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Abstract 

Purpose. This thesis contributes to the strategy literature by investigating 
how multi-business firm strategizing aligns with corporate and business 
strategy. To fulfill this purpose, the following research question is posed: how 
is corporate and business strategy alignment balanced in multi-business firm strategizing? 
The thesis expands the literature of corporate strategy, strategizing, and 
strategy as process and practice (SaPP) by providing insights into a real life 
challenge encountered in a global dominant player in the engineering, 
construction and real-estate industry (E&C). This challenge was voiced as: 
“how can we align the group of businesses to leverage on our group’s size 
and diversity without limiting the individual businesses’ responsiveness?” 

Design. I describe my approach design as immersed participatory insider research 
with retrospective reflection and theorizing. The approach contains elements of 
action research. It was phenomenon driven rather than driven by a gap in 
theory. As data and theory were explored, gaps in the literature were identified, 
and questions were formulated and answered. A single case study design was 
used to explore the extensive and fine-grained data obtained through the 
privileged access granted me by my employment in the firm studied. I 
collected data in real time over the course of a three-year strategy initiative. 
The data included strategy documents, interviews, work material from 
strategy workshops and meetings, calendars, meeting minutes as well as field 
notes. Data was analyzed using qualitative methods.  

Findings. Corporate and business strategy alignment could be seen as 
balanced. This balance aimed at enabling corporate synergies by utilizing the 
size and diversity of a multi-business firm without limiting the responsiveness 
of the incorporated businesses. In strategizing, this balance had to be 
continuously managed. Participation in strategizing influenced the balance 
and afforded ownership of strategies to the businesses, facilitating learning 
and subsequently firm-specific knowledge, which could then generate 
synergies. Employing strategy tools in corporate strategizing facilitated a 
common language as the tools chosen prescribed the outcome format by 
defining critical concepts used in strategizing. Tools also facilitated 
comparison and learning from the group perspective. The strategy 
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professionals managing and facilitating of the strategizing process and 
practices resulted in synergies through common ways of strategizing while 
still allowing business managers their own strategy agendas. 

Aligning corporate and business strategy in terms of process and practices 
resulted in cost and growth synergies for the corporation without significantly 
limiting the businesses’ responsiveness while content alignment primarily 
results in cost synergies and limited business responsiveness.  

Conclusion. The findings of this study contribute to the corporate strategy 
literature, strategizing theory and the strategy as process and practice research 
stream by explaining how multi-business firms strategize and how different 
of firms’ approaches to strategizing manages the balance of corporate and 
business strategy alignment in a variety of ways. By highlighting and 
combining the process and practice perspectives with corporate strategy, 
understanding of the domains, both collectively and individually, is increased. 

Managerial implications. The findings of the study provide insights into 
how multi-business firms can enable corporate synergies without limiting the 
incorporated businesses’ responsiveness. However, organizations may have 
different levels of ambition regarding synergies, and consequently have 
different approaches regarding how to manage the balance of corporate and 
business strategy alignment. Recommendations as to how participation, 
strategy tools, and strategy professionals can be used in the organizations’ 
strategizing are offered.  

Limitations and future research. Case studies are suitable for probing ‘how’ 
questions and providing ‘thick’ descriptions. While empirically rich, the 
findings of this thesis are limited by the context of the single case. Future 
research is therefore warranted to confirm, contradict or refine the findings 
and conclusions of this study. 

Keywords. Corporate strategy, strategizing, multi-business firms, alignment, 
case study, participation, strategy tools, strategy professionals 

 
�  



 

 v 

Sammanfattning 

Syftet med den här avhandling är att bidra till strategilitteraturen genom att 
undersöka hur företag med flera olika typer av verksamheter arbetar praktiskt 
med strategi för att skapa en större enhetlighet inom organisationen för att 
utnyttja sin storlek och bredd utan att begränsa verksamheternas förmåga att 
anpassa sig till sina unika förhållanden. Forskningsfrågan som styrde arbetet 
lyder: hur balanseras enhetlighet mellan koncern- och affärsstrategi av det praktiska 
strategiarbetet i företag med många olika typer av affärsverksamheter? 

Design. Min forskningsansats innefattar deltagande i arbetet och reflektion 
och teoretiserande i efterhand, och påminner i delar om aktionsforskning. 
Forskningen var fenomendriven; ett specifikt problem i det undersökta 
företaget var ledande snarare än ett på förhand identifierat gap i teorin. En 
fallstudiedesign användes för att dra nytta av den unika och omfattande data 
som möjliggjordes av min anställning i företaget. Data samlades in löpande 
under ett treårigt strategiinitiativ och innefattar strategier, mål, styrdokument, 
intervjudata, arbetsmaterial från strategiworkshops och -möten, kalendrar, 
mötesprotokoll och fältanteckningar. Data analyserades med kvalitativa 
tekniker. 

Resultat. När koncern- och affärsstrategier balanserades möjliggjordes 
koncernsynergier genom att företaget utnyttjade sin bredd av verksamheter 
utan att begränsa de inbegripna affärsverksamheternas förmåga att anpassa 
sig till sin marknad. Denna balans behövdes hanteras löpande i strategiarbetet. 
Studien visade att detta kan låta sig göras inom tre områden: 1. involvering av 
fler deltagare i strategiarbetet skapade ett ägarskap av strategin och 
möjliggjorde lärande av företagsspecifik kunskap som i sin tur gav upphov till 
koncernsynergier; 2. att använda gemensamma strategimodeller i hela 
organisationen skapade ett gemensamt ’strategispråk’ genom modellernas 
definitioner av kritiska begrepp. Detta underlättade både jämförelser av olika 
affärers verksamheter, från ett koncernperspektiv, och lärande mellan de olika 
verksamheterna från ett affärsperspektiv. Horisontella och vertikala 
koncernsynergier blev positiva utfall av detta; och 3. att använda strateger för 
att leda och facilitera strategiprocessen och det praktiska strategiarbetet både 
på koncern- och affärsnivå möjliggjorde synergier genom att det skapade 
enhetliga sätt att arbeta med strategi. 
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Sammanfattningsvis, enhetlighet av koncernens och affärsverksamheternas 
strategiprocesser, metoder och modeller möjliggjorde vertikala och 
horisontella kostnads- och tillväxtföretagssynergier på koncernnivå utan att 
begränsa affärsverksamheternas frihet att anpassa sig påtagligt. Enhetlighet av 
strategiska val ex. mål, planer skapade förvisso förutsättningar för 
kostnadssynergier, men begränsade också affärernas beslutsfattande genom 
att affärsverksamheternas chefer och medarbetare inte tilläts äga 
sin ’strategiagenda’. 

Slutsatser. Mina resultat bidrar till forskningen om koncernstrategi, 
strategiarbete och strategi som process och praktik (SaPP) genom att 
adressera en ’klassisk’ koncernstrategiutmaning – balansen mellan koncernen 
och affärsverksamheterna – med ett process- och praktik-perspektiv. Detta 
ökar vår förståelse för vart och ett av kunskapsområdena samt hur vi kan 
kombinera dessa två perspektiv och lära oss mer om strategi. 

Konsekvenser för företag. Mina fynd förklarar hur företag med flera olika 
typer av verksamheter kan öka sannolikheten för att möjliggöra 
koncernsynergier utan att begränsa affärsverksamheternas förmåga att 
anpassa sig till sina marknader. Detta är en balans många stora organisationer 
kämpar med. Studien ger råd om hur involvering, användande av 
strategimodeller, och strategers ledning och facilitering av strategiprocesser 
och -arbete kan hjälpa organisationen att uppnå och upprätthålla denna balans.  

Begränsningar och framtida forskning. Fallstudier är lämpliga för att 
utforska frågor på djupet och tillhandahålla "täta" beskrivningar. Min 
avhandling, som är empiriskt rik, begränsas av att den analyserar data från ett 
fallföretag. Framtida forskning uppmuntras därför att bekräfta, motsäga och 
förfina de presenterade resultaten. 

Nyckelord. koncernstrategi, strategiarbete, synergi, anpassning, delaktighet, 
strategimodeller, strateger, fallstudie 
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To Albert and Harry, 

 

”La science, mon garçon, est faite d’erreurs, mais d’erreurs qu’il est bon de 
commettre, car elles mènent peu à peu à la vérité.” 

Jules Verne1 

 

”Science, my boy, is made of errors, but errors that are good to commit 
because they lead us, little by little, to the truth.” 
�  

 
1 Verne, J. (1864). Voyage au centre de la Terre, p: 146. Paris: Pierre-Jules Hetzel 
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“Theory building seems to require rich description, the richness that comes 
from anecdote. We uncover all kinds of relationships in our ‘hard’ data, but it 
is only through the use of this ‘soft’ data that we are able to ‘explain’ them, 
and explanation is, of course, the purpose of research. I believe that the 
researcher who never goes near the water, who collects quantitative data from 
a distance without anecdote to support them, will always have difficulty 
explaining interesting relationships”  

Henry Mintzberg2 
�  

 
2  Mintzberg, H. (1979). An emerging strategy of “direct” research. Administrative 
Science Quarterly, 24, 105-116. p: 113. 
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1.� Introduction 

“The test of a first rate intelligence is the ability to hold two 
opposed ideas in the mind at the same time, and still retain the 
ability to function.” 

F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Crack-Up3 

1.1.� The challenge 
Strategy is typically concerned with organizational performance and success. 
How well an organization performs, and if it succeeds, is, however, impacted 
by several different factors. The dynamics of an industry, the organizations’ 
position within such industries, and the organizations’ resources and 
capabilities are three such factors. And besides such logical factors, to be 
honest, luck is also a factor to consider. All of these factors are difficult to 
correctly understand in isolation, and truly comprehending the way they 
interplay and collectively impact an organization’s possibility to perform is 
almost impossible. Nonetheless, managing the variety of challenges that stem 
from such an almost ‘chaotic’ environment is, in a nutshell, what strategy is 
about. 

Indeed, most strategy challenges organizations face are complex. An 
alternative solution to a particular challenge might be beneficial in several 
respects, but still have certain drawbacks. When strategizing, attempting to 
manage strategy challenges in order to sustain or increase performance, 
critical issues often need to be weighed against other perhaps contradicting 
and equally critical issues. Leaders in an organization need to plan ahead, but 
they also need to leave room for emergent possibilities; they have to focus on 
delivering to markets and to customers’ existing demands today, but also 
employ resources internally to try and develop the organization’s not yet 
existing future. From this perspective, strategizing, managing complex 
challenges, can be seen as an act of balancing different perspectives 
simultaneously. 

 
3 Fitzgerald, F. S. (1945). The Crack Up, p. 1. New York: New Directions. 
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One central balance in organizations is related to what should be ‘common’ 
in terms of, e.g., values, goals, or ways of working across the entire 
organization. Of course, the entities of an organization need to decide some 
things for themselves. This balance is particularly important in large 
organizations where several different entities, possibly geographically spread, 
need to have some common features to ensure that the organization is 
working in concord toward a mutual purpose. To achieve such unity, different 
integration measures, e.g.,  coordination, collaboration, and centralization can 
be employed. Such measures typically aim at aligning the organization, 
directing attention and resources in a way that increases the organization’s 
prospects of collective success. Indeed, alignment, cohesion across an 
organization, enables it to work in harmony and contribute to organizational 
performance. 

However, often there is a need for entities of an organization to adapt to 
continuously changing local conditions. In an ideal world, the ‘common’ stuff 
does not restrict such adjustments, in a less ideal world, common objectives, 
standards or ways of working obstruct adaption to the unique environment 
in which the organizational entity is operating. Hence, although aligning an 
organization is a powerful mechanism to unite an organization, it can be 
detrimental if not managed properly, as it may limit local powers of initiative 
and the possibility to adapt. Managing alignment can thus be seen as balancing 
two perspectives. On one hand, increasing alignment to better make use of 
the organization’s collective resources, and on the other hand simultaneously 
letting parts of the organization adapt to their unique local circumstances. The 
challenge of balancing these two opposed ideas is addressed in this thesis. 

The setting of my investigation is a corporate group that after more than 130 
years of prosperity - attributed to local entrepreneurship and a decentralized 
organization - aspired to create a stronger central unit guiding the 
incorporated businesses. They asked themselves how they could increase 
alignment of the businesses across their entire group and ensure they 
contribute to the whole of the firm, yet have leeway to adapt to conditions in 
their unique business environments? 
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As point of departure to explore this challenge, and an illustration of a shared 
view on the challenge across the firm, the Chief Executive Officer provides 
his view: 

Although we know we have to use our size and diversity to leverage our group synergies 
to ‘compete on our terms’ [air quotes], and not accept the rules of our smaller competitors, 
our 130 years of profitable history is built on local entrepreneurship; and whatever we 
do, we must not under any conditions stifle that. 

Managing a large organization with several different businesses thus seems to 
require weighing the group’s interests against the incorporated businesses’ 
self-interests. While taking the group’s interest into consideration helps in 
utilizing the benefits of being a large organization and increases group 
performance, making sure such group interests do not decrease businesses' 
performance by constraining the businesses self-interest to adapt to their 
unique conditions, is also crucial. 

1.2.� The theoretical problem 
Having illustrated the challenge empirically, I now turn to the theory. There 
are a number of fields of knowledge that touch upon the challenge of 
balancing management of the periphery from the center. In this thesis, 
strategy is the knowledge domain used to make sense of how to balance a 
group’s interest with the incorporated entities’ self-interests. One initial 
theoretical distinction to understand in this challenge, also applied in practice, 
is the distinction between corporate level strategy and business level strategy 
(e.g., Ansoff, 1965; Andrews, 1971; Beard and Dess, 1981; Christensen et al., 
1978; Hofer and Schendel, 1978). 

Corporate strategy’s main purpose is to leverage the benefits of being a large 
diversified firm (Rumelt, 1974). In such firms, there are generally different 
distinct specialized business units - divisions or similar - operating on different 
markets with different products and thus in different conditions (Chandler, 
1991). Yet they typically have a central entity that to some extent guides or 
manages these incorporated businesses (Greve, 2003; Prahalad and Doz, 
1987). The rationale for such a central entity is that it can create alignment 
and cohesion across the group’s businesses, as this generally has a positive 
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influence on the firm’s performance (Chakravarthy and Henderson, 2007). 
Corporate strategy is thus concerned with challenges concerning how to 
manage a group of incorporated businesses to ensure competitiveness and 
value creation at a corporate level (Feldman, 2020a; Porter, 1987; Rumelt, 
1974). Excess value created by such a corporate unit is often referred to as 
corporate synergies (Ansoff 1965; Martin & Eisenhardt 2001; Porter 1985). 

In contrast, business strategy’s primary focus is on challenges related to how 
to be competitive in a market, typically by assuming a position (Anwar and 
Hasnu, 2016; Bain, 1956; Porter, 1979; 1980), or by building or exploiting a 
unique set of resources or capabilities (e.g., Barney, 1986; Penrose, 1959; 
Rumelt, 1982; Teece et al., 1997; Wernerfelt, 1984). Such activities are bound 
to increase responsiveness to markets and seek to ensure the business is in 
‘fit’ (Snow and Hambrick, 1980) with its environment (Ansoff et al., 1976; 
Bowman and Ambrosini, 2007; Goold and Campbell, 2004; Hamel, 2014; 
Mintzberg et al., 2005). Business responsiveness is typically defined as 
businesses being able to make autonomous decisions regarding resource 
commitment in order to respond to competitive or customer demands in a 
timely and adequate manner (Prahalad and Doz, 1987). 

From a corporate strategy standpoint, aligning the organization can be seen 
as a measure to make sure the corporate group utilizes the size and diversity 
of its incorporated businesses as this enables the realization of corporate 
synergies and corporate competitive advantage (e.g., Ansoff, 1965; Martin and 
Eisenhardt, 2001; Porter, 1985; Seifzadeh and Rowe, 2019). From a business 
strategy perspective, ‘too tight’ an alignment of the incorporated businesses 
might, however, impair their ability to respond to unique conditions in their 
individual environments (e.g., Chen and Eriksson, 2019; Eisenhardt and 
Galunic, 2001; Goold and Campbell, 2002; Prahalad and Doz, 1998). 
Managers in the businesses have a key role in championing decentralized 
strategic decisions (Hautz et al., 2017; Hutter et al, 2017; Mahto et al., 2020; 
Wooldridge et al., 2008), as they are closer to the customers and understand 
their needs better. Hence, corporate strategy should guide business strategy 
and is therefore at the heart of the firm-environment alignment process 
(Bourgeois, 1980). Correspondence between corporate strategy, business 
strategy, and the changing environment in which the businesses act is an 
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increasingly crucial issue for large diversified firms’ performance (Zajac and 
Shortell, 1989; Mackay and Chia, 2013; Nickerson and Silverman, 2003; Wu, 
2013). 

To summarize, on the one hand strategy theory informs us that corporate 
alignment increases group performance by enabling corporate synergies. On 
the other hand, the literature also explains that a too tight alignment may 
endanger business responsiveness, which in turn decreases business 
performance. Consequently, there seems to be at least some inconsistency 
regarding corporate alignment in diversified groups of businesses. Naturally, 
all in all, alignment in such organizations has to create more value in terms of 
corporate synergies than it disrupts in terms of impaired business 
responsiveness (Campbell et al., 1995b; Goold & Campbell, 1998). Following 
this line of argument, when managing alignment in a group of businesses, 
balancing two partly opposed ideas is crucial for a corporate center aiming to 
maximize the performance of the firm. 

1.3.� Positioning and relevance of the research 
This thesis deals with how corporate and business strategy alignment is 
balanced in multi-business firm strategizing. Multi-business firms are firms 
with several individually specialized businesses and are therefore in need of a 
corporate strategy for managing these businesses (Greve, 2003). Strategizing 
denotes the everyday practices of arranging or attending activities 
contributing to the direction or survival of the organization: how strategy 
work is done, who is participating, how, and what resources are drawn upon 
(Jarzabkowski et al., 2007; Whittington, 2006). As this study addresses large 
organizations, such activities are typically socially accomplished (Hunsicker, 
1981) and take place in a sequence of events over time, i.e., in organizational 
strategy processes (Van de Ven, 1992).  In this thesis, the outcomes of such 
strategy processes and practices, are referred to as strategy content. The 
balancing of corporate and business strategy alignment refers to the managing 
of the alignment of the corporate strategy of the group and of the business 
strategies of the businesses (processes and practices, and contents) so that it 
enables corporate synergies, contributing to the greater good of the entire 
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firm while still allowing the businesses to make autonomous decisions in 
response to unique environmental demands. 

Existing corporate strategy research has provided substantial knowledge on 
strategy and alignment. For instance, relatedness of incorporated businesses 
(Rumelt, 1974); strategy, structure, and culture, as well as global-local balance 
in multinational corporations (Bartlett and Ghoshal, 1993; Hill, 1994; 
Egelhoff, 1982; Ma et al., 2020; Prahalad and Doz, 1987; Romelaer and Beddi, 
2015); cross-functional processes or projects as facilitators of cooperation (e.g. 
Galunic and Eisenhardt, 2001; Gupta and Govindarajan, 2000; Hansen, 1999; 
Jarzabkowski and Balogun, 2009; Martin and Eisenhardt, 2010); corporate 
control styles to manage a group of businesses (Goold and Campbell, 1987; 
Govindarajan and Fisher, 1990; Hill et al., 1992; Prahalad and Doz, 1998; 
Rowe and White, 1997); vertical integration (Williamson, 1975; 1985); 
allocation of resources across businesses (Arrfelt et al., 2015; Bardolet et al., 
2010; Bower, 1970; Gupta and Govindarajan, 1986); control of resources 
across businesses (Helfat and Eisenhardt, 2004; Sakhartov and Folta, 2014; 
Sakhartov, 2017; Teece et al., 1994; Wu, 2013); and internal cross business 
subsidization (Billet and Mauer, 2003; Khanna and Tice, 2001; Ozbas and 
Sharfstein, 2009) have been studied. 

This literature offers plentiful insight into how large complex organizations 
(whether multinational corporations (MNCs), multi-business firms or multi-
unit organizations operating in an M-form, U-form, CM-form, N-form, H-
form, or otherwise) need to balance some kind of centralized and 
decentralized management of strategy to optimize their performance (e.g., 
Bartlett and Ghoshal, 1993; Bender et al., 2018; Enright and Subrahamian, 
2007; Friesl & Silberzahn, 2012; Foss et al., 2008; Ma et al., 2020; Mack and 
Szulanski, 2017; Paterson and Brock 2002; Vancil, 1979). The lion’s share of 
these studies emphasizes strategy content, e.g., strategy and structure, 
resource allocation, and addresses the balance of a global HQ and local 
country businesses within the field of international business. According to a 
recent literature review (Feldman, 2020b), corporate strategy would therefore 
benefit from new perspectives provided by alternative approaches, methods, 
and measures. Yet, there is scant empirical evidence of ‘how’ to practically go 
about managing the challenge of aligning diversified groups of businesses (e.g., 
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Collis et al., 2007; Jarzabkowski and Balogun, 2009; Knott and Thnarudee, 
2020; Paroutis and Pettigrew, 2007; Seifzadeh, 2017). Addressing corporate 
strategy and alignment from a process and practice perspective (Burgelman 
et al., 2018), can be seen as one such alternative approach. How an 
organization strategizes may have an impact on the strategy content, and 
therefore it appears reasonable to investigate the relationship between an 
organization’s strategizing processes and practices on a corporate level and 
the alignment of the firm in question. This, however, seems to be under-
researched in the literature. 

In parallel to the corporate strategy literature, there is more than half a century 
of research addressing alignment per se (e.g., Chen and Eriksson, 2019; 
Kathuria et al., 2007; Lawrence and Lorsch, 1967; Likert, 1961; Miller, 1986; 
Wu et al., 2019). Alignment is typically defined as a cohesion between several 
factors impacting organizational performance positively, e.g., strategy and 
structure, or in the case of multi-business firms, the incorporated businesses 
(Burns and Stalker, 1962; Chandler, 1962; Melnyk et al., 2014). In relation to 
strategy, the emphasis of alignment research has been on the importance and 
the benefits of alignment, and on which different factors or elements in an 
organization to align (McAdam and Bailie, 2002; Shen et al., 2020; Tan and 
Tan, 2005; Wu et al., 2020). Related to the strategy field, the relationship 
between strategy and structure has been investigated in the alignment 
literature (e.g., Chen and Eriksson, 2019; Skinner, 1978; Srivastava and Sushil, 
2017; Venkatraman, 1989). Another common area of investigation, primarily 
related to the business strategy literature, is the alignment of strategy and 
performance measures (e.g. Melnyk et al., 2014; Micheli et al., 2014; Neely et 
al., 1997; Pongatitchat and Johnston, 2008). Closely associated to the focus of 
this study there are also a number of studies investigating alignment of 
strategies as such. Within these studies, one common focus is the alignment 
of different types of strategies, e.g., operations, marketing, and business 
strategies (Rhee and Mehra, 2006), technology strategy and corporate strategy 
(Arasti et al., 2017), as well as local and global strategies (Baumgartner and 
Tippman, 2019). Another common focus is the alignment of strategies at 
different strategy levels. Typically, corporate, business and functional strategy, 
and how they relate to each other, are investigated (e.g. Hiekkanen et al., 2013; 
Likert, 1961; Nath and Sudharsand, 1994). 
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The abovementioned studies on alignment as well as several others, have 
made valuable contributions to our understanding of the phenomenon. 
However, in these studies strategy is primarily viewed as strategy content 
(Mellahi and Sminia, 2009), and therefore the emphasis in the studies lies on 
alignment of strategy content. Studies on alignment and strategy taking a 
process and practice perspective into account seem to be scarce. More 
specifically, the everyday multi-business firm strategizing that enables inter-
unit coordination, alignment and similar remains to be studied in full as 
important aspects may have been overlooked (Loon et al., 2020; Weiser et al., 
2020). Additionally, since alignment by definition impacts firm performance 
positively, the general notion, and point of departure in much of the 
alignment research is that alignment is beneficial. This focus is logical and 
extensive research provides evidence for such a relationship (e.g. Prahalad 
and Bettis, 1986; Ramanujam and Varadarajan, 1989; Wu et al., 2020). 
However, most strategy challenges’ solutions typically have both benefits and 
drawbacks, and thus need balancing (Lewis, 2000; Markides, 2001; Price and 
Newson, 2003). As argued above, in the multi-business firm, alignment may 
also have drawbacks. These drawbacks are possibly implicit in the business 
strategy literature, but Chenhall (2005) explicitly states that such potential 
drawbacks need to be better understood. Such drawbacks seem particularly 
pertinent pertaining to corporate alignment in the multi-business firm. 

Whereas there is a common and established notion regarding the importance 
of alignment, highlighted for instance in the corporate strategy literature, the 
need for a greater understanding of alignment’s potential drawbacks in 
diversified organizations, is more implicitly communicated, and chiefly in the 
business strategy literature. In addition, strategy and alignment research on 
the whole, has thus far put the emphasis on alignment of strategy content. 
Based on this theoretical understanding, taking into including corporate 
strategy and business strategy, as well as strategy process and practices and 
strategy content when investigating alignment in multi-business firms, may 
enable a more nuanced understanding of the phenomenon than would a one-
sided perspective (Csazar, 2018; Eisenhardt and Piezunka, 2011; Price and 
Newson, 2003; Nickerson and Argyres, 2018). My ambition is to use such an 
array of perspectives. Consequently, by investigating a core corporate strategy 
phenomenon using a strategizing lens, I position this thesis at the intersection 
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of corporate strategy and strategy as process and practice research (Burgelman 
et al., 2018; Mirabeau et al., 2018). 

The rationale and relevance of this study are manifest in diversified 
organizations’ struggles with corporate alignment. Extensive resources are 
invested in initiatives related to integration and differentiation of strategy. 
Regardless the aspiration or the trigger to launch such change initiatives, 
support can be found in theory. The literature provides evidence regarding 
integration: what to align for the greater good of the firm. The literature also 
offers support for differentiation and adaption to local conditions. Moreover, 
there are few studies, in particular empirical studies, that provide inspiration 
and insight regarding how diversified organizations may manage this balance. 
Hence, if strategists or managers in an organization need insight into how to 
manage corporate and business strategy alignment, it is not obvious which 
theory to turn to. Depending on where they do turn, they might end up with 
different answers. If they draw conclusions regarding their organizations 
based on the answers they find in one source, they may risk making decisions 
with knowledge of only one side of an issue whilst it actually may have two 
equally well established and often contradictory sides. 

This thesis is therefore an attempt to bring a more comprehensive 
understanding of corporate and business strategy alignment in large 
diversified firms. My aim is to enhance knowledge concerning how multi-
business firms manage their corporate level strategy to aid them in aligning 
corporate and business strategy. 

1.4.� Research purpose and research questions 
In line with the above argument, the purpose of this thesis is to contribute to 
the strategy literature by investigating how multi-business firms’ strategizing 
pertains to corporate and business strategy alignment. This is achieved by an 
immersed in-depth single case study of a multi-business firm’s strategizing, 
where one explicit expectation was to balance the requirements on corporate 
strategy to ensure group synergies, with business strategy requirements 
regarding businesses’ freedom to respond to unique conditions in their 
environments. The fulfilment of this purpose is addressed through the 
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analysis of the relationships between the key-concepts corporate strategy, 
strategizing, and alignment. 

Based on the background, the identified open points in existing theory and 
the purpose of this thesis, the main research question (MRQ) of this study is: 

MRQ: How is corporate and business strategy alignment balanced in multi-
business firm strategizing? 

To answer this question, a sub-set of questions needs to be addressed. As 
noted, the thesis seeks to expand on how corporate and business strategy 
alignment can be balanced. Consequently, we need to understand what 
corporate and business strategy alignment in multi-business firms means, and 
how such a balance is enacted in practice. This leads to the first sub-research-
question (SRQ 1): 

SRQ 1: How can executives and strategists understand and manage alignment 
between corporate strategy and business level strategy? 

