusion can be made that the 
empirical findings has shown a connection between organizational resources and 
competitive strategy, which thereby provides a basis for the conducted framework in this 
study.  
 
All participating managers of accounting firms in this study refer to both internal 
competence and their clients, in regards to competitive advantage. Nevertheless, they do 
not consider their strategic-processes or market position when discussing competitive 
advantage. Therefore, it can be stated that all managers consider internal resource as a 
source for competitive advantage, but do not consider external factors such as strategic-
processes or market position. All managers describe that they differentiate, put do not put it 
in context of a competitive advantage. It can therefore be discussed whether parts of this 
industry is not applicable to Porter’s (1985) theories, or if the managers at these firms do 
not have a 100% theoretical perception of a competitive advantage, where a generic 
strategy can be a source of competitive advantage. Where the latter suggestion is preferred.  
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There is nevertheless a need of criticism for the findings in this thesis. Due to the number 
of respondents participating, it is hard to generalize the results. With support from Bryman 
and Bell (2011) empirical findings in a qualitative study are focused on generalize to 
theory, not population, which is why the results from the small sample of respondents in 
this study is hard to generalize towards the population. However one empirical finding: the 
result that employees and their competence are a firm’s most important resource can be 
generalized with support from theoretical findings. This shows that the result of employees 
being seen as the most important resource contributes to and supports the theory, whereas 
this result can be applicable to other surroundings. This due to the fact that previously 
developed theory that has been used and discussed in this study clearly showed similar 
results. This particular finding can thereby be linked to the theory. Further, regarding the 
analytical generalization, the sources of competitive advantage in this study are rather 
limited. There are more sources of competitive advantage that has not been discussed in 
this study, which is why the results on competitive advantage are hard to generalize 
towards the theory. Due to the choice of not discussing all forms of sources of competitive 
advantage, the results from the rather narrowed analysis is hard to generalize. The process 
of creating a competitive advantage based on the framework, all parts combined, cannot be 
generalized due to the lack of theoretical support. 
 
Further, the method-choice of including six firms of different sizes could have an affection 
of the presented results, since firms with approximately 10 employees and firms with 
approximately 2000 employees are not structured the same way.  Another aspect to be 
critical about is the question regarding price-setting strategies, which has been explained in 
the method chapter. As stated in the method, the respondents discussed the matter, but if 
the question were to be different, and more focused on costs, the results regarding that area 
could have been different.   

6.1	  Implications	  
With a focus of studying sources (organizational resources and competitive strategy) of 
competitive advantage, the theoretical contribution is the conducted framework. The 
framework consist of a found connection between organizational resources and competitive 
strategy, nevertheless, there are no significant findings between all the components within 
each theme. There are findings to support that accounting firms differentiate through 
competence (employees), which is an organizational resource. There are nevertheless no 
findings of a further relationship between competences and analyses of the external 
environment. As a result, there are theoretical implications for managers when following 
the conducted framework.  
 
The findings in this study have practical implications for managers within accounting 
firms. Due to the changes of the industry (Kaiser & Ringlstetter, 2011; Kempe, 2013; 
Mueller et al. 2011) there are increased need of creating a competitive advantage, due to 
technological developments and reconstruction of the provided services from mainly 
auditing to consulting. There is therefore an increased need to expand the managers 
awareness of the importance to maintain and develop the firms resources, in this case the 
employees, but at the same time consider strategic planning and market position in the 
process of creating a competitive advantage. Further, the findings in this study support a 
connection between organizational resources and competitive strategy. Nevertheless, part-
components (competences-analyzes of external environment & network-generic strategies) 
between these themes are not considered empirically when managers within accounting 
firms are in the process of gaining competitive advantage.   
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6.2	  Further	  Research	  
This thesis does not cover other factors than organizational resources and competitive 
strategy as sources for competitive advantage. There are certain factors that could be 
included when conducting research of competitive advantage within accounting firms.  
 
In this thesis, a framework has been conducted of how managers within accounting firms 
beneficially can work with organizational resources and competitive strategy to create a 
competitive advantage. It is therefore suggested for further research to test the framework 
empirically. The framework can be further developed if new findings arise. Further, only 
managers within accounting firms have participated in this study, it could be of interest to 
test the framework within other industries, to study the frameworks usefulness within 
different industries. It could further be of interest to continue finding patterns, similarities 
and differences between small, medium and large sized accounting firms. In this thesis, 
there has been a brief analyze with focus on the sizes of the firms. This could lead to other 
results with a new framework, depending on size.  
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Appendix	  1	  -‐	  Expert	  Interview	  
Staffan	  Rosenblad,	  Ask	  Consulting	  	  
Personal	  Communication	  2015-‐02-‐06	  
	  

1. Can you generally describe the service accounting sector? 
2. What is you interpretation on factors that defines the industry? 
3. Is there a need for growth in this industry for the survival of a firm? 
4. How is the competition on the market in Sweden today? 
5. Are there many actors on the market? Is the entry of this market easy or hard? 

Why? 
6. Which factors do you believe are important for company-growth when operating 

within this industry? 
7. Are firms within this industry dependent of analyses of the external environment? 