Corporate and business strategy alignment is influenced by many factors. In 
this thesis, the assumption is that how a multi-business firm strategizes 
influences alignment and hence the balance. A group of questions in need of 
exploration is thus related to the strategizing of the firm. In the literature, 
strategizing comprises three elements: 1. the norms and routines reflecting 
strategy, i.e., practices; 2. the actual activities performed, and the resources 
utilized, i.e., praxis; and 3. the people who are involved in strategizing, i.e., 
practitioners (Jarzabkowski et al., 2007; Whittington 2006). 

To describe how strategizing balances corporate and business strategy 
alignment, we thus need to understand how practices, praxis, and 
practitioners are employed in the strategizing process, how they relate to the 
strategy content developed, and how they may enable corporate synergies 
and/or limit responsiveness. In the case firm, one prominent characteristic of 
the strategizing practices was the participation of members from across the 
entire firm. Therefore, to explore strategizing practices and their relationship 
to corporate and business strategy alignment, a second sub-research-question 
(SRQ 2) reads: 
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SRQ 2: How do different dimensions of participation in strategizing influence the 
performance measures chosen? 

In regard to praxis, a key component in the strategizing of the firm was a 
collective use of strategy tools to renew strategy making and develop strategic 
direction. In this thesis, the tools-in-use represent strategizing praxis. To 
evaluate how strategy tools relate to corporate and business strategy alignment 
a third sub-research-question (SRQ 3) is posed: 

SRQ 3: How are sets of strategy tools, composed of both known and new tools, 
employed in the strategy process to renew strategy making and form strategy content? 

Turning next to the practitioners in the firm studied, a team of centrally 
employed strategy professionals managed the firm’s strategy and collaborated 
with strategy professionals in the businesses. To understand the strategists’ 
interplay and how their work influenced the balance of corporate and 
business strategy alignment, their work needs to be investigated. This 
provides the fourth and final sub-research-question (SRQ 4): 

SRQ 4: How do non-executive strategy professionals strategize in organizations? 

In summary, four sub-research-questions are posed, each focusing on one key 
aspect of the main research question. Each sub-research-question is 
addressed in an individual paper. SRQ 1 is addressed in paper I and 
investigates how alignment between corporate and business strategy can be 
understood. It thus addresses our understanding of the phenomenon alignment 
in multi-business firms. SRQ 2 is dealt with in paper II. This paper discusses 
how participation in strategizing influences the outcomes of a such a 
participative strategy process. Consequently, it explores the key strategizing 
element practices. SRQ 3 is answered in paper III. It is dedicated to 
understanding how sets of strategy tools are employed in strategizing, and 
how they influence the strategizing processes and the outcomes of such usage 
of tools. It thus addresses the praxis of strategizing. Lastly, in paper IV, SRQ 
4 is focused on how non-executive strategy professionals strategize, and thus 
investigates the strategizing element practitioners. Thus, answering the SRQs 
helps answer the main research question by addressing the central issue of the 
study: the balance of corporate and business strategy alignment, the three key 
elements of strategizing, and their influence on the balance being studied. 
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Further, individually papers II-IV do not specifically focus on corporate level 
strategy and the multi-business firm. Consequently, the findings of these 
papers contribute to the strategy literature more generally, without limitations 
regarding organizational setting or strategy level. When exploring the findings 
in the cover essay, a corporate strategy level perspective and the 
organizational setting of the multi-business firm are used to help in answering 
the main research question and to contribute specifically to the corporate 
strategy literature. 

Consequently, the thesis at hand consists of this cover essay and four 
adjoining papers that address the key concepts of the study. In Figure 1 I 
present an illustration of the key concepts, research questions, and papers 
enclosed in the thesis. 

 
Figure 1. Key concepts, research questions and enclosed papers 

MRQ: How is corporate and business strategy alignment balanced in multi-business firm strategizing?

Cover essay: Corporate strategizing: building the group without busting the businesses

Corporate alignmentStrategizing

Practices
SRQ 1: How do different dimensions of strategizing 

influence the performance measures chosen? 
Paper II: How participation in strategizing shapes 

strategy content

Praxis
SRQ 2: How are sets of strategy tools, formed by 
known and new tools, employed in the strategy 

process to renew strategy making and form strategy 
content. 

Paper III: Renewing strategy making in established 
firms: how selecting and employing ‘known’ and 
‘new’ strategy tools enable stability and change

Practitioners
SRQ 3: How do non-executive strategy 
professionals strategize in organizations?

Paper IV: Non-executive strategy professionals 
strategizing: how process orientation enables 

strategizing alignment, participation and ownership

Balance of corporate and business strategy 
alignment 

RQ 1: How can executives and strategists 
understand and manage alignment between 

corporate and business level strategy?

Paper I: Aligning corporate and business 
strategy: managing the balance
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1.5.� Structure of the thesis 
This thesis is divided into eight chapters. Following this introductory chapter 
is a review of the literature used in the thesis. After the literature, the 
methodological issues are described and discussed. I then proceed to 
summaries of the appended papers and a synthesis. Thereafter follows a 
discussion of the main findings. Next I present theoretical contributions, 
managerial implications and limitations that lead to some suggested paths for 
future research. Thereafter, all references are listed. In the very last chapter, 
the papers are appended in full. This results in a disposition as follows: 

Chapter 1: Introduction presents the challenge, the theoretical problem, the 
positioning and relevance of the study and the purpose and research questions. 
The disposition is also outlined. 

Chapter 2: Literature first presents an overview of strategy research. It then 
discusses previous research valuable to explicate how multi-business firms do 
corporate strategy and how such doings relate to strategy alignment. 

Chapter 3: Method describes and discusses the methodological choices made 
in this study including quality aspects and ethics. 

Chapter 4: Summaries of appended papers and synthesis comprises summaries of 
each of the four appended papers and a synthesis of the findings. 

Chapter 5: Discussion elaborates on and explains the major findings including 
relationships to previous theory. 

Chapter 6: Conclusion presents theoretical contributions, managerial 
implications, limitations and alternative paths for future research. 

Chapter 7: References provides a complete list of the references used in the 
cover essay. 

Chapter 8: Appended papers contains the submitted papers enclosed in this 
thesis in full. 
�  
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2.� Literature 

“Theories are nets cast to catch what we call 'the world': to 
rationalize, to explain, and to master it. We endeavor to make the 
mesh ever finer and finer.“ 

Karl Popper, The Logic of Scientific Discovery4 

In this chapter, theories that have informed my thinking on how multi-
business firms strategize at a corporate level are presented. The chapter begins 
with an overview of strategy research describing the fundamentals of, and 
different perspectives on, strategy in the literature. Thereafter, the doing of 
strategy, strategizing, is discussed. I then turn to the area of application in this 
thesis: corporate strategy and the multi-business firm. Lastly, corporate 
strategizing and strategy alignment theory is integrated to present the focus 
of this study and the framework used for data analysis. I developed Figure 2 
to provide an overview. 

 
Figure 2. Overview of the literature chapter 

 
4 Popper, K. (1959). The Logic of Scientific Discovery, p. 59. New Yok: Basic Books. 

Strategy fundamentals
(e.g. IO, RBV, SaPP) 

Strategizing
(e.g. practices, praxis, practitioners) 

Strategizing in the multi-business firm
(e.g. corporate strategy, synergies)

Corporate strategizing and strategy alignment
(e.g. balancing alignment)
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2.1.� A brief overview of strategy research 
Strategy is concerned with organizational performance and success, a subject 
of major academic significance and of critical importance to practitioners in 
the modern business environment. From an academic standpoint, one of the 
most central discourses in strategy research provides two perspectives on how 
organizations become successful. On one hand, the tradition of industrial 
organization economics (IO) proposes that industry structure and firms’ 
positions therein are key determinants of their relative performance (Bain, 
1956, Porter, 1980). On the other hand, the resource-based view of the firm 
(RBV) suggests that alterations in performance result from distinctive and 
inimitable resource deployment and of the capabilities that firms possess and 
employ (Barney, 1986; Penrose, 1959; Robins and Wiersema, 1995; Teece et 
al., 1997; Wernerfelt, 1984). 

The IO-perspective is based in the economics field and typically focuses on 
examining the structure and boundaries of firms and markets to understand 
firm performance (Coase, 1937). It provides insight on measures of 
competition in terms of, e.g., size of industry and concentration of firms 
(Porter, 1980), internal organization and market strategy relations (Scherer 
and Ross, 1990), and how public policy and economic regulations and laws 
impact on an industry (Schamalensee and Willig, 1989). From an IO-
perspective strategy work typically starts by an analysis of an industry, its 
boundaries and its conditions. These are viewed as generally fairly stable over 
time, and therefore the analysis can lead to a ‘proper’ description. This leads 
to strategy work considered as a chain of logical activities (Andrews, 1971). 
Strategy is sequential and linear, and the order of action is usually analysis, 
suggestions, choice, and implementation (Liedtka, 2000). As a result, strategy 
is normally considered to be driven top-down (Likert, 1961) by a ‘managerial 
elite’ (Pettigrew, 1992a) at the top of the organization (Ansoff, 1964; 
Gailbraith, 1967; Hambrick and Mason, 1984; Williamson, 1970), often 
supported by staff strategists or consultants (Miller et al., 2004; Porter, 1980). 
From such a perspective, a clear distinction is made between strategy 
formulation and strategy implementation (Huff and Reger, 1987). Whereas 
strategy formulation’s primary focus is to carry out rigorous analyses of, e.g., 
industry structure and to decide what activities to engage in, i.e., when 
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developing strategy content (Chakravarty and Doz, 1992; Pettigrew, 1992b), 
strategy implementation is secondary, it simply does what the strategy dictates 
(Floyd and Wooldridge, 1996). 

From such a perspective, it is logical that organizations focus on what to 
engage in; when you focus and set a clear direction for the firm, this needs to 
be explained. Such explanations are typically and primarily related to strategy 
choices and priorities regarding what to do and what not to do (Porter, 1996). 
This rational view on strategy assumes that given an industry structure, it is 
possible to find the ‘right’ position within that industry (i.e., a position of 
competitive advantage), formulate a strategy, and then implement it to take 
that position. Think first, then act (Mintzberg and Westley, 2001). 

This rational perspective on strategy has, however, been questioned from the 
beginning. Other scholars (e.g., Lindblom, 1959; Quinn, 1978; Mintzberg and 
McHugh, 1985) have been influenced by organizational and behavioral 
sciences rather than by economics. An important insight shaping not only 
strategy research, but management in large, is bounded rationality (Simon, 
1947). This idea holds that decision makers do not have access to all the 
necessary information needed to make rational decisions, e.g., to analyze 
external conditions or to pinpoint, gain and sustain a given competitive 
position in a market. Further, decision makers cannot store the amounts of 
information needed to make rational decisions and are unable to take the 
needed information into consideration when making decisions regarding 
complex strategy issues like competition. Individuals, and therefore decision 
makers, are rationally bound (ibid.). 

Strategy from a bounded rationality standpoint is therefore more a question 
of unstructured and unpredictable research, an innovation process rather than 
a sequential process of internal design and production. In addition, some 
scholars argue that business environments, markets, and industries, are 
increasingly unpredictable as a result of, e.g., globalization, digitalization, and 
changing industry structures (d’Aveni, 2010; Hamel and Prahalad, 1994). This 
makes a rational, ex-ante approach to strategy, where a competitive position 
is defined, assumed, and sustained difficult to pursue in practice (Eisenhardt 
and Sull, 2001; Mintzberg, 1994; Sull, 2005). Strategy from this viewpoint is 
better understood as a combination of planned and emergent elements 
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(Mintzberg and Waters, 1985), thinking and acting need to be performed 
simultaneously to support each other (Mintzberg and Westley, 2001; Weiser 
et al., 2020). 

As a result of such notions, contrasting approaches to the IO-perspective to 
understanding strategy have emerged. One alternative perspective is the 
resource based view (RBV) of the firm (Barney, 1986). Rather than focusing 
on industry and firms’ position therein, emphasis is put on how organizations 
build competitive, or comparative, advantage by focusing on internal 
resources or capabilities that aid them compete in a dynamic market (Prahalad 
and Hamel, 1990). A key argument in the RBV is that markets are less 
homogenous than the IO-perspective suggests (Barney, 1991). Companies 
operate under different conditions and such differences are typically sustained 
over time (Penrose, 1952). The notion that firms can find and attain a position 
is therefore an oversimplification of reality. Instead, the RBV suggests it is the 
differences between organizations that need to be studied to better 
understand firm performance. These differences are typically related to the 
resources an organization can leverage, and which of these resources are 
difficult for other organizations to imitate (Peteraf, 1993). A key insight drawn 
from the resource-based view is thus that resources are unequally important; 
some of them possess the potential to develop sustainable competitive 
advantage, others do not (Helfat and Peteraf, 2009). The sustainability of any 
competitive advantage depends on the extent to which resources can be 
imitated or substituted. Therefore, a great deal of managerial attention needs 
to be devoted to understanding different types of resources, e.g., core 
competencies, their value, rareness, imitability, and organizational 
appropriateness, and how these resources relate to competitive advantage 
(Barney, 1991; Prahalad and Hamel, 1991). 

Partly as an extension of the RBV and partly as a critique of the RBV’s 
dominant view of resources as stable is the concept of dynamic capabilities. 
The purpose of the dynamic capabilities perspective is to explain how and 
why organizations gain and sustain competitive advantage in dynamic 
environments (Teece et al., 1997). In contrast to the RBV, the non-tangible 
elements or resources, e.g., knowledge (Grant, 1991), as sources of 
competitive advantage, are in focus. Four such main capabilities are 
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highlighted in the literature: first, reconfiguration, which is concerned with 
transforming and recombining resources to adjust to changing circumstances; 
second, learning, which typically entails iterations of experimentation to 
perform tasks more effectively or efficiently; third, integration, which focuses 
on integrating and coordinating resources to stimulate a developed resource 
base (Teece, 2007), and lastly, the fourth main capability is leveraging, which 
involves replicating and extending, e.g., structures, processes or systems 
proven useful in other areas (Ambrosini et al., 2009).  

Yet another alternative to the IO-perspective and the RBV-perspective is the 
strategy process research focusing on how strategy processes develop over 
time and how they impact firms’ success (e.g., Bower, 1970; Burgelman, 1983; 
Mintzberg, 1978; Mintzberg and Waters, 1982; 1985; Pettigrew, 1985). From 
a process perspective, strategy is viewed as comprising a sequence of events 
over time (Van de Ven, 1992) attempting to define and realize the 
organization’s long-term goals (Chandler, 1962). The assumption here is that 
firms’ performance can be understood and impacted by a greater 
understanding of the organizations’ strategy processes. Strategy processes can 
from this perspective be described as being composed of three main elements: 
the strategists, the issue, and the sequences of actions (Hutschenreuter and 
Kleindienst, 2006). Strategy processes unfold and are shaped both by the 
environmental and the organizational context, and are therefore influenced 
by uncertainty, complexity, politics, and regulation (Dess & Beard, 1984; 
Sharfman & Dean, 1991; Pettigrew, 1997). Further, from the standpoint that 
business environments are changing, strategy processes are processes aiming 
at harmonizing the organization’s resources with its environment (Finkelstein 
and Hambrick, 1990; Zajac and Kraatz, 1993; Zajac et al., 2000). In addition, 
decisions in such processes are made by individuals, and the manner these 
decisions are made is influenced by the individuals’ attributes and experiences 
(Walsh, 1995). In order to understand a firm’s performance, attention thus 
needs to be directed to how strategy processes develop over time and their 
relationship to success or competitiveness. The process view thus explains 
the temporal structure of strategic doings. However, it is often silent on other 
aspects such as the details of what is actually done, or the norms and values 
underlying these doings. 
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Relatedly, and based primarily on a process perspective, but with a more 
specific interest in such ‘doings’ of strategy, research focusing on strategy as 
something individuals within organizations do appeared in the mid 90’s under 
the label of strategy as practice (SaP)(Whittington, 1996). Initially SaP was 
considered a ‘sub-stream’ of strategy process research (Carter et al., 2008) 
even as it claimed to have developed its own agenda (Whittington, 2007) as 
an extension to process research (Jarzabkowski and Wilson, 2002; 
Hodgkinson and Wright, 2006). Recently, however, researchers have 
identified benefits in combining the process and the practice perspectives into 
one stream (e.g., Burgelman et al., 2018; Mirabeau et al., 2018). This strategy 
as a process and practice research stream (SaPP) is consequently characterized 
by merging the process and practice themes in an attempt to build strong 
process ontologies and gain deeper understanding of strategy than would be 
possible from merely one single perspective (Kouamé and Langley, 2018). 

To conclude, with different positions and different foci, diverse strategy 
research streams have independently contributed in numerous ways. 
Regardless their differences, they share at least one common characteristic: 
the interest in explaining success of organizations in its widest sense (Durand 
and Grant, 2017). Indeed, the purpose of strategy is to make organizations 
successful by defining what the organization should and should not do (Porter, 
1996; Whittington et al., 2006). Organizations need to pay attention to their 
external environments as the IO-perspective asserts. They have to define 
objectives and actions, and, in accordance with the RBV-perspective, identify 
the resources needed to perform these actions and attain these objectives. 
Organizations also have to decide how to work with strategy on an everyday 
basis to define and deliver on their objectives and purpose, as the strategy 
process and practice literature advocates. Thus, strategy context, strategy 
content, and strategy process all need due consideration when organizations 
strategize (Pettigrew and Whipp, 1991). 

2.2.� Strategizing 
As a result of ever increasing changes in the organizations’ environments, 
firms have begun to view and do strategy in ways that differ from the 
traditional (e.g., Mintzberg, 1994; Whittington et al., 2011; Wilson, 1994). 
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Some common features from the last decade include: a wider participation in 
strategy work (e.g., Hautz et al., 2017; Vaara et al., 2018; Whittington et al., 
2011); shorter and/or alternative times cycles, e.g., less adherence to budgets 
(e.g. Hope and Fraser, 2000); increased focus on change in strategy (e.g., 
Pettigrew and Whipp, 1991; Jarzabkowski, 2003); a ‘professionalization’ of 
strategists (e.g., Kiechel, 2010; Menz and Scheef, 2014; Mantere and 
Whittington, 2020; Montgomery, 2008; 2012; Whittington, 2019; Whittington 
et al., 2017; Wolf and Floyd, 2017); and an increased use of different models 
and tools in strategizing (e.g., Jarzabkowski and Kaplan, 2015; Leonardi, 
2015). 

These changes in firms’ strategy work have naturally influenced research. 
What could be interpreted as a greater interest in the ‘craft’ (Mintzberg, 1987) 
of strategy in organizations is seen. Indeed, in the last two decades there is an 
increased focus on what individuals do “literally and direct” (Johnsson et al., 
2007, p. 3), the “micro-perspective” (Hutzschenreuter and Kleindienst, 2006, 
p. 702), and nuances of everyday routines and “the nitty-gritty details of 
strategy formation” (Chia, 2004, p. 29). Further, in recent years the joint 
research agenda for the strategy as process and practice stream has highlighted 
strategizing as one avenue for contributions to the strategy literature 
development (Burgelman et al., 2018; Mirabeau et al., 2018). 

In the literature, strategizing is what people in an organization do when 
arranging or attending activities, contributing to the direction or survival of 
the organization (Jarzabkowski et al., 2007). It comprises three elements of 
strategy work (Jarzabkowski et al., 2007; Whittington 2006): 1. the norms and 
routines embodying strategy (practices); 2. the actual activities performed and 
the resources utilized (praxis); and 3. the people who are involved in doing 
strategy (practitioners). 

Traditionally, strategizing was viewed as something senior management, 
directors, and executives in the upper echelons engaged in to manage an 
organization (Hambrick and Mason, 1984). Today, strategizing is typically 
seen as collaborative and open to a wider range of stakeholders (Doz and 
Kosonen, 2008; Hutter et al., 2017; Mack and Szulanski, 2017; Stieger et al., 
2012; Vaara et al., 2018). Thus, one shift in practices is a shift toward a greater 
‘openness’ in strategizing. It has become more accessible to various actors 
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(Whittington et al., 2011). Scholars have readily pointed out that middle 
managers and other key stakeholders across the organization play central roles 
in strategizing (Balogun and Johnson, 2004; Burgelman, 1994). Participation 
from across the organization facilitates initiatives at an operating level with 
implications for both corporate (Watson and Wooldridge, 2014) and business 
strategy (Floyd and Wooldridge, 1992). As much of strategic initiatives fail 
due to conditions that are under managerial control (Hambrick and Canella, 
1998; Mintzberg, 1994; Miller, 2002; Zook and Allen, 2001), an important 
strategizing issue to address is who in the organization should contribute in 
strategizing, both in terms of development and implementation of strategy. 
And accordingly, who needs to be invited to participate in strategizing?  

Theory is fairly univocal on such ‘opening’ of strategizing: participation is 
beneficial in terms of, e.g., ownership of the strategy (Kogut & Zander, 1996), 
organizational learning (Knott and Turner, 2019; Matzler et al., 2014), 
ensuring better strategy implementation (Boyett & Currie, 2004; Floyd & 
Wooldridge, 2000; Kellermans et al., 2005; Raes et al., 2011), and it 
contributes to long-term organizational success (Floyd and Wooldridge, 2000; 
Wagner, 1994). As strategizing processes are open to more stakeholders more 
perspectives are being considered (Brown and Eisenhardt, 1997; Pappas and 
Wooldridge, 2007).  

However, there are also downsides to increased participation. It may 
contribute to cultural inertia and the creation of constraints (Collier et al., 
2004; Mantere and Vaara, 2008). It may also create problems concerning 
social comparison, envy and frustration (Denyer et al., 2011), and it can stifle 
creativity (Bernstein, 2012). It allows for political behavior, e.g., with an eye 
on financial resources distribution across the firm from a corporate level, 
participants influence decisions for personal gain (Eisenhardt and Bourgeois, 
1988; Lau et al., 2018; Reitzig and Sorenson, 2013). Agency theory, which 
assumes that managers pursue their own self-interests instead of those of the 
organization (Berle and Means, 1932; Jensen and Meckling, 1976; Hoskisson 
et al., 1993), makes decision making regarding participation more complicated. 
And in multi-business firms, since business managers rarely take corporate 
strategy into account,  business perspective decisions regarding what to focus 
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on might differ from corporate perspective decisions (Pongatitchat and 
Johnston, 2008). 

Consequently, having different individuals participate leads to different 
results, and thus the benefits and disadvantages of participation are dependent 
on the contributing individuals (Mahto et al., 2020; Malhotra et al., 2017). 
Further, inviting a larger variety of individuals from across a firm – who may 
or may not contribute to performance positively – increases the need for a 
systematic and unified approach to strategizing (Friesl et al., 2018). 

One strategizing praxis, described as useful for developing strategy and 
increasing unity and efficiency in organizational strategizing, is the use of 
strategy models and tools (Jarzabkowski and Kaplan, 2015; Müller-Stewens, 
2020). Simultaneously to increasing participative strategizing, coincidentally 
or not, there has been a surge in the use of validated, and less validated, 
strategy models and tools for engaging individuals in strategy discussions 
(Leonardi, 2015; Vuorinen et al., 2017). Tools offer a common language and 
alternative perspectives on, or solutions to, the strategy challenges at hand 
(Wright et al., 2013). They help in the necessary simplifying of complex issues, 
acting as heuristics or scaffolds in strategic discussions (Lovallo & Sibony, 
2018). In a recent review, Vuorinen et al. (2017) show how tools are used in 
three contexts: first, analysis and formulation; second, translating strategy to 
operations and activities; and third, monitoring and learning. We see that 
different tools have different purposes. In addition, tools used in strategizing 
affect both the strategy process and the output of the process (Jarratt and 
Stiles, 2010). Selecting a proper tool is therefore an important strategizing task 
on its own merit. 

However, despite studies showing the importance of selecting the proper 
tools, studies suggest they are chosen arbitrarily. The selection of a strategy 
tool may be based on an impulse or a routinized practice (Feldman and 
Orlikowski, 2011), or simply because the tool is considered easy to use 
(Jarzabkowski and Kaplan, 2015). This has implications on strategy levels as 
well. The BCG-matrix (Henderson, 1979) is a model for describing a portfolio 
and is thus primarily an appropriate corporate strategy tool. The Five Forces 
Framework (Porter, 1980) is a tool for analyzing an industry, and therefore 
appropriate mainly at business level. Consequently, in a multi-business firm, 



 

 24 

a number of different tools need to be employed in different settings to 
address different issues. As numerous tools are developed and disseminated, 
and not all of them have been scientifically and/or empirically validated. 
Correct employment of tools in strategizing demands an increasingly 
meticulous approach to managing an organization’s strategizing process. 

Strategizing, particularly in multi-business firms, entails several periods of 
time, multiple actors, and multiple contexts (Hendry and Seidl, 2003; 
Jarzabkowski and Spee, 2009; Pettigrew, 1992a; Weiser et al., 2020). It is an 
exacting process that organizations have to manage and coordinate 
appropriately, i.e., in a way that harnesses the common forces in the firm 
(Hunsicker, 1980; Watson and Woldridge, 2014). As a result of such a demand, 
firms increasingly employ individuals, practitioners, strategists or strategy 
professionals to manage strategy (Müller-Stewens, 2020; Menz and Scheef, 
2014; Whittington et al., 2011). In the literature, strategy professionals are 
defined as individuals employed to manage the formulation and execution of 
strategy (Whittington et al., 2017). As such, the principal part of their role is 
aimed at strategizing (Wolf and Floyd, 2017), i.e., arranging and facilitating 
activities that contribute to the survival or the direction of the firm 
(Jarzabkowski et al., 2007). In addition, many of them have been freed from 
their executive responsibilities in the business (Mintzberg, 1994).  

Possible benefits of employing such strategy professionals include 
appropriately managed and coordinated strategizing, and an increase in the 
number of such professionals is seen in many large firms (Menz and Scheef, 
2014). Such an increase, notwithstanding the benefits, has certain drawbacks. 
It is criticized for leading to a separation between strategy and business, and 
several scholars have urged business leaders to step in and take responsibility 
for ‘their’ strategy (Kiechel 2010; Montgomery 2008; 2012). This is stressed 
in the multi-business firm where centrally employed strategy professionals 
emphasize a corporate perspective and business managers underline a 
business perspective (Pongatitchat and Johnston, 2008). As business 
environments change, centralized departments (e.g., strategic planning) are 
typically too remote from changes at the ground level to help the businesses 
stay in ‘fit’ in their environments (Grant, 2003; Wilson, 1994; Hamel, 2014). 
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From a strategizing standpoint, understanding the ways in which 
organizations do strategy is one important component in understanding 
performance in organizations. Accordingly, research on strategizing is 
increasingly providing us with accounts of the ways in which individuals 
strategize (e.g., Breen et al., 2007; Dameron and Torset, 2014; Maitlis & 
Lawrence, 2003; Mantere and Whittington, 2020; Menz and Scheef, 2014; 
Samra-Fredericks, 2003; Van den Steen, 2018; Watson, 2003; Whittington et 
al., 2017). However, most studies focus on the activities of a single group of 
actors or individuals, and are to a great extent silent about the ways entire 
organizations utilize specific strategizing activities. Yet, in complex 
organizational settings such as the multi-business firm, strategizing is rarely 
the responsibility of one group of individuals representing one single 
organizational level or unit (Paroutis and Pettigrew, 2007). In addition, 
managerial actions at the center and at the periphery might differ substantially, 
reflecting their diverse locations and social embeddedness. Therefore, the 
interactions between different individuals, groups, locations, levels, functions, 
units, etc. across organizations need to be considered (Regnér, 2003). 

2.3.� Corporate strategy and the multi-business firm 
Most organizations consist merely of one type of business. Their business 
strategy therefore typically involves how to compete in one industry among 
all the hundreds that exist. Accordingly, their focus is on how to become 
competitive in one particular branch of industry. As theory informs us, this 
can be achieved by identifying and taking a competitive position in a particular 
industry, as the industrial organization economics perspective proclaims (e.g., 
Bain, 1956; Porter, 1979; 1980); by exploring or developing resources or 
capabilities within the organization, as the resource-based view of the firm 
suggests (e.g., Barney, 1986; Wernerfelt, 1984); or by focusing on how they 
perform their strategy processes, how they strategize to become successful, 
as the strategy as-process-and-practice perspective asserts (e.g., Mintzberg, 
1994: Burgelman et al., 2018). 

Other organizations, however, are multi-business firms or multi-unit 
organizations. They are large industrial firms, groups of businesses or media 
conglomerates, typically participating and competing in several distinct and 
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different industries or product-market segments. Due to the multitude of 
types of businesses they must contend with the diverse and conflicting 
demands of their industrially distinct and specialized sub-units, operating on 
several markets. Such firms are characterized by a central entity which has 
delegated substantial decision-making rights to the top management teams of 
the businesses in its group, i.e., to a certain extent independent entities at the 
periphery (Chandler, 1991; Greve, 2003). Typically, competitive decisions and 
actions are made at the peripheric business unit level to ensure responsiveness 
(Pongatichat and Johnston, 2008; Prahalad and Doz, 1987), and the main 
concern at the corporate center should thus be to ensure that the results are 
aligned with the best interests of the businesses and the corporation 
(Campbell et al., 1995a; Goold et al., 1998; Gupta and Govindarajan, 1986; 
Rumelt, 1974; Seifzadeh, 2017; Teece, 1982). 

In order to provide financial justification for its existence, a multi-business 
firm’s corporate center thus has to accomplish some roles more efficiently 
than would be possible through market transactions between the individual 
businesses (Campbell et al., 1995a; Goold et al., 1998; Teece, 1982). The 
excess value created and captured through relationships within the multi-
business group is generally referred to as corporate synergies, which in short, 
are the raison d’être of multi-business firms (e.g., Ansoff 1965; Martin & 
Eisenhardt 2001; Martin 2002; Porter, 1985). They express the value added 
by the corporate level of the multi-business firm (Rumelt et al., 1994), and 
capture two corporate performance effects: first, the gains resulting from the 
vertical relationship between the corporate center and the businesses; and 
second, the gains resulting from horizontal relationships between the 
incorporated units. 

Early strategy research suggested that distinct competences and competitive 
advantage are most important at a business strategy level. Researchers 
doubted that the corporate center could influence relationships within the 
firm and so impact multi-business firm performance (e.g., Brusch et al., 1999; 
Roquebert et al., 1996; Carroll, 1993; Hoskisson et al., 1993; Schmalensee, 
1985). Industry structure (Christensen and Montgomery, 1981; Lecraw, 1984; 
Montgomery, 1985) and firm characteristics (Anwar and Hasnu, 2016; Bettis, 
1981; Grant and Jammine, 1988; Montgomery, 1985; McGahan and Porter, 
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1997; Rumelt, 1991) were deemed to have far greater significance. 
Nonetheless, there is evidence of the existence of such corporate effects (e.g., 
Bowman and Helfat, 2001; Anand & Byzalov 2007). Examples of such effects 
include cost reduction as a result of resource sharing across businesses, which 
directly influences the financial performance of the group, or mutual business 
creation across types businesses to ‘bundle’ value propositions and thereby 
shutting single-business firms out of the market. 

In order for corporate synergies to be realized, multi-business firms develop 
corporate strategies. The argument is typically that such synergies do not 
appear through voluntary subsidiary action since business managers promote 
their own self-interests (Berle and Means, 1932; Jensen and Meckling, 1976; 
Hoskisson et al., 1993; Pongatitchat and Johnston, 2008), and that the 
corporate center possesses better information on market needs and the 
businesses capabilities, and should therefore lead such activities (e.g., Gupta 
& Govindarajan, 1986; Hill et al., 1992; Hill & Hoskisson, 1987). However, 
other studies suggest this is too simplistic (Freeland, 2001), and that the 
collaboration that leads to actual corporate synergies between businesses 
occurs when it is necessary (Kalnins, 2004; Knott and Thnarudee, 2020). In 
the multi-business firm, it is best that the corporate center not intervene too 
extensively as this limits the businesses’ ability to manage their organizations 
(Ciabuschi et al., 2010; Martin and Eisenhardt, 2010). Even more so, such 
interventions have been identified as leading to making implementation of 
the corporate strategy more difficult (Kim and Mauborgne, 1993). 

Regardless of the necessity for and impact of corporate strategy realization, 
multi-business firms require a unifying corporate strategy to enable the group 
to compete as one firm. This is thus a needed addition to the business 
strategies the incorporated businesses outlining how they should compete 
individually (Rumelt, 1974). Recently, Feldman (2020b) has classified three 
distinct main corporate strategy issues: first, managers need to decide which 
businesses should be within the boundaries of their firm, i.e., the extra-
organizational standpoint; second, they need to address how relationships 
with other businesses, e.g., alliances, should be coordinated, i.e., the inter-
organizational standpoint; and third, they need to manage and coordinate how 
resources are utilized and deployed within the boundaries of the firm to 
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promote corporate synergies and interdependencies, i.e., the intra-
organizational standpoint.  

2.4.� Intra-organizational corporate strategy 
From an intra-organizational standpoint, corporate strategy needs to address 
the ways in which a corporation jointly manages its multiple incorporated 
businesses (Bowman and Helfat, 2001). To actively create and capture 
corporate value (Bowman and Ambrosini, 2000), a corporate center needs to 
‘influence’ its incorporated businesses (Govindarajan, 1986; Hoskisson and 
Hitt, 1990; Knott and Thnarudee, 2020). The exercised influence is 
sometimes referred to as corporate management (used interchangeably with 
intra-organizational corporate strategy), and typically manifests itself 
concretely in plans, decisions, directives, advice, and goal setting for the 
company as a whole and for the individual businesses within the corporation 
(e.g., Andrews, 1987; Hambrick and Mason, 1984). When doing so, two-way 
communication and taking each business’s issues into account is crucial (Kim 
and Mauborgne, 1993), as is a close and frequent strategic dialogue between 
the corporate center and the incorporated businesses (Gupta and 
Govindarajan, 2000). 

Chandler (1991) describes two different perspectives for understanding 
corporate management. The first perspective relates to the function of the 
influence. It can be divided into an administrative and an entrepreneurial 
function. The administrative function, sometimes referred to as corporate 
controls, i.e., the power exercised by the corporate center to direct activities 
and guide actions in the businesses, focuses primarily on corporate cost 
synergies and loss-prevention. The entrepreneurial function represents a 
more ‘optimistic’ perspective of value creation by a corporate center (Conner, 
1991). Its purpose is the creation, allocation, and development of valuable 
resources at the corporate center with the objective of generating growth 
synergies for the group (Collis and Montgomery, 1998). The second 
perspective describes the relationship a corporate center seeks to influence 
and can be divided into horizontal coordination and vertical intervention 
(Bender et al., 2018; Collis et al., 2007; Hungenberg, 1993; Shen et al., 2019). 
Horizontal coordination, also known as linkage influence, involves all 
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attempts of a corporate center to generate horizontal synergies between 
incorporated businesses (Campbell et al., 1995b; Goold et al., 1994). Vertical 
intervention, also referred to as stand-alone influence, is exercised when a 
corporate center tries to influence businesses individually in order to improve 
their performance. 

This results in four complementary ways (Foss, 1997) for a corporate center 
to create and capture value in the multi-business firm: administrative 
horizontal coordination, administrative vertical intervention, entrepreneurial 
horizontal coordination, and entrepreneurial vertical intervention. To 
summarize and depict these four ways, I designed Figure 3. 

 

Figure 3. Four main ways of corporate management 

Early research on corporate management and corporate level synergies 
focused primarily on cost reduction as the result of horizontal coordination, 
and hence there is a significant body of evidence explaining administrative 
horizontal coordination (e.g., Collis and Montgomery, 1998; Dundas and 
Richardson, 1980; Hill, 1994; Markides and Williamson, 1994, 1996; Rumelt, 
1982). With primary focus on the benefits of cost-subadditivities (economies 
of scope) from sharing similar resources across businesses, they contribute to 
the performance of the multi-business firm (e.g., Bailey & Friedlander 1982; 
Davis & Thomas 1993; Panzar and Willig 1981; Tanriverdi & Venkatraman 
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2005; Teece, 1984). In practice, such synergies are created when firms 
efficiently coordinate and share duplicate activities and resources, e.g., 
distribution, marketing, R&D, purchasing (Arrfelt et al., 2015; Helfat & 
Eisenhardt, 2004; Hitt et al., 1997; Sakhartov, 2017). Prior research also 
argues that different businesses incorporated in the same group collaborate 
to achieve mutual goals by sharing tasks, activities, market information, and 
knowledge (Kalnins, 2004; Knott and Thnarudee, 2020). This implies that 
administrative horizontal coordination may not be a requirement for 
horizontal corporate synergies to materialize. 

As part of an organization’s administrative vertical intervention, a corporate center 
has to operate a control system to monitor the performance of the individual 
businesses, and of the group of businesses (Collis et al., 2007; Vancil, 1979; 
Goold et al., 1998). Such corporate control systems are typically strategic (i.e., 
focusing on the quality of decisions and their long-term implications) or 
financial (i.e., relying on quantitative, objective financial evaluations), 
employed separately or as a hybrid (Hoskisson and Hitt, 1994; Goold and 
Campbell, 1987; Rowe and Wright, 1997). Indeed, multi-business firms 
benefit by their subsidiaries cooperating to create scope efficiencies, and this 
effect follows corporate management systems and centralized control (Goold 
and Campbell, 1987; Hill et al., 1992; Hoskisson and Hitt, 1994). However, 
research has also suggested that a higher business unit autonomy leads to 
greater market performance, e.g., growth in sales, and less autonomy and 
tighter controls, leads to higher short-term financial performance (Rowe and 
White, 1997; Seifzadeh and Rowe, 2019). Relatedly, recent research (Seifzadeh, 
2017) indicates that strategic controls, in contrast to financial controls, play a 
crucial role in related multi-business firms and that greater geographic 
dispersion attenuates the positive effects expected from a stricter 
enforcement of control mechanisms. One reason is that geographic distance 
lessens knowledge growth in multi-business firms (Knott and Turner, 2019). 
In addition, increased controls lead to increased costs, which negatively 
influences financial performance (Govindarajan and Fisher, 1990; Hill et al., 
1992). 

Consequently, properly managing the administrative function enables 
corporate synergies that make a significant contribution to multi-business 
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firm performance. Further, using logic from Coase (1937) and Penrose (1959), 
one main justification for multi-business firms resides in sharing strategic 
resources among businesses (e.g., Mahoney and Pandian, 1992; Peteraf, 1993; 
Teece, 1982; Teece et al., 1997). In the absence of shared firm-specific 
strategic assets (Winter, 1987), a corporation can be expected to perform less 
well than the sum of its separate businesses (Robins, 1992). Such a perspective 
is represented in the entrepreneurial function. 

Several studies have indicated that entrepreneurial horizontal coordination can lead 
to value-enhancing revenue super-additivities, i.e., profitable corporate 
growth (e.g., Davis & Thomas 1993; Tanriverdi & Venkatraman 2005). Such 
revenue super-additivities are associated with the combination and transfer of 
complementary resources to capture growth opportunities across businesses 
(e.g., Eisenhardt & Martin 2000; Lee et al., 2008). For instance, knowledge 
transfer between sister units have been shown to be crucial to gaining 
competitive advantage across multiple markets (Alcácer and Zhao, 2012). 
Local interaction by sister units can swiftly build unique tacit knowledge that 
cannot easily be codified and transferred elsewhere (Polanyi, 1966). In 
addition, firm-specific knowledge is likely to be shared between the firm and 
its key members (Becker, 1975; Hashimoto, 1981). As such knowledge is 
often tailor-made for firm-specific situations, it is difficult to imitate and 
substitute by competitors (Pennings et al., 1998). It thus forms the basis for 
superior performance and long-term competitive advantage (Helfat, 1994; 
Kogut and Zander, 1992; Helfat and Peteraf, 2009). Similarly, other studies 
suggest that multi-business firms are likely to replicate successful operational 
routines and standardize them across multiple units (Chuang and Baum, 2003; 
Friesl et al., 2018). Accordingly, a corporate center can create value by 
facilitating the sharing of strategically relevant resources across the 
corporation’s businesses (Collis et al., 2007; Goold et al., 1998). In many 
saturated low growth markets, the pursuit of such corporate growth synergies 
is becoming increasingly important for multi-business firms. 

Growth synergies need not merely come from the relationships between sister 
units, but corporate parents can also create value by entrepreneurial vertical 
intervention (Collis and Montgomery, 1998). For instance, studies show that 
providing the incorporated businesses access to different strategic resources 
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residing at the corporate level may help create value at a business level 
(Landau and Bock, 2013; Winter, 1987). This can be seen as vertical 
knowledge transfer (Lee et al., 2008). Consequently, in particular intangible 
resources accessible at corporate level can be used to build up strategic 
resources in the incorporated businesses (Gudergan et al., 2012; Shen et al., 
2019; Teece et al., 1997). 

2.5.� Corporate strategizing and alignment 
Approaching corporate strategy from a process and practice perspective 
(Burgelman et al., 2018; Jarzabkowski et al., 2007) means viewing corporate 
strategizing as the arranging or attending activities, contributing to the 
direction or survival of the multi-business firm. It comprises the practices, 
praxis, and practitioners of corporate strategy. Corporate strategizing thus 
means approaching corporate strategy challenges from a process and practice 
perspective. From this angle, corporate strategizing entails how corporate 
managers decide which businesses should belong within the firm (extra-
organizational standpoint); how they coordinate the relationships with other 
businesses (inter-organizational standpoint); and how they manage resource 
utilization and deployment within the boundaries of the firm to promote 
corporate synergies (intra-organizational standpoint). 

In this thesis the intra-organizational standpoint is explored. It can be seen as 
the practical work of corporate management, where plans, directives, advice, 
and goals for the company as a whole and for the individual businesses within 
the corporation are formulated and realized in an administrative or 
entrepreneurial function as vertical intervention or horizontal coordination. 
As multi-business firms are characterized by different types of businesses, 
several organizational levels and a multitude of localized communities engage 
in the strategy process. Strategizing is constituted by the ongoing activities 
and interactions of diverse and distributed groups of individuals that are 
necessary in developing, maintaining, and renewing multi-business firm 
strategy (Paroutis and Pettigrew, 2007). The complexity and (large) number 
of such organizational settings inevitably influences the way corporate 
strategizing is done. And in turn, how it is done affects the outcomes, the 
balance of corporate and business strategy alignment. 
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exception is Jarzabkowski and Balogun’s (2009) study of strategic planning as 
an integration mechanism in a multi-business firm. This scarcity is 
understandable. Researchers rarely get access to strategizing at the firm level 
(Whittington, 2006; Jarzabkowski et al., 2013), and hence most strategizing 
studies have focused on individuals or groups of individuals (Jarzabkowski et 
al., 2007). 

In the corporate strategy literature, extensive research explains how multi-
business firms function (e.g., Arrfelt et al., 2015; Bower, 1970; Collis et al., 
2007; Goold and Campbell, 1987; Helfat and Eisenhardt, 2004; Rumelt, 1974; 
Sakhartov and Folta, 2014; Seifzadeh, 2017) and what are the possible and 
existing corporate synergies in such firms (e.g., Martin and Eisenhardt, 2001; 
Rumelt et al., 1994; Tanriverdi and Venkatraman, 2005). Little, however, is 
known about how corporate strategy is done, and thus, how such synergies 
can be enabled in practice (Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000; Knoll, 2008; Knott 
and Thnarudee, 2020). The existing literature on synergy management is 
focused primarily on mergers and acquisitions (e.g. Feldman, 2020a; 
Fiorentino and Garzella, 2016; Friesl and Silberzahn, 2012; Robins and 
Wiersema, 1995; Strikwerda and Stoelhorst, 2009). The dominant view here 
is that the realization of group synergies is a one-time thing, and alignment at 
multi-business firms is seen as a post-merger or post-acquisition integration 
mediator materializing such excess value (e.g., Datta, 1991; Haspelagh and 
Jemison, 1991; Larson and Finkelstein, 1999). As time itself is considered a 
crucial factor in attaining the alignment needed to realize corporate synergies, 
and theory informs us that such alignment activities take time (Bert et al., 2003; 
Colombo et al., 2007; Zaheer et al., 2013), it is noteworthy that research 
addressing such synergies enablement from a process or practice perspective 
is sparse. 

In conclusion, only sporadic attention has as yet been dedicated to how multi-
business firms go about aligning strategy to ensure, or at least enable, 
corporate synergies. In addition, the research exploring the need of balancing 
such corporate alignment with business responsiveness is underdeveloped. 
This is disquieting, as the enablement of such synergies and managing the 
performance of the entire multi-business firm, i.e., intra-organizational 
corporate strategizing, is indisputably a goal of corporate management. 
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Further, much of the corporate strategy research on alignment with its 
possible benefits in terms of group synergies or of drawbacks in terms of lack 
of responsiveness, is conceptual. One risk of such detached research is that it 
may yield theory with too little practical explanatory power (Mintzberg, 1979). 
One alternative to mitigate such a risk and simultaneously advance our 
theoretical and practical understanding of corporate strategy, strategizing, and 
alignment could therefore be to study these phenomena immersed and in 
their contexts, as they happen.�  
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3.� Method 

“I think I am justified – though where so many hours have been 
spent in convincing myself that I am right, is there not some 
reason to fear I may be wrong.” 

Jane Austen, Sense and sensibility5 

3.1.� Considerations of methodology 

3.1.1.� Onto-epistemological considerations 

Although diverse ontological and epistemological standpoints exist, the 
discipline of strategy is dominated by two apparently contradictory 
philosophical foundations: positivism and interpretivism. In brief, positivism 
emphasizes a concord of scientific methods throughout all domains of study 
in search for symmetries and fundamental relationships among the elements 
studied. Indeed, early strategy research was influenced by a positivistic 
approach dominating the industrial organization economics perspective, 
which typically used quantitative data to test statistical relationships between 
strategy and firm performance (e.g., Bain, 1956; Porter, 1980). However, 
during the 1980’s and 1990’s other ontological and epistemological 
assumptions, such as interpretivism, gained weight, particularly in strategy 
process and practice research (e.g. Van, de Ven, 1992; Pettigrew, 1992b; 
Whittington, 1996). Unlike positivism, interpretivism assumes that there is no 
independent, objective truth; reality and knowledge are socially constructed. 
A separation between the subject and the object is, if not impossible, at least 
difficult to uphold in practice. Hence, instead of avoiding contact and 
cooperation with subjects and thereby tainting the phenomenon, as is the 
argument of positivism, an interpretive researcher values in-depth research 
and direct contact with phenomena in their natural settings. 

Inspired by Mintzberg (1979), I believe that building or enhancing theory by 
explaining relationships requires the rich descriptions that come from 
anecdote. This in turn means getting close to the research object. I performed 

 
5 Austen, J. (1811, 1833). Sense and sensibility, p. 174. London: Richard Bentley. 
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this study as an immersed insider researcher. As a researcher, I was 
participating in the center of the empirical setting and its activities. From a 
positivistic standpoint this could be seen as an enormous drawback. However, 
there are clear interpretivist arguments suggesting this limitation provides 
actual strengths by addressing current and actual problems while 
simultaneously expanding scientific knowledge, which typically is the purpose 
of participatory research. 

Without debating the two philosophical perspectives, I recognize that the 
strengths of one standpoint can be viewed as weaknesses by the other, and 
vice versa. I thus acknowledge that my results are directly and indirectly 
formed and therefore limited by their exposure to the empirical setting in 
which the study was undertaken, its activities and its participants. 

3.1.2.� Reflection: being an insider researcher and industrial Ph.D. candidate 

My reason for doing this research is that I really wanted to understand how 
large and complex organizations can strategize more efficiently. I wanted to 
understand this for my own sake. My interest and my starting point are related 
to what people actually do in organizations when trying to develop and realize 
strategy. Although this is my interest and my point of departure, I am aware 
that there are many different perspectives within the organization and 
management literatures, in its widest meaning, that can be applied to 
understand these issues. Naturally, my interpretations are influenced by my 
interests and my background. 

I carried out my research as an industrial Ph.D. candidate. This means that I 
had no funding from, or specific obligations towards, KTH Royal Institute of 
Technology where I was enrolled. I could thus focus on ‘my thing’, diving 
into what I deemed most valuable to understand: what I did, why I did it and 
when. Naturally, I had great support from my supervisors. I was, and am, 
inspired by the concept ‘gentleman researcher’, and read up about both 
classical and modern independent scientists: Charles Babbage, Charles 
Darwin, Benjamin Franklin, David E. Shaw and Stephen Wolfram, to name 
just a few. The ‘freedom’ this provided was truly important to me, especially 
when finalizing the thesis and writing the cover essay to understand and 
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define what I believed, and thereby completing this project in my time and in 
my way. 

My research journey takes its point of departure when I assumed a new role 
as Strategy portfolio and change manager in the firm under study. By that 
time, I had been employed by the firm for more than three years. In the 
beginning I was employed as Development manager, and as such I was 
engaged in numerous strategy and business transformation and development 
projects - programs and initiatives related to the strategy and the management 
of the firm. Prior to that, when working as a consultant, the firm was a client 
of mine for a few years. 

My new role was created to help manage the large-scale strategy and change 
initiative launched in the organization. I was the second person to be 
employed in the initiative that at its peak employed nearly 100 individuals. In 
my role I had three main responsibilities: first, start up and manage the entire 
initiative together with the program direction and the steering committee; 
second, manage a team responsible for designing and implementing the 
strategy and change processes of the firm; and finally, manage a portfolio of 
the firm’s strategy projects as well as the team’s managing these projects. A 
part of these responsibilities entailed designing, facilitating and executing the 
process of formulating a corporate strategy, translating it into business 
strategies for the businesses, defining the business models of the businesses, 
and operationalizing strategies at various levels and functions across the firm 
into performance measures. My responsibilities also involved facilitating the 
development of the ways in which the firm strategized, and of identifying 
organizational changes needed across the firm to leverage its size and diversity 
as a multi-business firm. 

When it became clear that I would be involved in this initiative, I decided to 
find a way to academically explore this unique opportunity and enhance my 
theoretical knowledge. I discussed the matter with representatives of the top 
management team, who encouraged it (as long as I did my ‘real’ job). I then 
enrolled in doctoral studies at Industrial Economics and Management at 
KTH and started drafting a thesis proposal. As can be expected, in a large 
firm many issues are important but also fun, and time is rarely given to reading, 
reflecting, taking courses, and doing research. So, to be able to carry out my 
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research I decided, together with my supervisor and my main stakeholders at 
the firm, to collect data over the course of the initiative, and then, as the 
initiative and along with that my workload and practical involvement were 
ramped down, I would find time to conclude the rest of the research, i.e., 
reading, taking courses, writing, etc. And so I did. 

After seven years at the company, three of which were in part devoted to 
gathering the data in this particular initiative, I took a leave of absence to 
‘finalize my research’. However, as I did so, consulting opportunities outside 
the firm materialized. To be able to take these, I ended my formal 
employment with the company in order to focus on doing my PhD and 
simultaneously doing strategy advisory assignments. Consequently, I had no 
formal work liabilities - apart from smaller advisory and training assignments 
- towards the company during the analysis of the case data and the writing of 
the papers and the cover essay. Naturally, however, connections were, and are 
still kept up, and during the analysis and writing I – still being partly an insider 
– turned to former colleagues to discuss issues, while also getting a chance to 
return knowledge. 

I would characterize my research approach as immersed participatory insider 
research with retrospective reflection and theorizing, driven by a practical 
issue rather than a gap in theory. There are many different research 
approaches that resemble mine. Terms customarily used to describe such 
related approaches are engaged scholarship (Van de Ven, 2007), action 
learning (Argyris and Schön, 1996), and - possibly most commonly -, action 
research, a term initially coined by Kurt Lewin (Lewin, 1946). Lewin describes 
action research as active participation in discussions regarding improvements 
by the individuals who carry out the work in question; after investigation 
decisions are made and actions are carried out. This is followed by a review 
of progress and new discussions, leading to new decisions and new actions, 
and so on. 

Since action research was first developed it has evolved and been applied in 
different ways. Accordingly, it has also been defined differently in the 
literature. Notwithstanding the differences, three common characteristics can 
be seen across action research and similar approaches (see, e.g., Aguinis, 1993; 
Argyris et al., 1985; Coghlan, 2019; Checkland and Holwell, 1998; Eden and 
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Huxham, 1996; Foster, 1972; Greenwood and Levin, 1998; Susman and 
Evered, 1978; Whyte, 1991). First, they focus on research as a scientific 
approach to solving actual problems in systems, e.g., in organizations. They 
typically involve a process to consciously, directly and iteratively plan, take 
action, evaluate action and make further plans.  Second, they are participative. 
The members of the studied system actively participate in the process as 
described above. Third, the aim of the research is to make the system more 
effective while simultaneously developing scientific knowledge. 

On one hand, my research has three similarities with action research and 
similar methods: First, I used scientific methods to solve an actual problem 
in the organization; second, the research process, particularly the definition 
of the problems to be solved and the data collection, was done in participation 
with the organization; and finally, the aim of the process was to improve 
strategizing in the company and to make scientific contributions. 

On the other hand, my research approach differs in two distinctive ways, first 
the many continuous participative iterations of experimentation and feedback 
as explained in theory, were not, structured in my case. During the data 
analysis I was no longer an employee and the initiative under study had ended, 
and it was not possible to evaluate and plan ahead over many iterations. In 
addition, my major findings were made during the analysis of case data, i.e., 
after the initiative had closed. At this point, I was no longer an employee. It 
was therefore difficult to feed my findings back to the organization to help 
plan the next step, as there was no such defined next step. Second, the 
changes that resulted from the strategy initiative were of such magnitude that 
evaluating whether or not the knowledge I brought back, or that we 
developed together, made strategizing more efficient would be more of a 
guess than evaluation. The major findings I made and took back to the 
company possibly helped in developing strategizing, but were not specially or  
directly aimed at changing the activities in the process of developing corporate 
strategizing in a traditional ‘action research sense’. Naturally, I see actual 
improvements in certain areas but stating that my impact as an action 
researcher is the reason for these improvements would not, without proper 
analysis, be correct. 
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As mentioned previously in this thesis, I am first and foremost a practitioner, 
a strategy advisor, and in that capacity overstating my contribution is, in my 
opinion, ethically questionable. Of course, humility over one’s significance 
ought to apply to immersed participatory research as well. Consequently, 
regarding the (action) researcher’s role in large strategic, structural, procedural 
and cultural changes in how large and diversified groups strategize, I believe 
a large measure of modesty is almost certainly the best policy. 

3.2.� Research design 
The study reported in this thesis was designed as a participatory immersed 
single case study with elements resembling action research. The research 
question guiding the study was: How is corporate and business strategy alignment 
balanced in multi-business firm strategizing? 

One benefit of the case study approach is that it enables deep and thorough 
examination of the specific topics in focus and provides richness of 
descriptions and observations in natural settings (e.g., Pettigrew, 1990; 
Whittington et al., 2006). I sought to study multi-business firm strategizing in 
its context, rather than acontextually (e.g., Pettigrew, 1973; Flyvberg, 2006), 
and I wanted to examine it in its full complexity, illustrating fine-grained 
nuances and daily practices (Chia, 2004). The case study approach allowed me 
to explore such richness, and to triangulate both data collection methods and 
data sources offering a profound understanding of the complex relational 
phenomenon multi-business firm strategizing (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2013). 
I utilized the case to connect real-life events to the scientific theories while 
simultaneously creating in-depth knowledge (Yin, 2013). As such, the case 
study method combined with an immersed participatory approach 
represented a method ideally suited to create managerially relevant knowledge 
(Amabile et al., 2001). 

As understood, the study is characterized by privileged access (e.g., Clarke, 
1972; Siggelkow, 2007). Studying company strategy in the making requires 
significant organizational access to activities and material that by definition 
are sensitive, e.g., in terms of competitiveness or insider information. Such 
access is typically not granted to researchers (Johnson et al., 2007) and this 
alone justifies a single case study approach (Yin, 2013). As noted, I was 
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employed by the firm and immersed in the organization’s strategy work and 
it was this that enabled my access. The firm was just initiating the studied 
strategy initiative, and the access I enjoyed permitted data collection over the 
initiative’s entire three years (Hartley, 2004). It allowed access to data from all 
levels, units, and functions across the entire organization, and this helped the 
examination of activities at multiple organizational levels representing 
different contexts, central to the study of strategy in multi-business firms 
(Pettigrew, 1987; 1997; Weiser et al., 2020). 