E.g. customers, competitors, substitutes or suppliers.  
8. Which resources are of great importance to be able to grow? 
9. Is it important to have a competitive advantage when operating within this industry? 
10. Do you believe that there is a need for this type of research? 
11. Do you believe that there is sufficient knowledge regarding this area today? 
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Appendix	  2	  -‐	  Interview	  guide	  
 
General individual 
 

• How many years have you worked within this industry?  
• For how long have you been working at this company? 

 
General Organizational 
 

• Can you briefly describe what your position within the company means, work tasks 
etcetera? 

• What is the company’s goal and vision? 
 
Management 
 

• What types of responsibilities do you as a manager believe that you have towards 
the company? 

• What is essential in your work regarding the process in making the employees work 
towards the company’s goal and vision? 

• What is your role within the company when deciding and conducting strategies?  
• Is it in your belief that managers within accounting firms beneficially can contribute 

when defining strategies within a company? How? 
• What is your role within the company regarding the analyses of the external 

environment? How are these analyses being used?  
• How do you as a manager internally handle changes in the environment?  

 
Competitive Strategy and Generic Strategy 
 

• Can you briefly describe the company’s strategy to overcome the competition on 
the market? 

• How do you work with price-setting strategies in contradiction to your competitors? 
• Do you believe that it is of importance to analyze the external environment, such as 

threats and competitors when formulating a strategy? 
• How do generally work with strategies? Why? Short- and long term etcetera 
• How does the company work with implementation of strategies? 
• How does the company differentiate on a market with many competitors? How do 

you differentiate your services? 
• Can you describe your target-group and customers? 

 
Organizational resources 
(A resource= a firm capabilities, assets, competences, knowledge and information) 
 

• What resources does this company have that defines and differentiate you from 
your competitors?  

• How do you work to find and allocate core competences within the organization? 
For example technologies and employees, right people at the right place. 

• What is the company’s’ strengths and weaknesses? How are these being used and 
handled?  
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• How do you work to maintain and develop the resources, capabilities and core 
competences? 

• How do you use these resources, capabilities and competences to respond to 
environmental situations? 

 
Competitive Advantage 
 

• Can you describe the competition within this industry? 
• What is your definition of a competitive advantage within your industry? 
• Do this company have a competitive advantage? Which? 
• Do you believe that it is essential for businesses operating within this industry to 

gain or create a competitive advantage? Why? 
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Appendix	  3	  -‐	  Operationalization-‐Scheme	  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Reference' Theory' Theme' Question'
!! !!   !!

Barney 1997 Responsibilities Management 
 -What types of responsibilities do you as a 
manager believe that you have towards the 
company? 

      
 -What is essential in your work regarding the 
process in making the employees work towards 
the company’s goal and vision? 

McClelland 1994 Competent 
Managers Management  -What is your role within the company when 

deciding and conducting strategies?  

      
 -Is it in your belief that managers within 
accounting firms beneficially can contribute when 
defining strategies within a company? How? 

       -How do you as a manager internally handle 
changes in the environment?  

McClelland 1994 Understanding 
market 

Management  -What is your role within the company regarding 
the analyses of the external environment? How 
are these analyses being used?  

Porter 1985;2004 Five Forces Competitive 
Strategy 

 -Do you believe that it is of importance to 
analyze the external environment, such as threats 
and competitors when formulating a strategy? 

       -Can you briefly describe the company’s strategy 
to overcome the competition on the market? 

       -How do generally work with strategies? Why? 
Short- and long term etcetera 

Porter 1985;2004 Generic 
Strategy 

Competitive 
Strategy 

 -How does the company differentiate on a market 
with many competitors? How do you differentiate 
your services? 

     

-How does the company work with 
implementation of strategies? 
-How does the company differentiate on a market 
with many competitors? How do you differentiate 
your services? 
-Can you describe your target-group and 
customers? 
-How do you work with price-setting strategies in 
contradiction to your competitors? 
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!

 
     

 
 
 
 

 
Wang, Lin & Chu 

2011 

Internal 
resources 

Organizational 
Resources 

 -What resources does this company have that 
defines and differentiate you from your 
competitors?  

Prahalad & Hamel 
1990, Yang 2015, 

Agha, Albrubaiee & 
Jamhour 2012 

Competences Organizational 
Resources 

 -How do you work to find and allocate core 
competences within the organization? For 
example technologies and employees, right people 
at the right place. 

Clark, 2000 Competences Organizational 
Resources 

 -How do you work to maintain and develop the 
resources, capabilities and core competences? 

Barney 1997, Yang 
2015 

Resource based 
view 

Organizational 
Resources 

 -What is the company’s’ strengths and 
weaknesses? How are these being used and 
handled?  

Barney 1997, 
Newburt 2008 

Organizational 
Resources 

Organizational 
Resources 

 -How do you use these resources, capabilities and 
competences to respond to environmental 
situations? 

  Competitive 
advantage 

Background 
information 

 -Can you describe the competition within this 
industry? 

Sigalas & Pekka 
Economou 2013,       -What is your definition of a competitive 

advantage within your industry? 

Porter 1985;2004, Competitive 
advantage 

Competitive 
advantage 

 -Do this company have a competitive advantage? 
Which? 

O'Shannassy 2008,  

    

 -Do you believe that it is essential for businesses 
operating within this industry to gain or create a 
competitive advantage? Why? 

 Wang, Lin & Chu 
2011   
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