To exploit this privileged access and make use of the unique data, my research 
was phenomenon driven (e.g., Sandberg and Alvesson, 2011; Rynes et al., 
2007; Schwarz and Stensaker, 2014). Rather than positing purpose and 
research questions based on gaps in the literature, the phenomenon - the 
primary challenge of the organization, as outlined in the introduction - of 
balancing corporate and business strategy alignment determined the focus of 
the study. This means that the purpose and the research questions in the 
papers, and in the cover essay, were formulated after the ‘selection of the case 
data’, and after a major portion of this data had been examined. Consequently, 
it also meant that gaps in the literature and therefore theoretical contributions 
were identified and made as data were fleshed out and theory explored. 

In this study, I address the organization’s challenge by looking closer at multi-
business firm strategizing. Consequently, the unit of analysis was strategizing, 
including the practices, the praxis, and the practitioners’ everyday strategy 
work performed sequentially in the strategy initiative under study. In 
combination with this focus, of particular interest was how such strategizing 
may impact on the balance of corporate and business strategy alignment. 
Treating strategizing as the unit of analysis provided the possibility to focus 
on the details of everyday strategizing (Johnson et al., 2003). This coincides 
with a strategy as practice-perspective and differs from the typical strategy 
process research (e.g., Van de Ven, 1992; Pettigrew, 1985). In process 
research, the primary focus is usually on the sequence of events in strategy 
formulation processes and strategy implementation processes. Besides 
enabling the investigation of details in strategy work, using strategizing as unit 
of analysis complements existing corporate strategy research. As shown in the 
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overview of the literature, the main part of corporate strategy studies is rarely 
focused on the details of how strategizing on a corporate level is done.  

While the unit of analysis in the study is similar to a typical strategy-as-practice 
study, the level of analysis lies closer to the strategy-process school of thought. 
In process research, the organizational level is as a rule analyzed. Focusing on 
the firm as the level of analysis as I do, consequently contrasts with strategy 
as practice research, in which strategy is usually viewed as an activity, 
predominantly has activity as the level of analysis. Using the firm instead of 
strategy as level of analysis, helped me analyze strategizing over several 
hierarchical levels, which is important in multi-business firm strategizing. In 
the study, the strategizing investigated was ‘owned’ by the corporate 
headquarters. This could be interpreted as the group being the primary level 
of analysis. Such an interpretation logically connects to the corporate strategy 
literature which deals with how corporate centers manage a group of 
businesses. However, since the corporate center managed and facilitated 
strategizing across the businesses in the entire firm, it is impossible to say 
anything about corporate behavior without also including the businesses’ 
behavior. This means that the businesses’ strategizing also must be included 
in analysis. Since the corporate center and the businesses interplayed in 
strategizing, the level of analysis in my case was the entire firm. 

Throughout my studies, I have found it difficult to see myself as a pure 
process researcher since I am more interested in the hands-on, everyday 
strategizing work and its underpinning sequence of events, which sometimes 
stands in contrast to the ‘logic of linearity’ that dominates process work. I also 
found it difficult to see the practical relevance of having strategy as an activity 
per se as the unit of observation, which strategy-as-practice-researchers 
typically advocate. Strategizing, in my mind, happens in a context. And as one 
part of that context, the organization at all its levels plays a crucial role. 
Strategy is idiosyncratic, and in some sense, so is strategizing. While some 
generalizations can be made, different organizations strategize differently 
depending on how they are structured. Organization, responsibilities, 
mandate, etc., are significant in a practical setting. Therefore, I found it 
difficult to see myself as a ‘pure’ practice researcher, in some sense de-
emphasizing the organization on behalf of the doings of the practice. 
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In my studies, due to the existing debate between the advocates of the process 
and the advocates of the practice perspectives, I have sometimes felt forced 
to ‘take sides’, e.g., when presenting a paper at a conference. Initially, I 
therefore tried to isolate practices from processes and to discover what type 
of researcher I am, practice or process. This has been truly challenging from 
time to time, and several responses from reviewers in academic journals have 
given rise to this question again and again. Basically, I have not been able to 
be as orthodox as they have wanted. I have also not been skilled enough to 
convey what I hope to have made clear above, that I believe a combined 
process and practice perspective is beneficial in many ways, and that one way 
to benefit from this is to choose the unit of analysis from the strategy as 
practice-perspective, and the level of analysis from the strategy process school 
of thought. I was therefore unreservedly happy that in 2018 the sages of 
strategy research joined forces to develop a combined strategy process and 
practice agenda in a special issue of one of the leading journals in the field: 
Strategic Management Journal6. This helped me find a position where I could 
draw on the benefits of a practice perspective, strategizing as unit of analysis 
in all its details, and the strengths of a process perspective, locating the details 
in a practical setting, i.e., the organization. In that sense, I opted for a flatter 
ontological approach (Seidl and Whittington, 2014) for this study, focusing 
on the details of strategizing and linking it with the larger organizational 
process of strategy-making. 

3.3.� Research setting 

3.3.1.� The engineering, construction and real estate industry 

This study is set in the engineering, construction and real estate industry. It is 
one of the largest industrial sectors in the world and sometimes, because of 
its size and diversity, described as a subset of different industries (Ive and 
Gruneberg, 2000). Further, its importance in society is unquestioned (Dainty 
et al., 2007). Due to its size and significance, e.g., extensive impact on the 

 
6 Burgelman, R., Floyd, S., Laamanen, T., Mantere, S., Vaara, E. & Whittington, R.  
(2018). Strategy processes and practices: dialogues and intersections [Special issue]. 
Strategic Management Journal, 39(3). 
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environment, concerns have been raised regarding the underperformance in 
the industry globally, e.g., regarding productivity and quality. Although such 
organizationally overarching areas for improvement have been subject to 
discussion, and the fact that such matters generally, and typically, are managed 
from a corporate perspective, little attention has been focused on strategy in 
the industry (Chinowski and Meredith, 2000; Cheah and Garvin, 2004). The 
limited existing strategy research is primarily of descriptive nature rather than 
empirical (Flanagan et al., 2007; Langford and Male, 2008), and when 
empirical, it approaches strategy from an industrial organization economics 
perspective (Löwstedt, 2015). 

This lack of contemporary research on strategy is ascribed to the 
heterogeneity of the industry and its being portrayed as low-tech and low-
growth (Cheah and Chew, 2005; Flanagan et al, 2007). In addition, the 
industry is sometimes referred to as slow to change (Winch, 2003), which 
could lessen interest in it for contemporary strategy researchers. Further, the 
industry is typically characterized by a traditional top-down view on 
strategizing, a custom of autonomy and a hesitance to formal organizational 
planning (Chinowsky and Meredith, 2000; Dainty et al., 2007; Löwstedt, 2015; 
Price and Newson, 2003). These characteristics combined with an increased 
uncertainty in the markets render it imperative to discuss strategically the 
future of any firm in this industry (Langford and Male, 2008). 

3.3.2.� The case organization 

The empirical material in this thesis was collected at a country subsidiary 
within one of the world’s leading engineering, construction and real estate 
groups (E&C Group). The group was founded in the 1880’s and the first 
international operation was launched merely a decade later. The organization 
consequently has a long history in engineering and construction and a natural 
tradition of solving global customers’ demanding engineering and 
construction problems. This has also been the case for more than 100 years: 
dams and expressways in South America and Asia, hospitals, subways, and 
stadiums in USA and in the UK, energy construction in the Middle East and 
Asia, as well as commercial buildings, residential houses, tunnels, and airports 
across Europe. Additionally, many of the projects over time have been highly 
prestigious and true global landmarks.  
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Although the industry at large consists of many small and medium sized 
organizations, E&C Group, at the time of the study, had a revenue of more 
than €15 billion and employed nearly 60 000 individuals globally (over €18 
billion and 80 000 at its peak). Home markets were Europe, North America, 
Latin America, and additionally there were some limited operations in Asia. 
Within these geographical areas, the country subsidiaries provided 
engineering and construction solutions suited to local conditions from the 
group’s entire portfolio. A ‘General Electric strategy’ was employed, which 
meant that the group and its subsidiaries should be number one, or at least 
number two, in all markets, defined primarily as countries and solutions 
combined. As such, E&C Group and its subsidiaries were all considered 
dominant players in their sectors and markets respectively.  

The group divided its operations into three business streams: Construction 
services, Project development, and Infrastructure development. These 
streams were deployed in the country organizations. Combined the group 
held a unique competitive position by ‘owning’ the entire engineering, 
construction, and real estate ‘supply chain’, from sand pit, aggregates, and land 
bank management via project development and construction, to services and 
hard facilities management for complex buildings and infrastructure 
installations for more than 25 years. The firm even had the possibility to 
finance complex public projects, e.g., hospitals, prisons and office buildings 
in so called public private partnerships (PPP) through its own internal bank, 
and in cooperation with partnering investment organizations. In the country 
organizations, the different operational businesses were organized by type: 
Building housing, Refurbishment housing, Building commercial, Hard 
facilities management, Commercial project development, Housing project 
development, Infrastructure projects, Ground works, Aggregates, Asphalt, 
and Concrete.  

Although E&C Group is a large operation, the group mother resembled an 
investment bank more than a managing corporate center. It employed less 
than 100 individuals of which the majority were finance related employees or 
in other supporting functions. This makes sense as the group consists of 
several hundred companies. Over the last decades however,  greater focus has 
been put on operationally related issues, and particularly sustainability, ethics, 
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and safety have gained increased attention in the entire group. Besides this, 
E&C Group did not intervene regarding how to run operations, what projects 
to focus on, etc. As long as return on capital employed, safety and ethics were 
maintained at approved levels, the country organizations had large degrees of 
freedom. 

Looking specifically to the country subsidiary studied in this thesis, 
henceforth referred to as E&C Corp., it is a to a great extent a smaller version 
of E&C Group. It employed nearly 10 000 people and had a revenue of just 
above €4 billion at the time of study. In addition, it had natural ties to the 
group mother in several ways. E&C group started in the country and initially, 
E&C Group and E&C Corp. were the same company. Further, the group 
management team of E&C Group considered E&C Corp. the natural flagship 
of the group, and often communicated that it should be viewed as a blueprint 
for the subsidiaries in other countries. As such, specific requirements 
regarding important cultural and symbolic issues were often set here. For 
instance, being the biggest player in the market in terms of revenue and profits, 
leading ‘green building’ in the industry, providing the entire group’s portfolio 
of services in the country, and being present across the entire country 
geographically were some examples. In addition, several of the senior 
executives, e.g., country managers and group management team members in 
the different country organizations originated from E&C Corp. This was 
allegedly inspired by Phillip Morris International. It was also common practice 
to initially employ individuals, mainly controllers, at the group office and later 
put them in leading positions in E&C Corp., e.g., the Chief Financial Officer 
of E&C Corp. at the time. Further, the group and the subsidiary shared office 
buildings. When a new headquarters was developed, E&C Group was the 
client through the commercial development unit, and E&C Corp. was the 
building contractor. In addition, historically the financial results of E&C Corp. 
accounted for up 40 % of the group’s revenue and almost 30 % of its total 
results. Thus, in many respects, E&C Corp. had a critical role in the group.  

Occasionally in discussions borders were so ‘blurry’ that it was difficult to 
know whether E&C Group or E&C Corp. was being referred to. One 
example concerns the financial performance of the organization. One piece 
of conventional and often quoted firm-specific general wisdom is that E&C 
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has been profitable all years since its founding with merely one alleged 
exception: ‘Our only year with a negative financial result was because of the 
real estate crash in the 90’s. That’s the only year’. Consequently, the 
organization has been profitable through nearly all the 130 years since the 
group’s founding. This is noteworthy, as they are operating in mature markets 
and since the industry as such is a truly low margin business, where most 
competitors have over the years struggled with profitability. However, if this 
statement has to do with E&C Group or E&C Corp., or of the time before 
the two companies were formally separated, or how this financial 
performance is actually measured is unclear, even for individuals that have 
been employees more than 40 years. 

Nonetheless, this close connection is a part of the legacy and a source of pride, 
and it puts social pressure on E&C Corp. And indeed, E&C Corp. has a 
strong record of financial performance. Besides a custom of creating good 
project managers, this performance is often attributed to its tradition of 
strong local presence and a high degree of delegation. Engineering, 
construction, and real estate is a local business. As a result, it is geographically 
spread and also has a tradition of delegating a large degree of responsibility to 
lower levels of the hierarchy, i.e., to the projects. This has led to being less 
accustomed to coordination and integration – ‘project is king’. And as the 
businesses are typically created by projects, as long as they were profitable, 
the businesses had a great degree of freedom regarding how to operate. 
Typically, well over 1000 projects of different types and sizes were active 
simultaneously. This of course complicates setting standard operating 
procedures, as well as integration and alignment at large. Decentralization was 
also described as one historical success factor for E&C’ corp.’s predictable 
and good financial performance: ‘As long as all projects deliver financially, we 
are profitable’. As E&C Group is publicly listed, and subject to requirements 
on return on capital employed, this modus operandi provided stability on 
returns and was highly regarded across the entire group. Further, the 
employees of E&C Group are the third largest owner of the company thanks 
to an employee shareholder program which increases the motivation to 
perform. 
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To conclude, the above illustrations show how a combination of several 
factors have led to a pride over the firm, a low turnover, a strong culture, and 
as a result thereof, a bit of organizational ‘active inertia’ (Sull, 1999). This is 
seen when it comes to changing and unifying ways of working, particularly in 
regard to processes that could be described as ‘strategy and/or management 
processes’. When such matters were discussed, technical, mathematical and 
logical skills were valued, while so-called ‘soft sides’ of management were less 
represented. This makes sense, as the firm is to a large degree populated by 
engineering professionals. On top of this, the firm is mainly a business to 
business-firm, with a significant part of revenue coming from public tenders. 
This increases pressure on, e.g., extensive quality control systems and this also 
increases the complexity of swiftly changing ways of working. 

3.3.3.� The organization’s journey toward alignment 

In the 1990’s, E&C Group doubled its revenues. As this was done primarily 
organically it enabled a series of acquisitions that made the firm a truly global 
company with a wide array of solutions in its portfolio. However, the group 
grew disparately. Naturally, the acquired companies were to be integrated into 
the country organizations, as the corporate center had no operations. This 
created a need for consolidation within the group. An era of several initiatives 
to create a more unified company to leverage its size for the first time, both 
group-wise and country organization-wise, began.  

One initial and influential initiative in E&C Corp.’s journey toward alignment 
(in a broad sense) was a productivity program that was launched to cut costs 
by decreasing time spent in various parts of the construction process. 
Inspiration was found in the T50 program at ABB, which aimed at decreasing 
lead-times from order to delivery in all business processes by half. Since at 
the time there were no standard operating procedures in E&C Corp., and due 
to the decentralized organization, the results were lesser than anticipated. 
Since then however, many initiatives across the organization have pointed in 
the same direction – aligning the businesses of the firm to leverage group 
synergies and gain ‘collective’ competitive advantage. 

The next significant step of alignment was taken in the beginning of 2000 
when the board of E&C Group decided to put stronger emphasis on 
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efficiency by increasing standardization and on a higher degree of 
specialization. This had a substantial impact on E&C Corp. The purpose of 
increased specialization was to capitalize on the knowledge gained in all 
projects that were executed, and embryos of centers of excellence were 
designed. Throughout the 00’s a number of initiatives to support this 
increasing alignment were launched. Some examples include a combined 
Nordic procurement organization to increase pooled sourcing, development 
and implementation of standardized processes, methods and project 
calculations, and the development of common product platforms. In 2003, in 
order to centralize parts of the decision-making process, one hierarchical level 
was deleted. Simultaneously, a balanced scorecard enabling E&C Corp. to 
assess and compare the performance of the various businesses was introduced. 
In 2008 several supporting functions (e.g., finance and HR) formerly located 
in the businesses were centralized. In the same year, as a result of the Lehman 
Brother’s crash, more than 15 % of the employees were let go. Up to the 
crash, however, E&C Corp. had grown rapidly, both organically and by 
acquisition, which complicated the aligning of the firm. As the consequences 
of the financial crash abated, E&C Corp. was a typical multi-business firm 
with several distinct, industrially specialized, businesses and a central entity 
providing guidance in common areas. Combined, the organization provided 
all services in E&C Corp.’s portfolio covering the entire engineering, 
construction, and real estate ‘supply chain’. 

Organizationally, E&C corp.’s operations were divided into the three business 
streams as defined by E&C Group: Construction services, Project 
development and Infrastructure development. Within these streams the 
different businesses were organized by type of business, and for the types of 
businesses constituting the major part of operations, both in terms of 
resources and in terms of revenue, by geography. The firm also had 
centralized functions managing and supporting the businesses. There were 
two kinds of supporting functions: (1) business support, consisting of 
machinery rental, engineering consultants, aggregates, and installation services 
that provided services to the businesses within E&C Group, as well as to an 
open market; and (2) supporting functions and shared services such as finance, 
HR, law, safety, environment, marketing, etc., providing support only to the 
E&C Corp. internally. Figure 5 shows a schematic view of the organization. 
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During the following years E&C focused on managing the negative effects of 
the financial crisis. Possibly, the firm was in better fit than in many years. 
However, in 2010 E&C Corp. came under great pressure. The internal focus 
of the last years was becoming evident externally. The firm was experiencing 
increasing competition from international competitors that were entering 
several of the different markets. An analysis showed that over the last ten 
years the firm’s total market share had decreased from 20 % to 13 %. As the 
organization was profitable, this had not been considered at an overall level. 
E&C Corp. was not the biggest, or even second biggest player in the country, 
regardless how size was measured. This state of affairs was not considered 
worthy the flagship of the group. Hence, a strategy driving change was needed. 
Focus should be business volume growth, and to sustain profitability the 
leading idea was to leverage the performed alignment initiatives of the 
previous decades. At this time several discussions, ideas and issues regarding 
E&C Corp.’s condition and performance were related to how to increase 
corporate competitive advantage by leveraging the diversity and size of the 
firm. To accelerate this growth, the top management team of E&C launched 
a strategic initiative to emphasize a ‘one company-approach’ and to change 
the management processes steering such an aligned company. The aim of the 
initiative was to benefit from the organization’s size and corporate 
composition as competitive advantages and regain the position as the 
dominant player in the country. Later on, ‘No. 1’ became a mantra. 

Within this overarching theme, an initiative with a number of projects, 
portfolios, programs, etc. was implemented. For example: a corporate strategy 
for E&C Corp. was developed; business strategies for the businesses were 
formulated; the strategies were translated into performance measures at both 
corporate and business levels; new management processes was developed and 
implemented as a part of the yearly management processes; organizational 
analysis to identify organizational changes was carried out; and new IT-
systems (e.g., ERP) to manage the different more data driven businesses were 
evaluated and implemented. In this extensive strategy initiative almost 100 
individuals, internal and external, full time and part time, where employed at 
its peak and more than 600 employees were involved in different interviews, 
workshops, sessions etc., to contribute. This initiative constitutes the 
backdrop to this thesis. Figure 6 presents an overview of the initiative. 



 

 54 

 
Figure 6. The strategy initiative studied 
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3.4.� Research process 
My research process had two distinct phases: data collection and data analysis. 
The first phase, data collection, was performed during the three years of the 
strategy initiative. At this time, I was employed full time by E&C and had 
been so for more than three years. The second phase, data analysis and the 
writing of the papers and the cover essay, began after the strategy initiative 
had been finalized, and I had ended my formal employment at the firm. 

3.4.1.� Producing and collecting data 

The theories used in this study highlight the possibilities of expanding the 
knowledge base applying in-depth case study research. The methodology of 
the study is aligned with the theoretic framework. Even though the theory 
and methods fit, the choice of methods was, to some extent, predefined since 
the data collection was completed during my employment. I collected and 
analyzed strategies, objectives, business plans, etc., to be able to understand 
the state of the firm strategically and to find a way forward. Managers were 
interviewed at several levels across the firm for their views on these strategies 
and strategizing processes. I made sure strategy workshops with managers 
were conducted so that I, together with my teams, would gain an 
understanding of the strategy issues in need of addressing and how they 
should be addressed. Aided by the strategy team, I made sure strategies were 
‘produced’ and performance measures were introduced in the businesses. I 
also kept track of my calendar, my meetings, project plans, etc., to make sure 
the work in the strategy initiative progressed as planned. My teams, their time 
and attention were managed to ensure we used our resources efficiently. And 
lastly, I spent numerous hours – in formal and informal settings – discussing 
and explaining strategy related issues with managers across the entire group, 
to make sure they understood where we were headed and the consequences 
of the changes that were coming.  

The data collection phase in my process was also, to a certain extent, a data 
production phase. Thus, the data used in this study was not merely collected 
from the organization during the initiative, but also in part developed together 
with the organization employees. I was present throughout all phases of data 
production and data collection, and to manage the great volume of data, 
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collection and production methods evolved over time, as shown in Figure 4. 
Data employed in this study consist of archival records (e.g., existing strategies, 
business plans, scorecards, personal records, process maps), interview data, 
documentation (e.g., agendas, meeting minutes, strategy content produced 
throughout the process), and observational field notes. For detailed 
information on data see table 1. 

 

Table 1. Data employed in the thesis 

Data Details Quantity Timeline

Strategy 
documentation

Strategies (group and businesses) and other 
reports

128 A4-pages, 200 
power point slides

Aug - Dec 2010

Interviews Top management team members (9 82 A4-pages Oct 2010 -Nov 2011

Interviews Employees involved in strategy in the firm 
e.g. Business Controllers, Performance 
Managers, Business Development Managers, 
Business Analysts (46 individuals)

371 A4-pages Nov 2010 - Feb 2011

Interviews Line managers (27 individuals) 194 A4-pages Nov 2010 - Mar 2011

Interviews Heads/managers of supporting functions 
e.g. Head of Safety, Head of Finance, Head 
of Project Development, Head of 
Marketing, Head of Sustainability, Head of 
P d ti it (35 i di id l )

312 A4-pages Aug 2011-Nov 2011

Original scorecards Set of original performance measures in 
Excel sheet (274 rows representing a measure 
(e.g. profitability), 14 columns representing 
e.g. objects by which the measure could be 
divided (e.g. geographical region, product), 
definition, processes where it was used, 
ownership, birth and BI system)

Excel sheets, 3836 
cells

Feb 2011 - Sep 2011

Businesses’ workshop 
documentation

Business model canvases (BMC) as work in 
progress for 11 businesses. BMC as finalized 
(11 BUs). Each of the nine elements in the 
BMC had one Power point slide each, incl. 

198 Power point 
slides

Sep 2011 - Dec 2011

Strategy team 
workshop 
documentation

Activity systems (32 slides) and strategy maps 
(11 slides) in Power point incl. comments. 
For each of the eleven BUs

43 Power point 
slides

Nov 2011 - Jan 2012

Future scorecards Set of future performance measures, in Excel 
sheet (91 rows, 17 columns). 

Excel sheets, 1547 
cells

Jan - Mar 2012 

Meeting minutes from 
steering committee 

Adjusted meeting minutes from 18 steering 
committee meetings á 3-6 hours 

108 A4-pages Aug 2010 - May 2013 
(continuously) 

Outlook calendars of 
strategists

Calendars posts including activities and 
related information (e.g. purpose, 

2860 calendar posts Aug 2010 - May 2013 
(continuously)

Observational field 
notes

Personal notes from interviews, workshops, 
steering committees, ad-hoc meetings and 
general reflections

146 A4-pages Aug 2010 - May 2013 
(continously)
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First in the sequence of events in data collection and production, I collected 
strategies, business plans, and scorecards from across the firm. This 
documentation formed the basis for the discussions with the groups of 
respondents that I interviewed (e.g., Commercial project development 
strategy and performance measures were discussed with the respondents 
within that business). The collected material and interviews enabled the 
compiling of a mapping of the existing state of strategy, including an ‘as-is 
KPI-list’ of E&C Corp. and its incorporated businesses. 

In parallel to collecting strategy documentation, the members of the top 
management team (9 individuals) were interviewed. This provided an 
understanding of the ideas for the new corporate strategy and the 
expectations on future strategy work, business strategies for the businesses 
and possible changes to the existing strategy process. Thereafter, members of 
the organization with experience of strategy and performance measures 
development (46), e.g., the heads of control, business development managers, 
and performance managers were interviewed. They ‘owned’ the definitions of 
the performance measures as well as the strategic planning and controlling 
process, and thus helped me understand how the strategy process generally 
evolved and the content of existing strategies, scorecards, etc. Approximately 
two thirds of these respondents were located in the businesses and had no or 
limited staff responsibilities; one third were centrally employed and managed 
teams of up to ten employees. Also, line managers (22), equally spread across 
all hierarchical levels and businesses were interviewed. This provided an 
understanding of how they perceived the existing strategy process and how 
they wanted it to be performed. One last category of respondents was the 
members of support functions (35), e.g., Head of Marketing, Head of 
Sustainability, Head of Productivity. A little more than two thirds of 
respondents in this category were centrally employed and had some staff 
liabilities, approx. five to ten employees. The rest were employed in the 
business, and a handful of these managed a few employees, the rest did not. 
These respondents provided a corporate perspective on centrally driven 
strategy initiatives. Over the course of the interviews the groups expanded 
through snowballing (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981) as more names of others 
with knowledge surfaced, e.g., through recommendation. In total, I 
conducted semi-structured interviews with 112 members of the organization. 



 

 58 

The respondents represented all (except blue collar) hierarchical levels, all 
lines of businesses and all supporting functions across the firm. This increased 
data validity by providing different perspectives to strategizing and alignment 
in the firm (Denzin, 1978). 

After the interviews, workshops in groups based on the different businesses 
were given. Line managers, development managers, controllers, and other 
specialists (5-8 participants per group, 77 in total) worked with Osterwalder 
et al.’s (2010) Business model canvas to define the logic of their business. All 
groups had two workshops, the first to define the business model (6-8 hours) 
and the second to follow-up and validate the results from the first workshop 
(4-6 hours). The first versions of the canvases were sent out to the participants 
for oral and written feedback. The received feedback was put in a second 
version of the canvas which contained, e.g., clarifications and questions from 
the first workshops. The first versions of the canvas and the feedback were 
the basis for the follow-up workshops in which the final versions of the 
canvases were completed. Data from these workshops consist of two versions 
of the businesses’ canvases and provided insightful feedback. 

Subsequently, based on the collected existing strategies and goals, and parts 
of the interviews regarding which measures were actually used, the strategy 
team held internal workshops using Activity Systems (Porter, 1996) and 
Strategy Maps (Kaplan Norton, 2000) to gather and assemble the material. 
The collected documentation was compared to the material from the 
workshops and compiled into one overall set of future strategies and 
scorecards, sortable by lines of businesses. These helped verify and/or clarify 
concerns addressed in interviews and workshops. 

Throughout the initiative the steering committee held meetings, 3-6 hours 
every six to eight weeks. I participated in these meetings to help manage the 
initiative as a whole, and to report on the progress of the work on the strategy 
portfolio. The adjusted minutes from the 18 steering committee meetings 
helped describe issues considered important and/or difficult by the main 
stakeholders. To crosscheck, the minutes were compared to my personal 
notes taken at the meetings. 

To recreate the flow of event, calendar posts containing workshop agendas 
and participants, etc., were retained. They provided information on the time 
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and attention given to different issues, strategy challenges, individuals, 
organizational units, levels or functions (e.g., meetings and workshops 
attended, interviewees, chronology). 

I took field notes continuously during the process. These notes primarily 
covered initial remarks on, and analyses of, matters mentioned in the process. 
The notes were supportive in two ways. First, they provided depth (e.g., 
contradiction, corroboration) and explanations, or nuances, to other data 
sources. Second, they provided early paths for analyses, some of which were 
pursued (e.g., tools provide a common language), and others were either cast 
aside or altered (e.g., alignment is mainly a ‘necessary evil’ with some benefits). 

3.4.2.� Data use in the papers 

Data produced and collected were employed in different ways in the papers. 
In order to understand how different types of data related to different 
phenomena I made a distinction between ‘main’ and ‘complementary’ data. 
Main data was used to explain a particular phenomenon in the enclosed 
papers. For instance, calendar posts regarding who participated in a particular 
workshop and the suggested performance measures from that workshop 
constituted the main data to investigate participation and its relation to chosen 
performance measures (as in Paper II). Complementary data was used to 
explain the context and/or triangulate to crosscheck, corroborate or nuance 
the findings in the main data. Using the same example from Paper II, the 
collected strategy helped understand the issues a particular business ought to 
address, and observational field notes from that business’s workshop were 
used to describe the choices of performance measures the participants made. 
Consequently, in the different papers the same data was employed in different 
ways and thus complemented each other. For a view on how main and 
complementary data was used in the enclosed papers see table 2. 
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Table 2. Data employed in the enclosed papers 

3.4.3.� Analyzing data 

In a search for ‘regularities’, data were analyzed using qualitative techniques 
(Winch, 1958). In the analysis of the case data, I followed Miles and 
Huberman’s (1984) suggested procedure: data reduction, data display, 
conclusion drawing, and verifying results. The three steps were performed 
iteratively (Dubois & Gadde, 2002), and after major parts of data had been 
collected. This approach opened up for opportunities arising as the research 
unfolded (Pettigrew, 1990). The analysis was guided by the overarching 
research question posed in the study and supported by the sub-research 
questions. 

My first step in the analysis was to compile the data employed in the sub-
studies into one data set in order to grasp the comprehensiveness and actual 

Data
Paper I - 
Alignment

Paper II - 
Participation

Paper III - 
Tools

Paper IV - 
Strategists

Strategy documentation
main complementary complementary complementary

Interviews w. Top management 
team

main complementary complementary complementary

Interviews w. employees 
involved in strategy 

complementary complementary complementary main

Interviews w. Line managers
main complementary complementary

Interviews w. Heads of supp. 
functions

complementary complementary complementary

Originals scorecards main main main complementary

Businesses workshop 
documentation

main main complementary

Strategy team workshop 
documentation

main complementary

Future scorecards
main main main complementary

Meeting minutes from steering 
committee

main main

Outlook calendars of strategists main complementary main

Observational field notes
complementary complementary complementary main
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content. After this overview, I focused on understanding the data that 
appeared to have an impact on the understanding of how strategizing and 
strategy alignment in multi-business firms related to each other. Judgment 
calls were made regarding data. At different points in time, interview data 
from the top management team were given more attention than interviews 
with line managers and heads of controlling, and vice versa. Similarly, 
sometimes collected material was given more attention than workshop data, 
and vice versa. Data that had no explanatory value to understanding 
strategizing at a corporate level, or its relationship to the multi-business firm 
were discarded. This reduction made it possible to highlight relevant data. 

Data was displayed in a spread sheet where rows represented the corporate 
strategy issues, alignment, group synergies, business responsiveness, and the 
four types of corporate management as shown in the summarized framework 
for analysis in Figure 3, e.g., entrepreneurial vertical intervention. In the same 
way, the columns represented the strategizing elements: praxis 
operationalized as participation, practices operationalized as the use of 
strategy tools, and practitioners operationalized as strategy professionals. In 
the cells of this matrix I described the data providing information on tentative 
relationships between the concepts in the rows and the columns, as well as 
some initial ideas regarding these relationships. This helped me understand 
what data could provide insight into different issues and how. 

The next step in analyzing the data was to develop a chronological narrative 
of the process as described by Langley (1999) and Pentland (1999). The 
calendar appointments and meeting minutes were important data for 
recreating the flow of events. The narrative helped develop an increasingly 
detailed understanding of the initiative. After having defined the timeline, I 
looked at the entire data set again to make sure the chain of evidence remained 
in sight, and that the entire process was covered. At the same time, areas that 
needed further examination were identified. Based on the data and the 
chronological narrative I gained a proper understanding of how the initiative 
and its sequences, practices, praxis, and practitioners had evolved over the 
three years. 

In drawing conclusion and verifying results, I adhered to Gioa et al.’s (2012) 
1st- and 2nd-order analyses. In my 1st-order analysis I examined the 
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informant-centric terms, words, and labels (1st-order concepts) regarding 
strategizing and multi-business firm alignment found in the data. I deliberately 
tried not to categorize. My aim was to understand strategizing and corporate 
alignment as the respondents perceived it or raw data ‘showed’ it. In the 2nd-
order analysis, I used researcher-centric themes (2nd-order themes) to 
connect the respondents’ terms and documentation (raw data) to the 
theoretical terms (analyzed data). As this analysis proceeded, I looked for 
similarities and differences among the themes to build aggregated dimensions 
and emerging concepts (e.g., strategy professional, horizontal coordination), 
that would enable me to describe and explain the relationships between 
strategizing and corporate alignment. After accomplishing this, I had a full set 
of 1st-order terms and concepts that related to 2nd-order themes and 
aggregated dimensions explaining the raw data and their relationship to theory. 

Where I was unsure regarding certain codings (1st-order concepts, 2nd-order 
themes or aggregated dimension), I revisited the data, asked respondents for 
additional data or clarifications, and then discussed the matter with senior 
researchers to find an appropriate coding, to counteract the bias of a single 
researcher’s interpretations. 

Consequently, the analysis of the data can be seen as an iterative approach of 
moving back and forth between the empirical material, the literature, and the 
emerging theory. As noted, theoretical propositions had not been constructed 
before the study, but uncovered throughout the research process. During 
coding and analyzing, existing concepts did not fully reflect the patterns in 
the empirical material, gaps in the literature came to light. This is one benefit 
of a phenomenon driven research process. I therefore explored new 
relationships and developed new concepts and thereby extended theory. For 
example, the concept of vertical coordination, in contrast to vertical intervention 
(Collis et al., 2007; Hungenberg, 1993) was useful in explaining corporate 
management as a more participative endeavor. 

3.5.� Research quality 
In this study I have taken conscious measures, guided by previous research, 
to increase the quality of the study. To facilitate peer review, these measures 
are discussed using Gibbert el al.’s (2008) four criteria: internal validity, 
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construct validity, external validity (generalizability), and reliability, as these 
were developed particularly for case studies in strategy and management. 

3.5.1.� Internal validity 

Internal validity refers to the causal relationships between variables and results. 
This is dependent on a clearly formulated research framework, theory 
triangulation, and pattern matching (Gibbert et al., 2008; Denzin and Lincoln, 
1994), and relates to the data analysis phase (Yin, 2013). 

To verify the findings, I formulated a research framework (Figure 3) capturing 
and triangulating different theoretical perspectives of strategizing and 
corporate strategy (Yin, 2013). Being a practitioner and focusing on the 
phenomenon, I felt less obligated to conform to a certain research stream 
(Schwarz and Stensaker, 2014). Theories were thus primarily seen as vehicles 
to understanding the phenomenon, not to identifying gaps. This led to a wide 
spectrum of literature, including contradictory and complementary literature 
on strategy (e.g., organization and performance measurement and 
management). It created opportunities for me to draw innovative conclusions, 
and resulted in a deeper insight into the elaborated theories and into the 
contradictory literature by contributing to a sharper demarcation of the 
focused research object. Nonetheless, the lion’s share of the literature lies 
within general strategy (e.g., Andrews, 1971; Chandler, 1962; Hofer and 
Schendel, 1978; Porter, 1980), strategy as process and practice (Burgelman et 
al., 2018; Jarzabkowski et al., 2013; Mintzberg, and Waters, 1985; Van de Ven, 
1992; Whittington et al., 2006), and corporate strategy (e.g., Feldman, 2020a, 
b; Rumelt et al., 1994; Seifzadeh and Rowe, 2019). Chronologically the 
literature ranges from 1932 to 2020, which, by building on a robust theoretical 
foundation adds internal validity to the emerging theory (Eisenhardt, 1989). 
The width of theory used might have the consequence that the theoretic 
framework seems ‘sprawling’ or even outdated. However, the aim is to 
triangulate theory, to illuminate and analyze issues under study from different 
perspectives to obtain as deep an understanding as possible, and elaborate on 
theory with both strong internal validity (Gibbert et al., 2008) and greater 
analytical generalization capabilities (Eisenhart, 1989). My opinion is that my 
framework helped me link underlying similarities in corporate strategy and 
strategizing not usually associated with each other. 
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Regarding pattern matching, I have to the best of my ability compared 
empirically observed patterns with different studies in different contexts 
(Denzin and Lincoln, 1994; Eisenhardt, 1989). The width of literature helped 
in that respect. In addition, my three years of employment prior to the 
research, several years as a consultant to the firm before to that, and the three 
years of data collection, provided an understanding of underlying systems and 
values critical for an accurate interpretation of data (Arino and de la Torre, 
1998). However, since I wanted to gain rich experiences over an extended 
period of time, and my internal knowledge was important in the analysis, it 
would make little sense to have someone else attempt to code the material 
without knowing enough about the context (Pratt, 2009). Thus, investigator 
triangulation was not employed in the analysis, but instead, member checks 
were used. Throughout the research process, feedback from the respondents 
was continuously sought to double-check for inconsistencies or 
misinterpretations. 

The close proximity to the research object, despite its benefits, also led to 
reflection about potential risks of becoming too closely linked to the object 
of study. Johnson et al. (2007) discuss three such risks: risk of contamination, 
risk of going native, and risk of political alignment. Throughout the data 
analysis I was aware of these risks and consciously tried to manage them in 
order to develop as trustworthy a thesis as possible. The risks of going native 
and political alignment were mitigated by ending my employment. As noted, 
I had no formal obligations to the firm during the analysis phase and could 
therefore be ‘free’ in my analysis and drawing of conclusions. However, being, 
or having been, an insider makes it difficult and undesirable to be objective. I 
tried to use my knowledge about the firm and the people participating in the 
study to interpret the answers. Since I was a part of the strategy initiative I 
indirectly influenced it and thus the risk of me ‘contaminating’ the results was 
palpable. As a measure to try and counteract the risk of not seeing my own 
influence, I had senior partner researchers to question my assumptions and 
force me to provide the data that the analyses and conclusions were based on. 
This helped increase both internal validity and construct validity (Gibbert et 
al., 2008). Thanks to this peer debriefing, I have had co-authors on two of the 
enclosed papers. They acted as devil’s advocates, counteracting the bias of a 
single researcher’s interpretations (Nemeth et al., 2002). In the other two 
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papers, and in the cover essay, support was also sought from senior 
researchers. One important aspect of the peer debriefing was that the senior 
researchers did not participate in the actual fieldwork or data collection in any 
of the cases and could therefore provide ‘outside’ perspectives (Bartunek & 
Louis, 1996). 

3.5.2.� Construct validity 

Construct validity relates to whether the case study investigates what it is 
intended to investigate (Denzin and Lincoln, 1994), and needs to be 
considered in the data collection phase (Yin, 2013). It evaluates whether the 
research triangulates the phenomenon using multiple data sources, and if there is 
a clear chain of evidence enabling the reader to reconstruct how the researcher 
went from question to conclusion (Gibbert et al., 2008).  

In triangulation, I have used different data collection strategies (e.g., interviews, 
observational field notes) and different data sources (e.g., workshop data, 
documentation) in accordance with Denzin and Lincoln (1994) and Yin 
(2013). The fact that the fieldwork took place in a setting I was acquainted 
with was of great help in both planning and executing data collection, for 
example in terms of identifying informants, scheduling appointments, and 
finding and getting access to documentation, in short, gaining access to and 
retrieving data. As noted, the conclusion drawing was done through 
identifying common and uncommon features, words, and labels in the data 
(Winch, 1958). Having identified commonalities in, for instance, interview 
data, I could make comparisons to double-check such commonalities in data 
from other sources so as to understand whether these were coherent and to 
allow me to draw correct conclusions. Different sources of data gave unique 
explanatory power in certain cases, but in others they merely helped 
corroborate statements, point out disagreements between theory and practice, 
or to guide further questions to be asked. Thus, the data triangulation and the 
differentiation I made between main and complementary data helped me 
increase construct validity and provide an illustration of how the conclusions 
were drawn. 

I have tried to establish as clear a chain of evidence as possible to allow readers 
reconstruct how I went from research question to conclusion (Yin, 2013). I 
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made an explicit separation of 1st order and 2nd order findings, building data 
structures in accordance with Gioia et al. (2012), as described in the data 
analysis section. This, in combination with the observational field notes on 
the decisions in the process enabled an understanding of how raw data led to 
evolved theory via data reduction, data display and data analysis, as proposed 
by Miles and Huberman (1984). By providing as descriptive an image as 
possible in the methods section, I hope to facilitate for the reader to 
understand the trail and criticize the chain of evidence. 

3.5.3.� External validity 

External validity is also referred to as generalizability and shows whether 
theories can be shown to account for phenomena in other settings than the 
setting in which the study is conducted (Gibbert et al., 2008). In this study 
analytical generalization, generalizing from empirical observations to theory, 
rather than to a population, i.e., statistical generalization, is pursued (e.g. Yin, 
2013). Generalizability is achieved by providing a clear rationale for the case study 
selection and ample detail on the case study context. 

As for selection of the case, the organization was decided upon due to privileged 
access (Clarke, 1972; Siggelkow, 2007) I had as employed. Such unique access 
alone justifies a single-case study (Yin, 2013). Boundaries in terms of the 
organization were predefined and clear, the organization existed, respondents 
were employees of the organization, documentation was internal 
documentation, etc. The theories and the conceptual framework in this study 
were directly chosen to explain strategizing and its relationship to corporate 
alignment as this was the case firm’s greatest strategy challenge at the time. 
There is thus a fit between the theory, the research question, and the sample. 
However, as noted, my research was phenomenon driven and therefore the 
sample was not chosen after a research question had been formulated. Thus, 
the case firm and it’s at the time primary challenge, balancing corporate and 
business strategy alignment, guided the work rather than an a-priori 
formulated research question. Purpose and research questions were 
formulated and refined after the major parts of case data had been examined. 
Indeed, the case company’s characteristics (see 3.2.2 The case firm) were well 
suited for the concerns of the study, and thus a purposive and theoretical 
sampling contributed to analytical generalization was made. This might, 
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however, be perceived as ‘backwards’ according to more theory driven 
researchers. 

I have provided a detailed case study context and description of the characteristics 
and the challenges of the firm so that readers could make assumptions about 
analytical generalizability. By providing such a ‘thick’ case description, i.e., 
illustrating the case in sufficient detail, readers can begin to evaluate the extent 
to which the conclusions drawn are generalizable to other times, industries or 
organizations. 

Although the study was carried out in the engineering, construction, and real 
estate industry, the results of the study are not confined to solutions for this 
particular branch of industry. Naturally, there may be particular aspects of 
other branches of industry, that, by design, the research cannot address, 
simply because they differ too much. Large industrial and ‘related’ (e.g. 
Rumelt, 1974; Sakhartov, 2017) multi-business firms will likely find greater 
applicability of the results than, e.g., media conglomerates or large multi-unit 
organizations in the public sector. As for the firm, many large industrial multi-
business firms share many of its characteristics. The study may thus serve as 
a descriptive case, aiding similar organizations facing similar challenges. 
Obviously, organizations with other characteristics than the case company, 
e.g., single business firms, small and medium sized enterprises, even in the 
same industry, may find the results difficult to apply. Hopefully, however, 
some aspects of the results may be relevant also to them. 

However, albeit its benefits, due to certain details there is a risk that an 
immersed empirical approach to strategizing research might “produce only 
local descriptive knowledge” (Johnson et al., 2007, p. 72). The tendency to 
get absorbed in activity-level details was certainly experienced in this study. It 
was especially difficult in the beginning of data analysis when trying to flesh 
out all data, with nothing yet discarded, to grasp what it was actually about, 
and to be able to reduce and thereafter formulate proper purposes and/or 
research questions. I hope I have managed the dilemma of, on one hand, 
provide rich accounts about an actual process and practice, while on the other 
hand, develop strategy literature concepts with relevance beyond the case 
study itself. 
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3.5.4.� Reliability 

Reliability refers to the absence of random errors, which implies that the 
reader would end up with the same results if the research were to be done 
again, it is dependent on the transparency and the replication of the study 
(Gibbert et al., 2008; Yin, 2013). 

In order to enhance transparency, I have tried to provide careful documentation 
and clarifications of the research process as described in the data collection 
and data analysis sections. As for replication, I have compiled a case study data 
base. This includes all the data collected - used and discarded - and is 
organized so that other researchers could, if allowed by the case company, 
retrieve data and replicate, if not the entire study, then at least parts of the 
study. In this thesis, the method and discussion chapters, supported by the 
appended papers, aim to provide the reader with sufficient information to 
replicate the studies. 

By collecting rich empirical material, it was possible to shine a light on 
strategizing in real time whilst the various activities were embedded in 
different contexts. However, with the data being qualitative and truly 
extensive, having been an insider seven years provided me with difficult to 
duplicate insights. In addition, as an insider researcher, it is possible to escape 
the ‘expert’ role due to previous relationships. This increased reliability as the 
respondents tended to be more willing to ‘tell the truth’ to me (someone they 
knew), than to an ‘unknown assessor’. However, due to a common language 
and understanding, respondents might have left out things that they assumed 
I understood. In addition, the interview data is self-reported. As such, it 
cannot be independently verified and has to be taken at face value, regardless 
potential biases, i.e., selective memory, telescoping, attribution, and 
exaggeration. This leads to a reliance on the experience of the researchers 
(Coughlan and Coghlan, 2002). This particular challenge was why I relied on 
support from senior researchers throughout the entire process. Nonetheless, 
fully understanding how such potential sources of bias made an impact on my 
findings is impossible. Further, the environment of any organization 
continuously changes, as does the organization. The context shapes what 
actors do, and at the same time the actors and their activities also shape the 
context, hence activities and contexts are intertwined and change over time 
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(e.g. Jarzabkowski, 2005; Pettigrew, 1997). This is an important assumption 
in the study of strategy processes and practices which makes duplication of 
any study, in its entirety, if not impossible, then at least difficult. 

3.6.� Ethical considerations 
One important aspect of immersed participatory qualitative research in 
strategy is ethical considerations (e.g. Johnson et al., 2007). Indeed, in the 
process, being an insider, I had access to and produced a considerable amount 
of sensitive material. Occasionally, respondents revealed sensitive material in 
confidence to me - an insider, a colleague, or even friend, and I continuously 
needed to consider whether this information could be included as research 
material or if it should be left out of the study. In addition, strategies and 
performance measures were sensitive in terms of competitiveness, and in 
some cases could be seen as insider information. 

I have done my best to manage the dilemma of presenting enough in-depth 
descriptions and details while at the same time protecting the respondents as 
well as the trade secrets of the firm. I initially informed all respondents about 
my research and asked for permission to use the data before conducting 
interviews, workshops, etc. I have tried to make sure none of the material 
could easily be linked to specific individuals or groups of individuals. And 
lastly, I have promised to use the data only for research and spreading 
knowledge. 

The research presented in this thesis adhered to the four guidelines proposed 
by the Swedish Research Council (Vetenskapsrådet, 2017): informing the 
participants about the study, ensuring consent, assuring confidentiality, and 
promising good use of the data. 
�  
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4.� Summaries of appended papers and synthesis 

“Every truth has relation to some other. And we should try to 
write the facts of our knowledge so as to see them in their several 
bearings. This we do when we frame them into a system. To do 
so legitimately, we must begin by analysis and end with synthesis.” 

William Fleming7 

4.1.� Overview of appended papers 
This thesis consists of a cover essay and four adjoining papers that address 
how multi-business firms’ strategizing manage the challenge of balancing corporate and 
business strategy alignment. Each sub-research question is answered in one 
appended paper. The summaries presented here are intended to inform the 
reader on how each paper contributes to the overall discussion in chapter five. 
Though the summaries are provided here, the appended papers are stand-
alone texts provided in full in chapter 8. 

In the individual papers the contributions are related to specific phenomena 
studied (i.e., corporate alignment, participation, strategy tools, and strategy 
professionals). Less focus was thus put on the contribution to the overarching 
research question in the thesis. However, the findings in the papers provided 
evidence related to the understanding of corporate level strategizing in multi-
business firms, and how it influenced the balance of alignment between 
corporate and business strategy. In this chapter, after the summaries, the 
synthesized findings from the sub-studies are explored to answer the main 
research question of this thesis.  

Below is Figure 1 from the introduction chapter, illustrating the relationship 
between the main research question, the sub-research questions and the 
appended papers. 

 
7 Allibone, A. ed. (1876, 2010). Prose quotations from Socrates to Macaulay, p. 676. New 
York: Kensinger Publishing. 
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accordance with the outside environment to gain ‘fit’, this contributed in 
relation to responsiveness. 

Paper III focused on explaining the role sets of strategy tools play in 
strategizing. While this principal focus mainly developed theory regarding the 
selection and employment of sets of strategy tools in general, it also 
contributed to the understanding of how tools used across an entire multi-
business firm influence the alignment balance in focus. 

Paper IV was dedicated to understanding how non-executive strategy 
professionals strategize in organizations. By investigating how centrally 
employed strategy professionals and strategy professionals employed in the 
businesses strategize, insight regarding the roles and the responsibilities in 
managing strategizing in the multi-business firm, and how their work had an 
influence on the balance of corporate and business strategy alignment was 
obtained. 

4.1.1.� Distribution of work in the papers 

Paper I was written individually. I developed the purpose of the study, 
collected and analyzed the data. I wrote the paper and consulted with two 
senior researchers to get feedback. I presented an early version of this paper 
at a conference. The feedback I received was incorporated into the paper. I 
finalized the paper and submitted it to a journal. After submission, I received 
a revision note from the journal. I interpreted the feedback, wrote a response 
to the reviewers, improved the manuscript and resubmitted the paper, which 
was then accepted. 

Paper II was written in collaboration with two co-authors. My role entailed 
defining the purpose and research question of the study, collecting the data, 
analyzing the data, writing the paper, presenting an early version at a 
conference, weighing feedback from the conference and improving the paper 
and then submitting the paper to a journal. The co-authors were consulted to 
provide feedback on various versions of the manuscript to question the 
conclusions, ask for clarifications, and suggest improvements to ensure rigor 
and research quality. After submission, I received a revision note from the 
journal. I interpreted the feedback and discussed it with my co-authors. I 
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wrote the response to reviewers, improved the manuscript, which was then 
proofread by the co-authors. I then resubmitted the paper.  

Paper III was written in collaboration with one co-author. The purpose of 
the study was developed in collaboration. I collected and analyzed the data. I 
wrote the main part of the paper. I presented an early version of the paper at 
a conference. The feedback I received was incorporated into the paper. I 
finalized the paper, and we then both reviewed the final version, collaborating 
in making improvements. I submitted the paper to a journal. After submission, 
I received the revision note from the journal. I interpreted the feedback and 
discussed it with my co-author. Thereafter I wrote the response to reviewers 
and improved the manuscript. It was then read by the co-author to suggest 
improvements. Lastly, I finalized and resubmitted the paper. Unfortunately, 
the journal rejected the version as it did not properly fit their audience. We 
therefore rewrote the paper and submitted it to another journal.   

Paper IV was written individually. I defined the purpose and the research 
question of the study. I collected and analyzed data and wrote the paper. I 
consulted with two senior researchers to get feedback for improvements to 
the final manuscript. The feedback was incorporated into the paper. I 
finalized the paper and submitted it to a journal. I received a revision note 
from the journal, interpreted the reviewers’ comments, wrote a response, 
improved the manuscript and resubmitted the paper. I just recently received 
a minor revision note from the journal.�  
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4.2.� Paper I 
Wadström, P. (2019) Aligning corporate and business strategy: managing the 
balance 

Purpose and research question 

The aim of this paper was to expand the domain of alignment by exploring 
how managers and strategists may understand and approach corporate 
alignment in multi-business firms in order to manage the trade-offs necessary 
to balance corporate level integration with business level differentiation. The 
research question answered was: how can executives and strategists understand and 
manage alignment between corporate and business level strategy? 

Method 

The study was characterized by privileged access gained through my 
employment at the firm. This enabled comprehensive coverage and richness 
of data. An in-depth single case study design was employed to explore this 
richness. The data employed include strategy documentation, interviews with 
the top management team, line managers, employees with strategy 
responsibilities, and heads of supporting functions, workshop documentation, 
scorecards, and observational field notes. 

Findings and conclusions 

The paper provided empirical insights about how corporate alignment in 
multi-business firms can be understood and managed to balance corporate 
and business strategy requirements. Corporate alignment can be approached 
from a positional perspective or a contributive perspective. Further, corporate 
alignment encompasses two dimensions: direction of contribution (vertical and 
horizontal) and relation of contribution (numerical and non-numerical). This leads to 
four types of corporate alignment, with different effects. For instance, 
choosing different types of relationships between strategy elements (e.g., 
numerical relation for performance measures) leads to another type of 
alignment than do other relationships (e.g., non-numerical relation between 
strategy words and concepts).  

Organizations which want to balance, or re-balance, their corporate 
alignments, might have to abandon one type of alignment (e.g., vertical 



 

 76 

direction of contribution, common in traditionally managed firms) and adopt 
another type of alignment (e.g. horizontal direction of contribution). 

Further, a contributive approach to corporate alignment is superior to a 
positional approach in managing a balance between corporate and business 
level strategies (i.e., enabling group synergies without limiting business 
responsiveness). Managers and strategist need to consider how different 
elements of the corporate strategy and the business strategies (e.g., objectives, 
plans, initiatives) need to be aligned (e.g., vertically or horizontally and 
numerically or non-numerically) to contribute to the group’s competitive 
advantage. 

Contribution 

This paper contributed to an identified need to study what alignment in large 
diversified firms involves, how to achieve it, and the potential risks thereof. 
Its main contribution was to the corporate strategy literature (e.g., Feldman, 
2020a; Rumelt et al., 1994; Collis et al., 2007; Seifzadeh, 2017) and literature 
on alignment (e.g., Arasti et al., 2017; Chandler, 1962; Chenhall, 2005; 
Kathuria et al., 2007) by furthering theoretical understanding of strategy 
alignment in multi-business firms. The concepts developed and defined in the 
paper are positional and contributive perspective on alignment, direction of contribution 
(vertical and horizontal) and relation of contribution (numerical and non-
numerical). 

Keywords: corporate strategy, business strategy, alignment 
�  
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4.3.� Paper II 
Wadström, P., Angelis, J. and Kaulio, M. (2020) How participation in 
strategizing shapes strategy content 

Purpose and research question 

The purpose of this paper was to add to the literature pertaining to the ways 
in which participation in strategizing shapes strategy content by investigating 
how different dimensions of participation in strategizing influence the 
performance measures chosen. The corresponding research question was: how 
do different dimensions of participation in strategizing influence the performance measures 
chosen? 

Method 

The study was characterized by unique access to extensive and fine-grained 
data gained through the first author’s (my) employment. An immersed case 
study design was employed to explore the rich data. Data employed in the 
study includes strategy documentation, interviews with the top management 
team, line managers, employees with strategy responsibilities, and heads of 
supporting functions, workshop documentation, scorecards, meeting minutes, 
strategists’ calendars, and observational field notes. 

Findings and conclusions 

Participation is a multi-dimensional phenomenon. Dimensions previously 
considered influential, e.g., number of participants, play a lesser role in 
shaping strategy content than do the participants’ seniority and experience. 
More specifically, experienced participants with higher seniority made choices 
that decreased alignment (i.e., a clear connection between corporate strategy 
and business strategy measures), and lower seniority among experienced 
participants increased such alignment. Further, senior participants were also 
more likely to make changes in strategy to be sure they could answer up to 
their responsibilities in the business. They chose a more dynamic set of 
performance measures, i.e., they were prone to change measures continuously 
to stay in ‘fit’ with their business environment. A higher accuracy in strategy 
content (i.e., objective performance measures) was more common when 
participants came from a wider range of functions and units across the 
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organization; they challenged each other to provide proper definitions. And 
lastly, comprehensiveness (i.e., performance measures covering more balance 
scorecard perspectives) was greater when there was a somewhat ‘equal weight’ 
of participants from line management and from staff. 

In addition, trade-offs between performance measures covering the different 
dimensions were made knowingly or unknowingly. Particularly, two such 
trade-offs were obvious: First, a trade-off between accuracy and dynamism, 
and second, a trade-off between dynamism and alignment. Interestingly, 
accuracy and alignment often coincided. 

Contribution 

The results of this paper contributed primarily to the literature on 
participation in strategizing and ‘open strategy’ (e.g., Floyd and Wooldridge, 
2000; Hautz et al., 2017; Mantere and Vaara, 2008; Vaara et al., 2018; 
Whittington et al., 2011; Watson and Wooldridge, 2014). However, it also 
contributed to the performance measurement and management literature (e.g., 
Melnyk et al., 2014; Micheli et al., 2014; Neely et al., 1997). Primary 
contributions include a framework for classifying and understanding 
dimensions of participation, and the relationships between such dimensions 
and choices regarding strategy content (i.e., performance measures). Concepts 
elaborated and defined in the paper are boundary of participation, extent of 
participation, seniority of participants and experience of participants. 

Keywords: strategizing, participation, involvement, performance measures 
�  
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4.4.� Paper III 
Wadström, P. and Kaulio, M. (2020). Renewing strategy making in established 
firms: how selecting and employing ‘known’ and ‘new’ strategy tools enables 
stability and change 

Purpose and research question 

The purpose of the study was to expand the literature on strategy tools in use. 
The question that guided our research reads: how are sets of strategy tools, formed 
by known and new tools, employed in the strategy process to renew strategy making and 
form strategy content? 

Method 

An immersed case study design was employed to explore richness of unique, 
extensive and detailed data granted through the first authors’ (my) 
employment. Data were analyzed through qualitative techniques and included 
strategy documentation, interviews with the top management team, line 
managers, and employees with strategy responsibilities, workshop 
documentation, scorecards, strategists’ calendars, and observational field 
notes. 

Findings and conclusions 

Findings showed that the selection of strategy tools to create sets of tools is 
a strategic choice on its own merit and should be managed accordingly. In 
addition, the novelty of a tool plays an important role. While tools known to 
the firm tend to conserve, new tools lead to new discussions and insights. 
Strategy tools can therefore be analyzed not only as single detached units, but 
also as sets of tools (as they can address several issues across a large 
organization simultaneously). Strategy tools help organizations develop 
solutions to their strategy challenges in a process referred to as 
particularization, i.e., translating and concretization strategy, either into 
performance measures or into strategy on organizational levels below. 

Practitioners may find value and inspiration in the empirical illustration of the 
selection and employment of several strategy tools in parallel or in sequence 
for their own strategizing. 
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Contribution 

The paper contributed to the strategy literature regarding the use of strategy 
tools (e.g., Jarzabkowski and Kaplan, 2015; Kaplan, 2011; Leonardi, 2015; 
Vuorinen et al., 2017). First, by highlighting the importance of selecting the 
proper strategy tools as a preface to strategy making. Second, we show how 
different tools form content differently (e.g., known tools preserve and new 
tools challenge). Thus, employing several tools to fulfill several purposes adds 
to the complexity of strategizing and producing viable strategy content. Third, 
we went beyond the existing view that treats strategy tools as singular 
detached entities and suggested a new unit of analysis: sets of strategy tools 
in combination. Concepts developed and defined in this paper are novelty of 
strategy tools and particularization. 
Keywords: strategizing, strategy tools�  
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4.5.� Paper IV 
Wadström, P. (2020). Non-executive strategy professionals strategizing: how 
process orientation enables strategizing alignment, participation, and 
ownership 

Purpose and research question 

The aim of this paper was to expand strategy process and practice theory by 
investigating how strategy professionals strategize. The research question 
guiding the process was: how do non-executive strategy professionals strategize in 
organizations? 

Method 

An in-depth single case study design was employed to explore extensive and 
fine-grained data to gain first-hand in-depth qualities of the strategists’ work. 
Data, accessed through my employment at the case firm, was collected over 
three years and include strategy documentation, interviews with the top 
management team, employees with strategy responsibilities, and heads of 
supporting functions, workshop documentation, scorecards, strategists’ 
calendars, meeting minutes, and observational field notes. 

Findings and conclusion 

The paper makes four main findings: First, there are three types of ‘strategists’ 
in organizations: strategic individuals, strategy participants, and strategy 
professionals. Second, there are two types of non-executive strategy 
professionals: process oriented and content oriented. 

Third, there is a difference between strategizing responsibility and strategizing 
accountability. The non-executive strategists have a responsibility, executive 
strategists have a strategizing accountability. Fourth, strategizing from a non-
executive strategy professionals’ standpoint can be understood as two parallel 
streams: one process-oriented and one content-oriented. 

Managerial insights from this study are the employment of non-executive 
strategy professionals in organizations with divisions, business units or similar. 
Employing process-oriented non-executive strategy professionals to manage 
the organization’s strategizing, bestows three benefits: enabling strategizing 
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alignment across the firm’s businesses; ensuring proper participation in 
strategizing; and empowering ownership of strategy content in the businesses. 

Contribution 

By focusing on non-executive strategy professionals this paper answered to a 
recognized need to explore how different strategists are employed in 
strategizing (Burgelman et al., 2018; Jarzabkowski and Spee, 2009; Vaara and 
Whittington, 2012). It expanded theory on strategists (e.g., Mantere and 
Whittington, 2020; Mentz and Scheef, 2014; Müller-Stewens, 2020; van den 
Steen, 2018; Whittington et al., 2017; Wolf and Floyd, 2017). Terms that were 
developed and defined in the paper include strategy participants, strategic 
individuals, content oriented strategy professionals, process oriented strategy professionals, 
strategizing accountability and strategizing responsibility 

Keywords: strategist, strategy professionals, strategizing 
�  
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4.6.� Synthesizing findings 
The enclosed individual papers focus on specific topics (i.e., alignment, 
participation, tools and strategists). As noted, in paper II, III and IV the 
findings are not related to type of organization and strategy level. In this 
section I therefore focus on the understanding of strategizing at a corporate 
strategy level and the balance between corporate and business strategy 
alignment in multi-business firms. In brief, what are the synthesized insights 
regarding how multi-business firms’ strategizing manages the challenge of balancing 
corporate and business strategy alignment? 

One common and unsurprising finding, from the interviews, was that 
corporate strategizing is ‘messy’. Corporate strategizing had to somehow 
coordinate several hierarchical levels of the organization, several individuals 
spread across the organization’s units and functions, and several parallel and 
sequential processes. It also needed to provide some organizational direction 
in the form of strategy content, objectives, performance measures, etc. The 
direction was set from a corporate perspective and since the individually 
specialized businesses differed considerably it was perceived as ‘wrong’ by 
some parts of the organization. Further, strategizing was perceived as 
important and under time pressure, but – somewhat paradoxically – it had 
previously been unprioritized. Another shared finding, seen in the data from 
the steering committee meeting minutes, was a willingness to do something 
to gain control over this ‘messy’, important, and underappreciated 
undertaking at corporate level. Although it was clearly articulated in the data 
that it was difficult to plan multi-business strategizing in detail, corporate 
senior management had initially had a clear tendency to demand such a plan. 

In a similar vein, in trying to understand and balance alignment, there was a 
propensity toward attempting to define an ‘optimal’ state of alignment before 
starting the ‘actual’ strategizing. However, data from the steering committee 
meeting minutes and interviews with top management team revealed that, 
after long discussions, there was agreement that corporate alignment would 
probably be better understood and managed as a dynamic entity rather than 
a static entity. Balancing corporate and business strategy alignment was not 
considered as something that should be taken for granted, rather it was viewed 
as a continuous balancing act, with advantages (E&C Corp.’s group synergies)  
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as well as disadvantages (limited responsiveness in the different businesses), 
and where it was understood that tradeoffs may be necessary on a case-to-
case basis.  

Consequently, managing the balance between corporate and business strategy 
alignments meant strategizing without a clear end point. In such an ‘un-
directed’ endeavor, there was an obvious need for some point of stability: “If 
we don’t know where we are going, what should be our common ground?” the Chief 
Operational Officer wondered. In the case firm, when it was not possible to 
predict an optimal or clear future state, the strategizing process and its parts 
(participation, tools, strategists) were used as common ground. Although 
many things were unsure, there was trust in the resultant process in the firm. 
That is, when the process as such (e.g., timeline), the format (e.g., principles 
for participation, tools to use, the role and responsibilities of the strategy team 
and peripheric business development managers), and the future outcomes 
(e.g., strategies and performance measures) of said process were clearly 
articulated and communal understanding achieved. 

In terms of participation, by developing and applying principles regarding how 
to ensure that the multitude of perspectives of the employees, and those of 
the ‘most knowledgeable employees’ were included in the strategizing, there 
was an increased sense of calm that the outcome would ‘at least not be wrong’. 
Indeed, as workshop data and future strategies and performance measures 
show, different participants’ involvement in the strategizing lead to different 
results, i.e., different balance of corporate and business strategy alignment. 
On many occasions during the steering committee meetings and discussions 
with the top management team, time was spent on pinpointing individuals 
with in-depth knowledge in different strategy challenges at hand or types of 
business. 

A wider range of individuals – across the groups’ businesses and functions – 
participated in a mutual process, as the calendar data shows. This participation 
provided a common understanding of the process, enabling discussions on 
similar matters across businesses that had previously been difficult to discuss. 
Particularly one important insight was that understanding strategizing 
processes made it possible to grow your individual business while 
simultaneously helping your sibling businesses by increasing cooperation. In 
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this sense, participation as such had an entrepreneurial function which facilitated 
cross-business cooperation and enabled horizontal corporate growth synergies. 
As this was facilitated by the corporate center’s strategy professionals in the 
process by the use of tools – not coerced – the focus was set primarily on the 
benefits of the individual businesses, not the expectations of the group 
mother. Data from interviews with line managers show this resulted in 
limiting the perceived sense of constraint in their responses to their clients’ 
unique needs and also aligning with corporate demands. 

Using a predefined set of strategy tools in strategizing contributed to an 
appreciation of corporate level strategy (i.e., ‘we are parts of the same 
company’) across the businesses and a greater understanding of the individual 
businesses’ roles in this larger context, i.e., the group. The same strategy tools 
were used in a common process across the entire group’s businesses. These 
common frameworks provided a possibility to talk about ‘stuff’ previously 
difficult to articulate. It gave an increased understanding of sibling businesses, 
which enabled horizontal cooperation in the businesses that were more tightly 
related, e.g., buying internally from each other. In addition, workshop data 
show how similar definitions on key concepts e.g. customer, internal and 
external, and end-consumer were obtained, and how less misunderstandings 
arose between the businesses when operating together in e.g. internal joint 
ventures. In this multi-business firm, where businesses bought internally, such 
definitions helped avoid sub-optimization, e.g., several businesses introduced 
performance measures regarding free capacity and/or in relation to external 
buying. This had not been seen previously. An increased understanding of the 
relationships between the businesses, as well as between the corporate center 
and the businesses, was obtained. Strategy tools thus represented an 
administrative function enabling horizontal corporate cost synergies. 

From a group point of view, using identical sets of tools with its prescribed 
outcome formats across the organization’s businesses enabled comparability, 
as shown by data from interviews with the heads of the controlling. The pre-
defined structure of the tools was set. Data of strategy and performance 
measures documentation shows how this in turn led to a similarity in content 
structure and increased comparability across the businesses in the firm, 
enabling learning from a corporate level standpoint. Thus, employing 
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strategizing as a process facilitated by sets of tools – used in parallel and in 
sequences – focus was primarily set on the process and the outcome format 
of the process, not on the strategy choices as such, (i.e. strategy content). The 
tools focus enabled a coordinated process over time. It also empowered 
businesses to seek support from the corporate center in particular challenges 
they were facing at particular times, e.g., of the framework of strategy maps 
in November as a prelude to setting targets for the coming year. This was 
seen in the calendar data. Since focus was set on structures and processes and 
not on content, it did not limit responsiveness. The content developed in the 
businesses’ strategizing was ‘free to own’ by the businesses themselves. Hence, 
perceptions of enforced top-down strategy choices and control by the 
corporate center limiting the degrees of freedom through the use of tools, 
was not seen in any case data. Even though the implementation of the process 
including the tools in fact employed a top-down administrative vertical intervention. 

However, managing the process was indeed a delicate and comprehensive 
undertaking. The process of organizational strategizing in the multi-business 
firm was voluminous and managed by a strategy team of seven strategy 
professionals. Employing non-executive strategy professionals to manage the 
entire strategizing process helped increase alignment to processes (e.g., tools, 
time slots, definitions). This enabled group synergies by ensuring satisfactory 
participation and use of the same tools at the same time across the group. 
One important aspect was that these strategy professionals were process 
oriented and employed as facilitators and managers of strategizing, not of 
strategy content. This is seen in the data from both interviews and workshops. 
They focused primarily on managing and facilitating the strategizing process, 
and much less on developing strategies and goals for the incorporated 
businesses. They were not traditional corporate analysts or strategic planners 
as many of the other non-executive strategy professionals employed in the 
businesses were (e.g., Business development managers).  

Although, in some sense, the centrally employed strategy professionals were 
forcing businesses to strategize in a particular way: sequences (e.g., as built by 
the yearly cycle of the group) and using the same resources (e.g., tools and the 
centrally employed strategy professionals themselves as facilitators). Interview 
data and calendar data show that the majority of the businesses’ managers 
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perceived the strategists as an asset that helped them formulate concrete and 
concise strategy, enabling them to perform better individually in the 
businesses and in relation to the corporate center’s requirements on their 
performance. By allowing the central strategy professionals to facilitate the 
businesses’ strategizing, the managers felt less inhibited by the corporate 
center and freer to make their own strategy decisions. As the organization was 
geographically dispersed, the employment of the central strategy professionals 
helped harmonize strategizing both horizontally between the businesses and 
vertically between the businesses and the group mother. Generally, the 
managers in the businesses did not perceive the centrally-employed strategists 
as trying to ‘manage them’, as was the case previously in the firm. Thus, the 
professionals could be seen as mediators of both the administrative and the 
entrepreneurial functions, intervening in the group’s businesses vertically and 
coordinating them horizontally. 

In sum, how the firm strategized had indeed an influence on the balance of 
alignment between corporate and business strategy. More specifically, how 
participation was managed, how tools were employed and how the centrally-
employed non-executive strategy professionals mediated in both 
administrative and entrepreneurial functions, horizontally coordinating 
businesses and vertically intervening in them, made a difference to how the 
balance of corporate and business strategy alignment was managed.  

On an overall level, by letting many employees across hierarchical levels, 
businesses, and functions participate it was easier to manage the balance. 
Designing and employing strategizing processes in which tools, and their 
innate concepts and definitions, were used across the firm’s businesses, 
helped in enabling corporate synergies and had only limited hampering effects 
on the businesses’ responsiveness. And finally, such a balance was obtained 
when strategizing was performed by centrally-employed process-oriented 
non-executive strategy professionals focusing on the design (e.g., tools), the 
facilitation (e.g., participative strategy workshops), and the management of 
the strategizing process as such; rather than on the strategy content of the 
businesses. 

Individually, participation, tools, and strategy professionals played a role in 
managing the balance of corporate and business strategy alignment. However, 
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how they were employed collectively and combined had a significant 
influence on the balance at hand, possibly even more significant than their 
individual contributions. In layman’s terms, when trying to manage the 
balance of corporate and business strategy alignment, considering the how 
(participation), the what (tools), and the who (strategists) in strategizing 
collectively is crucial, as they not only interact, but are mutually 
interdependent and intertwined.�  
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5.� Discussion 

"I believe in evidence. I believe in observation, measurement, and 
reasoning, confirmed by independent observers. I'll believe 
anything, no matter how wild and ridiculous, if there is evidence 
for it. The wilder and more ridiculous something is, however, the 
firmer and more solid the evidence will have to be." 

Isaac Asimov, The Roving Mind8 

Based on the synthesis of the findings in the appended papers regarding how 
multi-business firms’ strategizing can help balance corporate and business 
strategy alignment, there are four main results covering: first, the view on and 
the approach to corporate and business strategy alignment; second, how 
participation in strategizing makes a difference to the balance; third, how the 
use of strategy tools in strategizing impacts the balance studied; and finally, 
how the employment of non-executive strategy professionals plays a role in 
balancing corporate and business strategy alignment. These findings are 
discussed next and placed in relation to relevant literature, thereby 
highlighting the thesis’s theoretical contribution. Thereafter, a framework for 
understanding how organizations manage this balance is presented, and lastly, 
I summarize the discussion by reflecting on corporate strategy and process 
and practice-focused corporate strategizing. 

5.1.� Aligning corporate and business strategy 
Corporate and business strategy alignment is a dynamic and multifaceted 
phenomenon that, if not balanced properly, can give rise to considerable 
drawbacks and only limited benefits. 

The view on alignment in previous research is predominantly that alignment 
is beneficial (e.g., Chen and Eriksson, 2019; Kathuria et al., 2007; Wu et al., 
2019). This is natural, as alignment by definition should influence 
performance positively (Burns and Stalker, 1961; Chandler, 1962). I too, am 
interested in understanding how organizations become successful over time. 

 
8 Asimov, I. (1997). The Roving Mind, p. 349. Amherst: Prometheus Books. 
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However, with a few exceptions the discourse regarding alignment seems 
somewhat one-sided (Chenhall, 2005), specifically when viewing it from a 
corporate and business strategy-alignment-perspective My results provide 
empirical support for the view that corporate and business strategy alignment 
enables corporate synergies in the multi-business firm (e.g., Chandler, 1991; 
Porter, 1987; Rumelt et al., 1994). This was expected. The results also confirm 
that corporate and business strategy alignment not properly managed limits 
responsiveness (e.g., Ansoff et al., 1976; Bergeron et al., 2004; Bowman and 
Ambrosini, 2007; Eisenhardt and Galunic, 2001; Goold and Campbell, 2002; 
Mintzberg et al., 2005; Prahalad and Doz, 1998). This was also expected. My 
results extend these notions by showing that if corporate and business 
strategy alignment is not balanced, with an overemphasis on group synergies 
and a lack of consideration of business responsiveness, this may in fact lead 
to more value being lost than created. At that point, alignment is not 
contributing positively to performance. On the contrary, a greater 
misalignment of the businesses may be a sign of healthy businesses (Hamel, 
2014) that lead to greater group performance than does alignment to the 
corporate mother. In this particular context, considering how to manage 
corporate and business strategy alignment, and taking impact on business 
responsiveness into consideration, is therefore crucial when pursuing 
corporate synergies through increased corporate alignment. This has 
previously been highlighted in a global-local context in the MNC-literature 
(e.g., Bartlett and Ghoshal, 1993; Baumgartner and Tippman, 2019; Egelhoff, 
1982; Ma et al., 2020; Prahalad and Doz, 1987; Romelaer and Beddi, 2015), 
and is thus also valid in multi-business firms within one country. This 
confirms that strategy alignment in the multi-business firm is a complex 
phenomenon, as are many other strategy challenges, and approaching it as a 
balance (Csazar, 2018; Eisenhardt and Piezunka, 2011; Price and Newson, 
2003; Nickerson and Argryes, 2018) can help multi-business firms perform 
better. 

In previous literature, alignment is implicitly and primarily perceived as a state 
between several factors, e.g., strategy and structure (e.g., 1962; Chandler, 1962; 
Wu et al., 2020; Tan and Tan, 2005). Turning to strategy alignment, this 
primary view has led to a focus on alignment of strategy content, e.g., strategy 
on different levels or types of strategy or a combination of the two (e.g., Arasti 
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et al., 2017; Hiekkanen et al., 2013; Srivastava and Sushil, 2017). This is 
important in the study of multi-business firms. However, since content is 
emphasized little research is related to process, and how time has an impact 
on the evolvement of such alignment. Is it kept steady? Does it deteriorate? 
Theory informs us that business environments are constantly in flux, and 
organizations need to change continuously to perform and to be successful 
(d’Aveni, 2010; Garud and Van de Ven, 2000; Pettigrew and Whipp, 1991; 
Teece et al., 1997; Zajac et al., 2000). As one part of the organization changes, 
what happens to alignment in other parts? One might argue that there rarely 
is a ‘steady state’, and that organizations are always in ‘becoming’ as they are 
influenced by and dependent on their environment. My results show that 
understanding alignment from a process and practice perspective can be seen 
as a complement to alignment of strategy content. Organizations need to 
make sure they are aligned. They also need to make sure they are aligning the 
organization continuously. Aligning is to a greater extent a matter of processes 
and practices than a matter of content. This notion reinforces Wolf and Floyd 
(2017) who suggest that the importance of strategy content is reduced, while 
benefits of strategizing, e.g., decision making processes are acknowledged 
more strongly. Balancing corporate and business strategy alignment - aligning 
- thus entails continuously evaluating and reevaluating decisions regarding 
content, as well as processes and practices, and the impact these decisions 
may have on the balance in question. 

In paper I, I developed concepts that help managing this balance. Viewing 
corporate alignment from a contribute perspective (i.e., what alignment 
contributes to, e.g., corporate synergies of a certain type), in contrast to a 
traditional positional perspective (i.e., elements in alignment), helps to keep focus 
on the expected gains of alignment. From a contributive perspective, there 
are two types of direction of contribution: vertical, where businesses contribute to 
the corporate level; and horizontal, where businesses contribute to each other. 
Making such a distinction between perspectives on alignment adds nuance to 
the existing literature on alignment (e.g., Arasti et al., 2017; Chandler, 1991; 
Chen and Eriksson, 2019; Collis et al., 2007; Hiekkanen et al., 2013; Ma et al., 
2020; Wolf and Floyd, 2017; Wu et al., 2020) by developing concepts that 
show how perspectives on, and approaches to corporate alignment as well as 
horizontal coordination and vertical intervention can be linked. Further, I 
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argue there are two types of relation of contribution: numerical relation, meaning 
that the relation is characterized by the possibility to mathematically break 
down, or aggregate strategies and/or goals, to a common sum, difference, 
quotient or product; and non-numerical relation which has no such numerical 
and mathematical logic, merely a ‘logic by face validity’. 

My analysis shows that a dominant view of alignment as having a vertical 
direction of contribution and a numerical relation of contribution, 
individually and combined can enable corporate cost synergies by 
administrative vertical interventions. This notion has previously been 
unnoticed, and thus extends the literature on corporate center’s synergies 
enablement (Bert et al., 2013; Colombo et al., 2007; Bowman and Helfat, 2001; 
Fiorentino and Garzella, 2015; Friesl and Silberzahn, 2012; Knoll, 2008; 
Strikwerda and Stoelhorst, 2009; Zaheer et al., 2013) by linking a multi-
business firm’s dominant view on alignment and the materialization of 
corporate synergies. Further, such interventions also limit businesses 
responsiveness as the corporate center typically tends to facilitate these 
synergies through alignment by centralization and standardization. This 
corroborates previous research (e.g., Chiabuschi et al., 2010; Goold and 
Campbell, 1987; Hill et al., 1997; Mack and Szulanski, 2017; Martin and 
Eisenhardt, 2010; Romelaer and Beddi, 2015). A dominant view on alignment 
as horizontal in direction and non-numerical in relation, is less likely to enable 
cost reduction. As focus here is primarily set on the businesses, this has also 
a less hampering effect on the businesses’ responsiveness. The results from 
this study thus extend the literature on corporate management (i.e., intra-
organizational corporate strategy) by showing how a firm’s approach to 
alignment has an influence on corporate management practices, and in 
extension, corporate synergies enablement (Collis et al., 2007; Goold et al., 
1998; Hoskisson and Hitt, 1994; Knott and Turner, 2019; Seifzadeh and 
Rowe, 2019; Rowe and Wright, 1997).  

In conclusion, my results enhance existing literature on corporate strategy and 
alignment by arguing that multi-business firms can complement their view on 
corporate strategy by also considering a process and practice perspective, i.e., 
corporate strategizing, to balance corporate and business strategy alignment. 
From this perspective, this alignment is viewed as balanced ‘in-the-making’, 
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and different types of alignment (e.g., numerical and vertical) influence the 
balance in different ways and at different times. 

5.2.� Participation, learning and firm-specific knowledge 
Participation in multi-business firms’ strategizing has an influence on the 
balance of corporate and business strategy alignment both positively and 
negatively. Thus, to manage the balance, participation needs to be considered. 

As we argue in Paper II, to determine whether participation is beneficial or 
harmful, managers in organizations need to be precise in what participation 
entails. In fact, participation might be both beneficial and harmful 
simultaneously, but in different respects. In the multi-business firm, from a 
corporate strategy perspective, the potential benefits are enablement of 
corporate synergies by cost (e.g., Arrfelt et al., 2015; Helfat and Eisenhardt, 
2004; Tanriverdi and Venkatraman, 2005; Sakhartov, 2017) or by growth (e.g., 
Davis and Thomas, 1993; Rowe and White, 1997); potential harms are limited 
responsiveness for the incorporated businesses as a result of corporate center 
initiatives aiming to increase alignment for the sake of group synergies (e.g., 
Ansoff et al., 1976; Bergeron et al., 2004; Bowman and Ambrosini, 2007; 
Eisenhardt and Galunic, 2001; Goold, and Campbell, 2002; Mintzberg et al., 
2005; Prahalad and Doz, 1998). 

Looking at the corporate synergies, on an overall level the analysis suggests 
that inviting members from different units and functions of the organization 
to participate in strategizing increases the likelihood of synergies enablement. 
This was anticipated as it supports research suggesting that who participates 
has impact on strategy content (Bender et al., 2018; Mahto et al., 2020; Mack 
and Szulanski, 2017; Malhotra et al., 2017; Vaara et al., 2018). More 
specifically, as shown in paper II, having participants with long experience in 
the industry and relatively low seniority leads to a higher corporate alignment 
(primarily numerical and vertical in nature). As a result of such alignment, 
increased corporate synergies in terms of shared cost reduction is enabled. 
This expands the literature (Arrfelt et al., 2015; Helfat and Eisenhardt, 2004; 
Tanriverdi and Venkatraman, 2005; Sakhartov, 2017) by providing 
explanations of relationships between participation in strategizing and 
enablement of cost synergies. Additionally, I show how such synergies are 
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facilitated through the common understanding of strategizing processes that 
is obtained through participating frequently in strategizing activities in a 
common process. These findings extend Gupta and Govindarajan (2000) as 
they show how these results are valid in multi-business firms that are not 
multi-national corporations. I suggest such regularity of interaction improves 
both vertical and horizontal communication which leads to a common 
understanding that in turn enables firm-specific knowledge and horizontal 
cooperation across a group’s incorporated businesses and vertically with the 
corporate center. These findings also lend support to Watson and Wooldridge 
(2014). Although participation alone is not enough for alignment to arise 
(Jarzabkowski and Balogun, 2009), such alignment effects were indeed seen 
without explicitly evaluating the degree or quality of interactions, negotiations 
and compromises between the incorporated businesses. From a dynamic 
capabilities perspective, such participatory strategizing could be seen as an 
integration mechanism that helps develop the resource base (Teece, 2007). 
My results thus confirm that knowledge sharing across incorporated 
businesses enables corporate growth synergies (Alcácer and Zhao, 2012; 
Knott and Turner, 2019) and the development of firm-specific knowledge 
(e.g. Becker, 1975). Knowledge is located at the front lines and thus lateral 
relationships are necessary (Bartlett and Ghoshal, 1993; Foss et al., 2008). I 
suggest that participation in strategizing is one measure that can be employed 
to increase such learning (Matzler et al., 2014) to facilitate both horizontal and 
vertical growth synergies in a group continuously. 

Turning to the responsiveness aspect: one surprising finding is that 
participation can limit responsiveness in terms of un-likelihood to change 
strategy when external conditions demand it. This is particularly seen when 
participants have a lower seniority and longer experience in the industry. The 
analysis shows that this primarily depends on the participants’ will to do ‘what 
is asked from above’. They want rather to be aligned to corporate strategy and 
guidelines and not deviate from such steering principles, than make decisions 
of their own to adjust to competitive or customers’ demands. Participation 
can thus also constitute a hinder for organizations to adjust to their 
environment, i.e., hinder developing dynamic capabilities (Teece et al., 1997). 
My results thus show that participants in strategizing may make decisions 
regarding strategy that increase corporate alignment, and simultaneously 
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decrease their responsiveness. In that sense, they place the firm over 
themselves. Theoretically, corporate strategy needs to guide business strategy 
(Feldman, 2020a; Hofer and Schendel, 1978; Likert, 1961; Rumelt et al., 1994), 
and in multi-business firms, businesses tend to focus on business issues and 
forget, or disregard, the corporate perspective (Pongatichat and Johnston, 
2008). Some research suggests that increased focus on corporate alignment in 
order to achieve corporate synergies through controls, leads to short term 
financial growth (Rowe and White, 1997). Other studies show that greater 
business autonomy is shown to lead to increased revenue (Ciabuschi et al., 
2010; Martin and Eisenhardt, 2010; Seifzadeh and Rowe, 2019). One result of 
this study is that the implicit and inherent conflict between focusing on group 
vs. focusing on business is somewhat less contradictory than previously 
argued in much of the literature. This ‘milder’ contradiction is also valid for 
the firm vs. actor relationship in the context of corporate and business 
strategy alignment. Agency theory, in its original version, claimed that an 
agent primarily acts in his/her own interest rather than for that of the 
organization (e.g., Berle and Means, 1932; Jensen and Meckling, 1976; 
Hoskisson et al., 1993). However, what constitutes ‘favor themselves’ is 
determined by the agent making the decision and is not necessarily at odds 
with what favors the firm or the corporate center. This supports Freeland’s 
(2001) claim that the statement that managers always make choices to favor 
themselves can be interpreted in different ways. The results in my study show 
that managers not always engage in political behavior to increase power and 
build organizational ‘provinces’ (Lau et al., 2018; Reitzig and Sorenson, 2013), 
an agent’s way to favor themselves can also be to align themselves to the 
corporate center. The agent vs. firm conflict that can therefore be less 
contradictory, or milder, in the multi-business firm, than what is often argued 
historically. 

In the multi-business firm, one important function of vertical intervention is 
to monitor the interrelationships of different businesses to enable group 
synergies (Seifzadeh and Rowe, 2019; Srivastava and Sushil, 2017; Vancil, 
1979). This is corroborated in my analysis. However, my results also suggest 
that the monitoring of interrelationships need further development if it is to 
facilitate such synergies. ‘Monitoring’ seems to stem from a positional 
perspective on alignment rather than a contributive one. Monitoring is 
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typically defined as a ‘one-directional’ vertical measurement intervention 
carried out by the managerial elite (Pettigrew, 1992a). A monitoring-focused 
approach, with ‘inadequate’ participation, is imbued with limitations. My 
analysis proposes that this kind of monitoring approach leads to corporate 
centers focusing primarily on administrative functions and corporate cost 
synergies. Growth synergies are therefore rarely addressed. One reason for 
this seen in the analysis, is that it is often difficult for a corporate center to 
identify growth opportunities in the businesses. The corporate center typically 
possess limited detailed knowledge regarding the nitty-gritty details of the 
business’s interrelations, conditions and customers. A corporate cost synergy 
e.g., ‘pooled negotiating power’ (Goold and Campbell, 1998) is concrete and 
fairly easy to translate into numerical alignment. It is therefore easy to 
understand and manage from a group point of view. A corporate growth 
synergy e.g., ‘combined business creation’ (ibid), on the other hand, is more 
abstract, more uncertain to materialize, more distant in time to materialize, 
more difficult to relate to actual measurable benefits and therefore more 
difficult to both identify and motivate without proper in-depth knowledge of 
the incorporated businesses. This results in monitoring that is primarily 
passive and driven by financial reporting i.e., action is taken when a financial 
key metric deviates from the budget, or similar. However, corporate growth 
synergies demand proactive action. Action that may result in nothing, and that 
is less numerical in nature. In addition, a ‘positive deviation’ of growth, is 
considered purely a ‘good thing’ and therefore there is no need for the group 
center to take action. As no action is required, no analysis is made, and 
therefore, group learning that could make growth synergies less abstract, is 
limited. 

In addition, one-directional vertical intervention limits responsiveness as 
there is an inherent contradiction between corporate alignment in strategy 
content and strategy content that adapts to changes in the businesses’ local 
conditions, as noted in Paper II. A feedback-loop employed in vertical 
intervention between the corporate center facilitating (Knott and Thnarudee, 
2020) the process and the participants in the businesses, increases firm-
specific knowledge at the corporate center about the businesses. This 
feedback loop helps in developing the dynamic capability learning (Teece, 
2007). Further, such a two-dimensional vertical intervention (I refer to this as 
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‘vertical cooperation’ as this is a more suitable term) can both lessen the limits on 
responsiveness and increase focus on growth synergies within a group. These 
findings extend corporate strategy literature by explicating how corporate 
management (e.g., Collis et al., 2007; Seifzadeh and Rowe, 2019) and 
corporate synergies (e.g., Knoll, 2008) are theoretically and practically linked 
to participative strategizing (e.g., Floyd and Wooldridge, 1992; Hautz et al., 
2017; Hutter et al., 2017; 1992; Wagner, 1994; Watson and Wooldridge, 2014; 
Vaara et al., 2018; Whittington et al., 2011). This also provides empirical 
insights into how vertical intervention, or cooperation, as two-way 
communication, active negotiations and compromises, between the corporate 
center and the businesses (Jarzabkowski and Balogun, 2009; Kim and 
Mauborgne, 1993) can be employed in multi-business firms’ strategizing 
practices to increase alignment which in turn enables corporate synergies. 

In conclusion, these insights add texture to the strategy literature by 
confirming that participation in corporate strategizing enables organizational 
learning in the businesses and at the corporate center. This helps develop 
firm-specific knowledge giving rise to possible corporate synergies. One 
reason detected by the analysis is, clichéd as it may sound, the perception of 
having undertaken a common journey. 

5.3.� Tools and the alignment of process and practices  
If the same tools are used in a unified strategizing process across a group, a 
common language is developed. This provides increased understanding of the 
neighboring incorporated businesses and different strategy levels, enabling 
cooperation and corporate synergies. 

In paper III, we conclude that sets of strategy tools can build the foundation 
of a strategy process. While doing so, focus is set on the strategy process 
rather than the strategy content. Content is instead developed in the process 
by the participants using the predefined tools. In such strategizing, which 
tools to use and how, when, and whom to involve where and when, are crucial 
questions. Thus, my results support previous literature stating the importance 
of understanding when to use certain tools and how they are employed in 
strategizing (Jarzabkowski and Kaplan, 2015; Leonardi, 2015; Müller-Stewens, 
2020; Vuorinen et al., 2017). In paper III, we argue that strategizing is a 
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particularization process. The challenge is to move from the typically large 
and abstract to the specific and concrete. In order to do so, practitioners of 
strategizing need cognitive support: frameworks, tools, or models to function 
as scaffolds, aiding managers achieve such particularization and prioritizations 
in proper and ‘objective’ manners (Lovally and Sibony, 2018; Wright et al., 
2013). Typically, strategy is first and foremost thoughts put into words (non-
numeric strategy content). Later on, however, to be able to assess the 
realization of strategy and the performance of the firm, measures (numeric 
strategy content) need to be set (Melnyk et al., 2014; Micheli et al., 2014). 
Particularization is performed. In this respect, tools used in strategizing can 
have two different functions: operationalizing and translating. Operationalizing 
means transforming strategy words, concepts, and labels (non-numeric 
strategy content) into performance measures (numeric strategy content). 
Translating is defined as the process of interpreting and refining strategy 
content in, e.g., one type of business or one organizational level into strategy 
content for another type of business or organizational level, numeric or non-
numeric. These concepts extend understanding of the classification of tools 
used in strategizing (Vuorinen et al., 2017, p. 588), where the concept 
“strategy formulation” can be nuanced since one type of such formulation 
can be called operationalization, and where “translating strategy to operations” 
can in one way be seen as the translation of strategy content on a corporate 
level to strategy content on a business level. 

Further, I suggest that tools can be effectively used as a means of 
administrative and entrepreneurial horizontal coordination (Bender et al., 
2018; Chandler, 1991; Collis et al., 2007). The analysis shows that focusing 
primarily on the facilitation of corporate growth synergies (entrepreneurial 
function) leads to less limiting effects on businesses’ responsiveness, than 
does focusing on cost synergies (administrative function). This supports 
previous research (Feldman, 2020a; Goold et al., 1998; Knoll, 2008; Rowe 
and White, 1997; Seifzadeh and Rowe, 2019). My analysis extends this 
research by suggesting that such cost synergies are concrete and therefore 
‘easy’ for the corporate center to approach. In such undertakings, the tools 
used to operationalize are more likely to also be employed as an administrative 
function. I argue this leads to a tendency for corporate centers to ‘take over’ 
the businesses’ strategy content, thus supporting Kiechel (2010) and 
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Montgomery (2008; 2012). Business strategy content is primarily a business 
strategy matter, and accordingly such ‘take overs’ limit businesses’ local 
initiative. This notion supports previous research stating that corporate 
headquarters sometimes need to ‘back off’ and let the businesses manage 
themselves (Chen and Eriksson, 2019; Ciabuschi et al., 2010; Eisenhardt and 
Martin, 2010; Foss et al., 2008; Kim and Mauborgne, 1993; Romelaer and 
Beddi, 2015), for instance to create an environment in which “knowledge can 
be developed and applied most appropriately” (Bartlett and Ghoshal 1993, p. 
32). The insight that corporate centers sometimes need to be more passive 
coincides with the findings regarding a numeric and vertical dominant view 
on alignment. A primarily numeric and vertical approach hampers businesses’ 
local responsiveness, as discussed previously. This complements previous 
studies that show how employing the administrative function to pursue cost 
corporate synergies horizontally and vertically gives raise to short term 
financial gains (Arrfelt et al., 2015; Sakhartov, 2017; Tanriverdi and 
Venkatraman, 2005). This was also corroborated in relation to participation 
as section 5.2 showed. However, drawing on a behavioral perspective (e.g., 
Simon, 1947; Walsh, 1995) suggesting our experiences shape our future 
actions, the realization of such cost synergies reinforces the corporate center 
to ‘step in’ even further. Regrettably, however, gains in terms of such cost 
synergies tend to increase the frequency of such step-ins leading to less focus 
on growth synergies and more limits on the businesses’ responsiveness. 

Maintaining a focus on processes and the use of tools as building blocks of 
strategizing processes can help businesses to identify growth and cost 
opportunities by themselves, as previous studies have indicated (Kalnins, 
2004; Knott and Thnarudee, 2020). The results suggest that aligning 
strategizing processes in the multi-business firm through the use of common 
tools can facilitate development of the dynamic capability learning (Teece, 
2007). Such use gives rise to unique tacit, and firm-specific, knowledge that is 
otherwise difficult to codify and transfer (Alcácer and Zhao, 2012; Becker, 
1975; Matzler et al., 2014; Polanyi, 1966). This facilitates corporate synergies, 
as noted in relation to participation. One related expected finding was the 
successful replication of strategizing routines (Chuang and Baum, 2003; Friesl 
et al., 2018), i.e., leveraging (Ambrosini et al., 2009), in line with theory. 
However, no such replication was seen. One explanation for this is the 
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geographical spread of the organization (Knott and Turner, 2019). In line with 
Govindarajan and Fisher (1990) and Seifzadeh (2017), I argue that corporate 
management needs to be more sophisticated in geographically spread 
organizations for replication enabled group synergies to develop. Another 
explanation seen in the case is the custom in the industry to do things in their 
own way, corroborating previous studies (Dainty et al., 2007; Lanford and 
Male, 2008; Löwstedt, 2015). While no replication was seen, two alternatives 
or ‘softer’ versions of replication, that also provide horizontal coordination 
and enablement of corporate synergies do exist. The first is termed inspiration. 
This is defined as finding inspiration regarding ideas, concepts or parts of 
routines regarding how to strategize. Some examples include asking other 
incorporated businesses for PowerPoint templates on strategy tools to use, or 
to sit in on another business’ strategy workshop. The second softer version is 
called cooperation and denotes joint actions between businesses in strategizing, 
e.g., performing a joint industry analysis across several businesses’ borders to 
better understand their common interfaces. These concepts underline the 
need for powerful horizontal linkages in strategizing (Bartlett and Ghoshal, 
1993; Bender et al., 2018; Foss et al., 2008) and enhances our understanding 
of corporate horizontal synergies, strategizing, and learning by providing 
clarifications on how tools used in strategizing enable the dynamic capability 
learning (Teece, 2007) and produce knowledge that may yield such horizontal 
synergies in terms of more effective operations (Alcácer and Zhao, 2012; 
Arrfelt et al., 2015; Sakhartov, 2017 Matzler et al., 2014). Consequently, the 
proper use of tools in strategizing aids businesses in a multi-business setting 
to coordinate and share activities and resources (Arrfelt et al., 2015; Helfat & 
Eisenhardt, 2004; Hitt, et al, 1997; Sakhartov, 2017). Such employment of 
tools can be seen as a vehicle for developing dynamic capabilities and, in 
extension, the enablement of corporate synergies through horizontal 
coordination (Campbell et al., 1995b; Goold et al., 1994; Teece et al., 1997). 

The strategy tools used influence both process and content across businesses 
in multi-business firms (Jarrat and Stiles, 2010). Strategy tools have an impact 
across different strategy levels and units. Regarding corporate alignment and 
corporate synergies in the multi-business firm, it is therefore important to 
make a distinction between strategy process and practice alignment and 
strategy content alignment. When aligning strategizing with tools, alignment 
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is primarily oriented towards the strategy process and practice, e.g., tools, 
rather than strategy content, e.g., targets. The results of this study indicate 
that strategy process and practice alignment between the corporate center and 
the businesses drives the cohesion of the multi-business firm, and it does so 
without significantly limiting responsiveness. This supports Wolf and Floyd 
(2017) in highlighting the importance of strategizing processes. It also 
complements much literature focused on strategy content alignment, which 
by definition means shared goals, plans, actions or similar. In addition, 
strategy content alignment has a more direct impact on the businesses’ 
degrees of freedom and therefore risks limiting responsiveness. Strategy 
process and practice alignment consequently balances corporate and business 
strategy alignment better than does strategy content alignment. 

In conclusion, my results extend existing literature on tools, corporate 
synergies, and corporate management by suggesting that aligning corporate 
and business strategy, in terms of process and practice alignment by the use 
of tools, enables such synergies (cost and growth) without significantly 
limiting businesses’ responsiveness. Content alignment, on the other hand, 
primarily enables cost synergies but limits such responsiveness. 

5.4.� Strategy professionals managing and facilitating strategizing  
Employing corporate strategy professionals that focus on the management of 
the strategizing process, leads to a corporate and business strategy alignment 
that increases the enablement of corporate synergies without considerably 
limiting responsiveness. 

For corporate synergies to materialize, multi-business firms’ corporate centers 
need to exercise influence (Bowman and Helfat, 2001; Feldman, 2020a; 
Seifzadeh, 2017). Employing strategy professionals differently means exerting 
such influence differently (Knott and Thnarudee, 2020). By locally interacting 
in the specific businesses, strategy professionals perform vertical intervention 
(Collis et al., 2007), either by focusing on decreasing costs, or on loss-
prevention as an administrative function, or on value creation as an 
entrepreneurial function (Chandler, 1991; Conner, 1991; Collis and 
Montgomery, 1998). However, strategy professionals may also try to 
influence the relationships between the businesses so as to increase horizontal 
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coordination and facilitate either growth or cost synergies in the multi-
business firm (Collis et al., 2007; Hungenberg, 1993; Campbell et al., 1995b; 
Goold et al., 1994). 

Managing corporate cost synergies is relatively uncomplicated but facilitating 
such growth synergies is more complicated (Feldman, 2020b; Knoll, 2008). 
My results suggest that to contribute to corporate growth synergies, corporate 
strategy professionals benefit from possessing an understanding of the 
specific business units’ operations. In addition, my analysis supports the view 
that strategic controls – focusing on the quality of decisions and long-term 
implications of the businesses – as opposed to financial controls, are 
particularly pertinent for enabling corporate synergies in related, 
geographically spread multi-business firms (Knott and Turner, 2019; 
Seifzadeh, 2017). As noted, such dispersion attenuates the positive effects of 
enforced control mechanisms. The results of this study confirm previous 
research stating that for controls to be successful, corporate headquarters 
need to possess knowledge and expertise in the specific businesses’ operations 
(e.g., Hoskisson and Hitt, 1994; Rowe and Wright, 1997; Rowe and Seifzadeh, 
2019). 

My results also extend this research in three ways: First, such profound 
knowledge is not limited to administrative vertical intervention (e.g., controls), 
but it is also valid for the entrepreneurial function. Second, nor is it limited to 
vertical intervention. On the contrary, facilitation of horizontal corporate 
synergies demands knowledge about the specific businesses’ operations, the 
business’s interrelations, and the entirety of the firm. This provides extensions 
to Foss (1997), stating that entrepreneurial, administrative, horizontal, and 
vertical corporate management practices are complementary and interrelated. 
I suggest they are partly overlapping in practice. Third and finally, if strategy 
professionals are focusing primarily on content, á priori knowledge is 
generally a guiding factor (Mintzberg and Waters, 1985; Walsh, 1995). 
Unfortunately, strategy professionals are often content oriented (van den 
Steen, 2018; Menz and Scheef, 2014; Whittington et al., 2017; Wolf and Floyd, 
2017). They are typically seniors with extensive experience within one, or a 
few, of the businesses in the group. But they characteristically have limited 
understanding of strategizing processes and of the entire system. This was 
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also seen in the case. My analysis shows that the employment of content-
oriented strategy professionals leads to a primary focus being put on 
corporate strategy content and emphasis on vertical direction of contribution 
and comparisons of contribution measurements that drive the pursuit of 
corporate cost synergies (similar to the logic regarding participation and tools). 
In contrast, strategy professionals that are somewhat detached from content, 
focusing on the process and the tools used to explore content alternatives, 
may aid the businesses in opening up new paths, e.g., to growth not previously 
identified. Thus, to balance corporate and business strategy alignment it is 
more important for a corporate center (e.g., corporate strategists) to possess 
knowledge about strategy processes and practices as such, than having in-
depth understanding of the incorporated businesses’ operations, their 
interrelationships, and the group. 

Extending theory on firm-specific knowledge (Becker, 1975; Pennings et al., 
1998; Lee et al., 2008), I thus argue that there are of three types firm-specific 
knowledge related to corporate strategy and the ‘optimization’ of the multi-
business firm (enabling group synergies without limiting business 
responsiveness): firm specific strategy process knowledge, understanding how 
strategizing in the firm is ‘best’ performed; firm specific strategy content knowledge, 
understanding the operations and competitiveness of the individually 
specialized businesses, and; multi-business firm specific knowledge, understanding 
the vertical and horizontal interrelations and the competitiveness from a 
group perspective. An ‘imperfect’ understanding of the entirety of the system 
(i.e., the three types of knowledge), that constitutes the multi-business firm, 
provides limited possibilities for enabling horizontal corporate growth 
synergies as well as limiting business responsiveness. 

Gaining such elaborated understanding of an entire system is challenging. 
Centralized departments are often detached from the businesses and thus too 
far from the ground to identify, understand, and realize the changes in the 
businesses needed as a response to changes in their environments (Chen and 
Eriksson, 2019; Grant, 2003; Hamel, 2014; Mackay and Chia, 2013; Müller-
Stewens, 2020; Wilson, 1994; Zajac et al., 2000; Wu, 2013). However, as 
argued in paper IV, there are alternatives to, at least partly developing such 
understanding. By ensuring that centrally-employed strategy professionals 
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manage and facilitate strategizing in the businesses, these are forced to spend 
time ‘on the ground’. From a dynamic-capabilities perspective, this can be 
seen as a means of reconfiguring resources to better adapt to changing 
circumstances (Teece, 2007). It allows the centrally employed strategists to 
understand the businesses as such, and how strategy levels and units interplay. 
This increases the strategists understanding of the businesses and their 
vertical and horizontal interrelationships. These insights adds to our 
understanding of how ‘facilitation’, ‘coordination’ and ‘collaborating’ (Knott 
and Thnarudee, 2020; Paroutis and Pettigrew, 2008) play a role in aligning 
incorporated businesses in a group.    

In addition, by initially focusing on how the strategy process should be 
performed to enable corporate synergies by strategizing, process and practice 
knowledge is developed that will facilitate the realization of the synergies 
desired. In line with Gupta and Govindarajan (2000), my analysis shows that 
frequent participation in strategizing has a positive effect on communication 
both between the corporate center and the businesses, as well as between the 
businesses themselves. I argue that the process and practice knowledge that 
strategy professionals gain through the development and facilitation of the 
process, is seen as less of a threat by the line managers. This insight increases 
understanding of political behavior (Eisenhardt and Bourgeios, 1988; Lau et 
al., 2018, Reitzig and Sorenson, 2013) by showing how the employment of 
strategists may lead to more or less such understanding. Instead of ‘bargaining’ 
between the business and corporate HQ, the insight line managers possess 
from leading daily operations can be utilized as a source of knowledge to 
identify and enable group synergies, also from a corporate perspective (i.e., 
vertical cooperation). Consequently, related to the discussion on tools 
building the strategy process, strategy professionals focusing on processes and 
practices can provide support in strategizing, rather than distributing strategy 
content ‘from above’ for businesses to follow (like the traditional vertical one-
directional type). This approach is more likely to enable corporate synergies, 
while it at the same time offers the businesses’ managers leeway to explore 
the unique opportunities in their environments. This notion complements 
previous studies on the corporate center that state that managerial actions at 
the center and at the periphery differ, and need to differ, (Regnér, 2003). 
Processes and practices (e.g., timeline, principles for participation, tools used, 
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resources drawn upon, and definitions offered by the tools) can be, at least 
partly identical regardless organizational location. The content, the matters 
under discussion, may however differ considerably. This means that 
strategizing can be seen as a means of leveraging (Ambrosini et al., 2009). My 
analysis thus enhances theory on strategy professionals (Mintzberg, 1994; 
Müller-Stewens, 2020; Mantere and Whittington, 2020; Whittington, 2019; 
Whittington et al., 2011; 2017; Wolf and Floyd, 2017; Watson and Wooldridge, 
2014; van den Steen, 2018) by showing how strategy professionals who 
emphasize strategizing processes and practices can work as enablers of 
strategic change and increase ‘fit’ (Chen and Eriksson, 2019; Garud and van 
de Ven, 2000; Pettigrew and Whipp, 1991; Teece et al., 1997; Zajac et al., 
2000). 

By linking corporate strategy theory (Collis et al., 2007; Gudergan et al., 2012; 
Landau and Bock, 2013) and literature on strategy professionals (Whittington 
et al., 2017; Wolf and Floyd, 2017; van den Steen, 2018), I show how 
employing strategists in corporate strategizing can be seen as means for 
corporate management to increase the facilitation of corporate synergies 
through vertical knowledge transfer (Lee et al., 2008; Shen et al., 2020). If 
strategy professionals are employed mainly as a vertical administrative 
function, short term financial benefits can be gained, as focus is on financial 
controls of strategy content (Rowe and White, 1997; Seifzadeh and Rowe, 
2019). Such synergies, however, are likely to come at the expense of the 
incorporated businesses’ responsiveness. My analysis shows that if strategists 
are employed mainly as an entrepreneurial function, facilitating growth by 
managing the process, vertical and horizontal group synergies can be obtained, 
and with lesser negative effects on businesses’ responsiveness. My results are 
thus in line with extensive previous research (e.g., Coase, 1937; Gudergan et 
al., 2012: Landau and Bock, 2013; Mahoney and Pandian, 1992; Penrose, 1959; 
Peteraf, 1993; Teece et al., 1997) stating that the rationale for the multi-
business firm lies primarily in sharing strategic resources among the 
businesses. My results extend this by claiming that corporate growth synergies 
in the multi-business firm predominantly reside in the sharing of strategic 
resources vertically and horizontally. Accordingly, employing process-
oriented strategy professionals can be seen as the corporate center providing 
the businesses with an intangible strategic resource (Shen et al., 2020), and as 
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an alignment mechanism across businesses (Jarzabkowski and Balogun, 2009). 
And more importantly, they both enable group synergies without limiting 
business responsiveness. Indeed, strategist can be seen as resources more 
critical for competitive advantage than are other resources (Helfat and Peteraf, 
2009). 

In conclusion, the findings discussed show how my results elaborate theory 
by illustrating how the employment of strategy professionals balances 
corporate and business strategy alignment differently. Strategy professionals 
managing and facilitating strategizing processes and practices enable 
corporate synergies, while not significantly limiting the responsiveness of the 
businesses. 

5.5.� Balancing corporate and business strategy alignment 
As illustrated above, there are several ways multi-business firms’ strategizing 
balances corporate and business strategy alignment. Nevertheless, as noted, 
aligning the incorporated businesses within a multi-business firm is, in the 
very end, a matter of excess value created as a result of being a group (e.g., 
Chakravarty and Hendersson, 2007; Porter 1985; Rumelt et al., 1994). 
Corporate and business strategy alignment, like any multi-business firm 
alignment initiative, needs to create more value in terms of group synergies 
than it diminishes in terms of limited business responsiveness (Campbell et 
al., 1995a; Feldman, 2020b). 

Throughout the discussion, I have argued that focusing on strategy process 
and practice rather than on strategy content is preferable for gaining group 
synergies without limiting local initiative. This argumentation is guided by the 
challenge of the studied firm, and thus, the research question. The firm 
aspired to create more corporate synergies by increasing alignment, and 
responsiveness was seen as a hygiene factor that was not allowed to be 
hampered. Alignment of strategy processes and practices aids in managing the 
balance of corporate and business strategy alignment; it enables group 
synergies without limiting the businesses’ responsiveness significantly. Clearly, 
however, setting this balance that works for one organization will not 
necessarily work for another. All multi-business firms do not aspire to pursue 
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corporate or indeed any kinds of synergies. Consequently, there are different 
ways to balance corporate and business strategy alignment. 

Returning to the matter of excess value of aligning a group of businesses, the 
literature suggests that alignment benefits optimizing multi-business firms 
(e.g., Enright and Subrahamian, 2007; Sakhartov and Folta, 2014; Seifzadeh 
and Rowe, 2019; Srivastava and Sushil, 2017; Wu et al., 2020). However, the 
more corporate synergies sought, the more sophisticated and extensive 
management of alignment is needed to make sure such synergies are realized 
(Knott and Turner, 2019; Seifzadeh, 2017; Seifzadeh and Rowe, 2019). Also, 
my analysis suggests such sophistication helps ensure responsiveness is not 
hampered.  

In a similar vein, if little or no corporate synergies are sought, less attention 
and management are needed to realize these synergies through alignment. 
Less effort is also needed on alignment and to ensure that such alignment 
does not limit the businesses’ responsiveness. This means that the balancing 
of corporate and business strategy alignment can be understood as related to 
a level of ambition regarding corporate synergies. Balancing also has a tipping 
point (or in organizations, many different tipping points in different parts of 
the organization that also change over time in a changing environment). 
Hence when corporate and business strategy alignment is balanced, excess 
value of being a multi-business firm is created. When corporate and business 
strategy alignment is unbalanced, excess value is eliminated. Although tipping 
points cannot be identified quantitatively in my study – which was not the 
purpose and I leave it to future research – the qualitative argument is fairly 
strong: The more corporate synergies that are aspired to, the greater 
alignment efforts need to be spent to ensure such synergies are realized, and 
the more sophisticated the measures to align the businesses are, the more 
these need to comprise degrees of freedom to respond. Such efforts and 
sophisticated management are costly, and extensive group synergies need to 
be materialized to cover those costs if excess value is to be generated.  

Consequently, organizations can have different levels of ambition regarding 
synergies, and therefore different approaches as to how to manage the balance 
of corporate and business strategy alignment. In the analysis I detected two 
different organizational approaches for this balancing that were under the 
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direct control of management. The first approach is the strategy level emphasis 
which entails that the group’s interest has to be weighed against the businesses’ 
self-interest. Is corporate strategy in focus, governing the businesses as an 
integrated organization; or are the business strategies the core of the firm’s 
corporate strategy and corporate strategy merely a sum of its businesses’ 
strategies? The second approach is the strategy dimension emphasis, namely, are 
corporate synergies and business responsiveness primarily sought to be 
balanced through strategy content e.g. objectives and plans, or through the 
common ways of strategizing i.e. strategy process and practices? 

Based on these two approaches, I suggest a matrix with four dominant 
approaches can be used to understand how to manage corporate and business 
strategy alignment (see Figure 7): the local market conditions approach 
(emphasis on business strategy content); the HQ governed approach 
(emphasis on corporate strategy content); the participative strategizing 
approach (emphasis on corporate strategy process and practices); and the 
business strategy process approach (emphasis on business strategy processes 
and practices). Each approach characterizes a distinctive manner of balancing 
corporate alignment. A closer look at the approaches illustrates how they can 
be applied by organizations to balance corporate and business strategy 
alignment in different ways. 
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Figure 7. Four approaches to manage corporate and business strategy alignment 

The local market conditions approach is primarily concerned with understanding 
the local market to maximize responsiveness and ‘fit’ in order to create value 
for the firm. Such a fit is achieved through strategic analysis and planning in 
the business. The outcome, i.e., strategy content is in focus, and is delivered 
to the corporate center, whose role is to aggregate the business strategies into 
one corporate strategy that constitutes the sum of the incorporated businesses. 
Few corporate synergies are sought and pursued by the corporate 
headquarters, and thus little attention and resources are paid to aligning the 
businesses. This approach is presumably appropriate in less related multi-
business firms, where few commonalities exist across the businesses, and 
plausible group synergies are primarily financial or administrative. One 
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The HQ governed strategy approach

� Praxis: Focus on corporate strategy 
content

� Practices: Top-down strategic analysis 
and planning; implementation through 
vertical intervention in the businesses

� Practitioners: Group executive teams 
supported by content oriented staff 
strategists/consultants

� Balance: Primary focus on vertical cost 
synergies; responsiveness rarely 
considered

The participative strategizing approach

� Praxis: Group coordinated strategizing 
processes across businesses

� Practices: Facilitation of strategizing, 
combined formulation and 
implementation; vertical and horizontal 
cooperation

� Practitioners: Process oriented 
strategists, group management and 
business participants

� Balance: Primary focus on horizontal 
and vertical growth synergies through 
collaboration; responsiveness considered 
as business strategy is owned by the  
businesses

The local market conditions approach

� Praxis: focus on business strategy 
content

� Practices: Strategic analysis and 
planning; vertical cooperation, bottom-
up as the businesses’ strategy guide 
corporate strategy

� Practitioners: Management teams of 
businesses; guided by content oriented
staff strategists/consultants

� Balance: Primary focus on business 
responsiveness; horizontal growth 
synergies sought at the instance of the 
businesses

The business strategy process approach

� Praxis: Focus on businesses’ strategizing 
processes 

� Practices: Strategizing, combined 
formulation and implementation; 
vertical cooperation, the businesses 
processes lead

� Practitioners: Process oriented strategists 
facilitating strategizing with businesses’ 
participants

� Balance: Primary focus on business 
responsiveness; horizontal and vertical 
growth and cost synergies sought at the 
instance of the businesses
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challenge with achieving a balance using this approach is that possible group 
synergies need to be identified by the businesses themselves since the 
corporate center does not guide in this matter. In addition, the financial 
and/or administrative group synergies that may exist rarely make up for the 
cost of managing and upholding alignment, and therefore, net excess value 
created by the corporate center is arguably difficult to realize. 

The HQ governed strategy approach is typically driven top down at the instance of 
the corporate headquarters. Focus is primarily on what the incorporated 
businesses should contribute with vertically, ‘upwards’ one direction, and 
abide by ‘downwards’ one direction. As the corporate center operates as 
control center, the administrative function is emphasized. As a result, mainly 
corporate cost synergies are pursued. Strategy content is the main emphasis, 
and thus corporate strategy content, often in terms of corporate decrees and 
codes of conduct regarding, e.g., management accounting principles and 
certain standard operating procedures are ‘pushed down’ into the businesses. 
This ‘push’ limits the businesses’ responsiveness as it constrains their 
individual decision-making regarding their responses to competitors and 
customer demands, which in turn inhibits learning. Corporate and business 
strategy alignment is typically upheld by financial controls. This approach may 
be suitable when the incorporated businesses are similar and can therefore be 
managed similarly, i.e., related to vertical integration. It may also be suitable 
when there is a need for increased control of operations due to delicate or 
difficult circumstances, e.g., military operations or when there is a systematic 
breach of ethical conduct. One obvious challenge of the HQ governed 
approach is the likelihood of curtailing local power initiatives since the 
businesses’ degrees of freedom is limited. 

The participative strategizing approach stems from an idea that collective 
knowledge is superior to individual knowledge regardless of hierarchical level 
in an organization. Hence, the more input, the better solution. Using this 
approach, the main concern of the corporate center is how to manage strategy 
processes and practices across the entire multi-business firm. The aim is to 
ensure contribution of knowledge through participation of members of the 
organization, which is typically achieved through the use of common 
resources (e.g., tools, strategy professionals). Horizontal and vertical 
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coordination of both the administrative and entrepreneurial function are 
promoted. Alignment of processes and practices is the focus rather than 
content alignment. This approach is probably particularly beneficial in related 
multi-business firms when there are horizontal corporate synergies to be 
materialized by letting the businesses understand how they can increase their 
own performance by cooperating with other incorporated businesses. A 
challenge of the participative group approach, however, is its cost. Managing 
a group participative strategizing undertaking demands sophistication and 
considerable management attention, particularly when it is newly 
implemented. And hence, to balance up for the costs of such a sophisticated 
management process, corporate synergies need to be of a fair amount. 

Finally, the business strategy process approach is based in the strategizing process 
and practices of the incorporated businesses. In this perspective, the 
businesses strategize individually in a combined formulation and 
implementation manner. Focus is on the sequence of events, activities, the 
individuals contributing, and the strategy models employed. The role of the 
corporate center is mainly to provide support in the strategizing processes of 
the businesses: mostly reactively when the businesses ask for support, but 
sometimes proactively to enable corporate growth synergies through sharing 
strategizing routines or resources that may empower learning and knowledge 
development across businesses. Since, strategy content is not the focus in this 
approach, few or no group guidelines or advice that may limit the businesses 
response to their market conditions are forced upon the businesses in relation 
to content. The business strategy process approach is probably appropriate 
when there is process maturity in the businesses as well as where obvious 
corporate growth synergies are difficult to identify from a group point of view 
and demand exploration within the businesses. A challenge for the approach 
is that to realize such synergies largely depends on the initiatives of the 
businesses. 

Although the four approaches carry distinct characteristics, it should be noted 
that in large corporations, multiple approaches can be sustained concurrently 
across different businesses. In some cases, one approach may be more 
suitable depending on the contribution that is sought, and as organizations go 
through different phases in their development. For instance, after a long 
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period of organic growth, supported by the local market conditions approach, 
an increased focus on HQ-governance or group participation might be 
needed to (re-)align the firm. Conversely, when the corporate center is unable 
to identify growth opportunities, organic or by acquisition, an approach that 
puts a greater emphasis on the businesses might be useful when pursuing 
growth. 

Another important remark is that each of the four approaches demands 
different forms of measures, leadership, and skillsets to be managed properly. 
Organizations where managers have a tendency to address the balance with 
one particular approach might thus need to develop new ways of doing 
corporate strategy to optimize the firm. Obviously, these are capabilities that 
can hardly be built overnight and balancing corporate and business interests 
will always be a rough-and-tumble assignment with very few 
guarantees. However, not carefully addressing this balance, or trying to 
balance such alignment challenges on a whim, or in the manner it has always 
been done, is hardly the answer for multi-business firms that want to make 
the most of their diversity of businesses. 

5.6.� Corporate strategy and corporate strategizing 
Summarizing the discussion, do we need to approach corporate strategy from 
a strategizing standpoint? The same basic challenge is investigated: how to 
manage and leverage on the size and diversity of being a multi-business firm. 
Is the only difference that it approaches the challenge from a different 
perspective? If that is the case, is it of any use? How does it develop 
understanding of strategy?  

My conviction is that corporate strategizing has unique sets of characteristics 
and constitutes a crucial aspect of corporate strategy. Throughout the thesis 
I have tried to outline these characteristics. Corporate strategizing is different 
in nature when it comes to strategy in multi-business firms. However, my 
conclusion when reviewing the literature and exploring the case is also that 
corporate strategizing, as a concept, is theoretically self-evident: strategizing 
combined with corporate strategy equals corporate strategizing. This may 
obviously reduce its sense of novelty. However, to the best of my knowledge, 
the term corporate strategizing, which I coined for the sake of this study, did not 
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previously exist. In this thesis I argue that a distinction between corporate 
strategizing focusing on processes and the practices of ‘traditional’ corporate 
strategy issues adds texture to the corporate strategy literature and helps us to 
be more nuanced when describing strategy in multi-business firms. 

The strategy literature asserts that in strategizing, attention needs to address 
three strategy dimension (Pettigrew and Whipp, 1991): first, the plausible 
external and internal challenges, i.e., strategy contexts such as markets and the 
organization; second, what choices to make and actions to take to address 
such challenges, i.e., strategy content; and finally, how to work to address such 
challenges and continuously evolve, i.e., strategy process and practices. 
Context, content, and process all need due management in strategy. This 
notion is also valid regarding corporate strategy. However, as corporate 
strategy research from a process and practice standpoint so far is less 
developed than that of the context and the content, I argue, in line with 
contemporary research (Feldman, 2020b; Loon et al., 2020; Weiser et al., 
2020), and show that corporate strategizing, as a nexus of corporate strategy 
and strategizing theory can be one fruitful way to advance strategy knowledge. 
By highlighting and combining the process and practice perspectives with 
corporate strategy our understanding of them, both collectively and 
individually, will be enhanced. 
�  
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6.� Conclusion 

“The purpose of scientific enquiry is not to compile an inventory 
of factual information, nor to build up a totalitarian world picture 
of natural Laws in which every event that is not compulsory is 
forbidden. We should think of it rather as a logically articulated 
structure of justifiable beliefs about nature.” 

Peter Medawar, Pluto’s Republic9 

In this research I explored how a multi-business firm’s strategizing pertains 
to corporate and business strategy alignment. The study was carried out as an 
immersed single case study to explore extensive and fine-grained data to gain 
first-hand in-depth knowledge of corporate strategizing in a multi-business 
firm. The main results include a novel approach, concepts, and models to 
manage corporate and business strategy alignment as well as insights 
regarding how participation, the use of strategy tools and the employment of 
non-executive strategy professionals can aid multi-business firms enables 
group synergies while not hampering business responsiveness, i.e., balancing 
corporate and business strategy alignment. 

6.1.� Theoretical contributions 
I set out to contribute to the strategy literature. The practical orientation and 
the massive data helped to describe hitherto under-researched facets of 
corporate strategizing in multi-business firms and helped extend existing 
literature in three ways. 

First, the results advance theory on alignment by empirically deriving 
elements of strategizing influencing corporate alignment, and showing that 
alignment, accentuated in large diversified organizations, is a phenomenon 
more dynamic and complex to manage than previously explained. Alignment 
of strategy may sometimes be better understood as a continuous balancing 
act (Lewis, 2000; Markides, 2001; Price and Newson, 2003) with advantages 
and disadvantages than as a measure of integration that is almost solely 

 
9 Medawar, P. (1982). Pluto’s Republic, p: 82. Oxford: Oxford University Press Inc. 
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beneficial. Further, the thesis offers different approaches and concepts to 
managing such an alignment balance in large diversified organizations. These 
insights provide a detailed understanding of the nature and the management 
of alignment (e.g., Arasti et al., 2017; Burns and Stalker, 1962; Chen and 
Eriksson, 2019; Kathuria et al., 2007; Venkatraman, 1989; Wu et al., 2020). 

Second, another contribution is enabled by the empirical illustrations of 
strategizing on a corporate strategy level. The thesis addresses an identified 
need for further studies about strategizing in multi-business firms (e.g., Loon 
et al., 2020; Weiser et al. 2020) and provides insight into strategizing with the 
entire multi-business firm in focus. My study shows how strategizing research 
can be conducted from a strategy-level perspective and from that of 
relationships between two strategy levels in an organization. This goes beyond 
the traditional approach, which mainly involves investigating strategizing 
from the perspective of an individual or a group of individuals. Thus, it 
extends the literature on strategizing (e.g., Jarzabkowski and Balogun, 2009; 
Knott and Thnarudee, 2020; Paroutis and Pettigrew; 2007; Whittington, 2006). 
This contribution also enhances the strategy as process and practice research 
stream (e.g. Burgelman et al., 2018; Mirabeau et al., 2018; Kouamé and 
Langley, 2018) by providing an empirical and methodological example of how 
the combination of the process branch and the practice branch can be applied 
to extend our understanding of strategy. 

Third, the study shows that applying a strategizing perspective on corporate 
strategy opens new paths of research since there does not appear to be a 
concept for strategy work that organizations do to manage corporate strategy 
issues. I have labelled the concept ‘corporate strategizing’. By showing how the 
strategizing and the corporate strategy literatures are linked, e.g., how 
different applications of the strategizing elements are employed in intra-
organizational corporate strategy, the study answers the call for alternative 
views on contemporary corporate strategy (Feldman, 2020b). In addition, this 
perspective adds further texture to the body of knowledge regarding intra-
organizational corporate strategy i.e. corporate management by providing 
concepts that enrich our understanding of corporate strategy (e.g., Chandler, 
1991; Bowman and Helfat, 2001; Feldman, 2020a; Goold et al., 1998; Rumelt, 
1974). More specifically, how corporate management can be ‘done’ in practice 
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(e.g., Collis et al., 2007; Knott and Thnarudee, 2020; Shen et al., 2019; 
Sakhartov, 2017; Hoskisson et al., 1994; Seifzadeh and Rowe, 2019), and how 
such corporate management practices help develop multi-business firms’ 
dynamic capabilities (e.g., Ambrosini et al., 2009; Helfat and Peteraf, 2009; 
Teece et al., 1997). 

6.2.� Managerial implications 
Strategy research, in my opinion, is and should be an applied science. As noted, 
the research approach in this thesis has been phenomenon driven. 
Throughout the research, I have worked extensively to balance rigor with 
relevance. Adhering to the principle of keeping it simple (stupid), helped me 
ensure that many of the findings would be readily applicable. Four 
overarching implications are highlighted here. 

First, the thesis provides practical implications for multi-business firms 
regarding how to balance corporate and business strategy alignment. Such 
corporate alignment can be seen as a mechanism to facilitate group synergies. 
Organizations that want to draw on their size and diversity to gain corporate 
synergies and thereby competitive advantage from a group perspective can 
manage this through alignment. However, some particularities need to be 
considered. Increased corporate alignment can easily hamper the local 
initiative in the incorporated businesses if managed too extensively or 
ingenuously. This means that a corporate center advocating corporate 
alignment must consider how to align different elements of corporate strategy 
and business strategies for a certain contribution or synergy to be realized. 
Sound advice seems to be to increase alignment of strategizing processes and 
practices, i.e., the process as such with principles regarding participation, 
strategy models and tools as well as the resources, e.g., corporate strategists 
as facilitators in the businesses’ processes. All these measures increase 
alignment and horizontal and vertical coordination in the multi-business firm 
but still empower the businesses to really own their own strategy agenda, 
targets, plans, etc. to a greater extent. This type of corporate alignment 
contributes to the group’s collective competitive advantage and enables 
businesses to adapt to their unique conditions. Corporate alignment is a 
matter of added value created as a result of such alignment. The ambition 
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regarding corporate synergies and alignment need to be equal. Extensive 
pursuit of group synergies demands extensive effort regarding alignment in 
order to create extra, and vice versa. In a similar vein, if no or limited 
corporate synergies are sought, only little attention need be invested in 
alignment. Regardless the level of ambition, multi-business firms will 
probably perform better by genuinely considering whether their organization 
would perform better as an integrated organization or pursuing a one-
company approach or as a portfolio organization, with low ambitions 
regarding alignment and corporate synergies. In any case, multi-business firms 
need to decide where on such an ‘integrated organization vs. portfolio 
organization-continuum’ they position themselves, what this means in terms 
of balancing alignment, what plausible corporate synergies there may be and 
how this could impact business responsiveness. 

Second, firms aiming at increasing participation in strategizing to enable 
corporate synergies, can favorably do so. A wider range of individuals taking 
part in the same strategizing process enables discussions on similar matters 
across businesses that previously have been difficult. Such discussions can 
enable an understanding of the individual business, and the siblings’ 
businesses. With this increased understanding it is easier to detect possibilities 
to grow the individual businesses while simultaneously help increasing the 
siblings’ businesses through enhanced cooperation. However, different 
participants present in strategizing will have different impacts on the outcome 
of such discussions. Participants differ in many dimensions that need to be 
considered. The most important dimensions in shaping corporate and 
business strategy alignment seem to be participants’ seniority and experience. 
More specifically, experienced participants with higher seniority make strategy 
choices that decrease alignment whereas lower seniority among experienced 
participants increases such alignment. Further, senior participants also seem 
more likely to make changes regarding strategy and performance measures to 
ensure they can answer up to their responsibilities for the business. Thus, if 
increased alignment or increased responsiveness to the market is sought, 
variety among the participants is needed in the strategizing. To effectively 
manage participation in multi-business firm strategizing which ensures 
‘appropriate’ representation, is a prerequisite is to balance corporate and 
business strategy alignment. 
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Third, as for practical implications related to the use of tools in strategizing, 
multi-business firms can enable corporate synergies by developing and 
facilitating a strategizing process built using strategy tools and ensuring 
alignment by the businesses to these processes and practices. Moreover, as 
strategy tools tend to have set definitions regarding strategy concepts, they 
shape how strategy challenges are discussed and addressed in the firm. 
Selecting the proper tools for solving particular challenges, is an important 
pre-strategizing task that needs to be appropriately managed. Tools that are 
already familiar in the firm tend to conserve existing ideas. In contrast, new 
tools can enable new discussions. Thus, if novelty, a new perspective on a 
challenge, is sought in the organization, introducing a new tool is an 
innovative way to try and ‘tame’ this problem. If stability is required, stick to 
an existing tool so that unnecessary confusion is avoided. Something new is 
not always something better. Additionally, employing several tools in parallel, 
and/or in sequence, helps fulfill several purposes in the strategizing process 
concurrently and across different strategy levels. Strategy tools, like any tool, 
is developed for a specific task. A hammer is better than a saw to drive a nail. 
In a similar vein, the Five forces framework is superior to the Business model 
canvas for assessing the dynamics of an industry. Naturally, this adds to the 
complexity of selecting and employing tools to produce viable strategy 
content in strategy making. Therefore, diligent strategists – like any craftsmen 
with a wide array of tools in their box – can be a crucial resource for 
organizations. From a corporate standpoint, the use of common tools across 
an organization can also help avoid sub-optimization. When a predefined (set 
of) strategy tool(s) is used, a greater understanding of the individual 
businesses’ role in their larger contexts is obtained. The tools act as shared 
frameworks which provide a common language and thereby the possibility to 
talk about ‘stuff’ previously difficult to set words on. It helps in setting the 
same definitions on key concepts, e.g., customer, which leads to less 
misunderstanding between the businesses. This is of course particularly 
rewarding in related diversified organizations e.g., where the different 
businesses are each other’s suppliers and buyers in a common supply chain. 
By extension, this use of collective tools enables growth synergies in the group 
when businesses find common areas for improvement resulting from a 
common language and understanding of strategy (contents and processes and 
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practices). At worst, alignment through the use of tools only moderately limits 
businesses’ responsiveness when the content developed with the tools 
belongs to the businesses themselves. From a group point of view, sharing 
the same set of tools with their prescribed outcome formats across the 
organization’s businesses enables comparability across the businesses, a 
coordinated strategizing process over time, and increased collaboration 
between the central headquarters and the businesses.  

Fourth, individuals managing multi-business firms may find the results 
regarding the employment of strategy professionals valuable. Employing non-
executive process-oriented strategy professionals assigned to manage the 
organization’s strategizing supports three benefits: First, it enables 
strategizing alignment across the firm’s businesses since the centrally 
employed strategists facilitate and manage the process. Second, through 
facilitation of the process and the practices, satisfactory participation in 
strategizing can be ensured, in which a wider range of ideas may be explored 
to address a particular challenge. Finally, this approach empowers ownership 
of strategy content by the businesses’ managers. The central strategists merely 
facilitate the process to help the businesses to produce the ‘best’ possible 
strategy content. Collectively these three benefits are likely to generate synergy 
opportunities, regarding both of costs and growth. In contrast, multi-business 
firms should be careful in employing traditional content-oriented strategists, 
e.g., corporate analysts and corporate planners. Strategist with a content 
orientation would naturally focus on strategy content. This focus is 
unfortunately and likely to lead to corporate strategy content (e.g., objectives, 
activities), that might or might not contribute in any way to businesses, being 
‘pushed down’ on the businesses. As such content is developed by a content 
oriented corporate center with limited insight into the particularities of the 
incorporated businesses’ conditions, it curbs the businesses’ responsiveness. 
If such activities are mandatory, it necessitates businesses consume resources 
on group related activities instead of investing them into getting closer to 
customers. In the worst case, businesses’ resources are transferred from 
performance increasing activities with the customer into group work that 
decreases performance. To summarize, by giving centrally employed 
strategists ownership of the processes, permits the businesses’ managers to 
have ownership of their own strategy agendas. The main reason for this is 



 

 121 

that process-oriented strategy professionals focus on the strategizing process 
and practices and explore strategy in collaboration with the businesses. The 
centrally employed strategists can then help the businesses formulate concrete 
and concise strategy, enabling them to perform better individually as well as 
in relation to the group’s requirements on their performance. This includes 
possible horizontal contributions which are more easily identified when 
focusing on processes. Further, this approach is particularly helpful in 
geographically dispersed organizations were the central strategy professionals 
can help harmonize strategizing both horizontally, between the businesses, 
and vertically, between the businesses and the group mother. 

6.3.� Study limitations and further work 
One advantage of immersed participative case study research is to produce 
first-hand knowledge about a phenomenon as it unfolds and provide ‘thick’ 
descriptions (Yin, 2013). However, all applied methodological approaches 
have limitations. As such, I acknowledge the following limitations of my work. 

The study, while richly contextualized due to the case study method (Scholz 
and Tietje, 2002), is limited by the context of a single case. A single case study 
approach can only achieve analytical generalizability i.e. generalizing from the 
case to theory, not from the case to a greater population. Single case studies 
are therefore typically explorative and offer enhanced theory which helps 
build a foundation for further research. Though my results are not presented 
as generalizations valid for all settings, their value resides in their usefulness 
to inform other studies of corporate strategizing. Nonetheless, the context in 
which the enhanced theory can be ‘useful’ is related to the context of the 
study.  

Although the study draws on data from more than three years, with additional 
data added over another four years, making it seven years in total, the study 
is limited by the time frame within which it was conducted. Many changes 
were in fact seen, e.g., new strategies, new performance measures, and new 
strategizing processes and practices. These however emerged within a shorter 
time frame. Longer-term changes to the firm, e.g., competitiveness, which 
was the aim of the initiative investigated, were not studied. Although a longer 
time frame would possibly have generated different findings, such a long-term 
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perspective was beyond the scope of this research. More specifically, the study 
focused on strategizing activities and their impact on strategy content, 
particularly pertaining corporate and business strategy alignment. In this sense, 
the core of this study, from the beginning, was a short-term focus on 
corporate strategizing, which was pursued through closely following the 
firm’s strategizing process and practices. Studies of any longer term aspects 
of like strategy initiatives, and consequently of structural and cultural changes, 
are left to scholars of implementation of extensive strategic and organizational 
change initiatives, among others. 

This thesis is based on exploratory and theory enhancing activities. No 
previous attempts to investigate corporate strategizing and strategy alignment 
in multi-business firms have – to the best of my knowledge – been performed. 
There is still much to be understood and discussed regarding corporate 
strategizing and alignment, individually and combined. The thesis, above and 
beyond its academic purpose, also aims to inspire its audience to pay attention 
to how corporate strategizing is done in practice, before our eyes, every day. 
As a starting point, five possible avenues for further studies are identified. 

First, future research could include quantitative studies to test hypotheses 
based on the findings. Indeed, several findings are almost straightaway 
testable propositions, e.g., the effect of a standardized set of strategy tools on 
the strategy content and therefore on corporate and business strategy 
alignment. Also, multiple case studies, investigating corporate strategizing in 
other contexts, e.g., industries and geographies, comparing the differences 
would be fruitful. I have not addressed multi-national corporations (MNCs) 
as such, the organization studied was situated in one country. However, many 
MNCs struggle with similar balances and might find some results instructive. 
Applying the insights from the results more thoroughly to try and understand 
how MNCs, and the particularities of country borders, have an influence on 
this balance is one possible path forward for studies of international 
businesses. All above mentioned avenues could provide wider analytical and 
statistical generalization capabilities (Eisenhardt, 1989). 

Second, although the studied strategy levels are the corporate and business 
levels, similar approaches to understanding the relationships between further 
strategy levels (i.e., functional or network) or investigations regarding 
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strategizing over three levels, e.g., corporate, business, and functional strategy 
would also increase our understanding of how strategizing and strategy 
alignment are related. 

Third, more immersed in-depth studies contradicting, confirming and/or 
nuancing the results of this study, e.g., the in-depth relationships and the 
interplay of participation, tools, and strategists in strategizing, would provide 
a deeper understanding of strategizing. -Similar understanding could be 
achieved by drawing on quantitative data and employing factor analysis to 
investigate how the three strategizing elements covariate in different aspects. 

Fourth, a strategizing standpoint could be applied on additional corporate 
strategy challenges not addressed in this thesis. For instance, in the study of 
mergers, acquisitions or divestments, multi-business firms’ ‘doings’ in setting 
corporate scope, i.e., how they strategize – how practices, praxis, and 
practitioners are employed – to decide what businesses should and should not 
be a part of the firm, would provide in-depth insight into extra-organizational 
corporate strategizing. Relatedly, a greater understanding of alignment could 
be gained by addressing its opposite: misalignment. In many organizations, 
integration and disintegration, is, on the whole, a pendulum that swings back 
and forth. Such oscillations are not seldom triggered and/or orchestrated by 
a new CEO, consultants or even activist investors that all demand greater 
performance from the group. Questions related to how misalignments play a 
role in determining to focus ‘the core’, e.g., by decreasing the corporate scope 
of heart-land businesses (Campbell et al., 1995) instead of increasing 
alignment across the businesses, is an interesting future research avenue. Such, 
and similar approaches, which try to study corporate misalignment in multi-
business firms in more detail, e.g., as an antecedent to a group of businesses 
being dissolved rather than integrated, could inform corporate strategy 
literature and alignment. 

Finally, very recently we have learned that opening up strategy, letting 
everybody take part on equal terms, might be impossible due to external 
conditions, regardless the organizations’ ambitions to be open. The outbreak 
of the Corona virus has taught organizations to be more restrictive, socially 
distanced, and as a result thereof, more digital, also in strategizing. Future 
studies could thus focus on how participation in strategizing is altered when 
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equal opportunities to physically take part is impossible, and how digital tools 
can be employed to establish strategizing activities that enable the benefits of 
participation. In addition, such extreme conditions (e.g., pandemic) impact 
the possibilities for corporate headquarter representatives to visit peripheral 
businesses. Presumably, this will have an impact on their relationships and 
thereby the alignment of corporate and business strategy. This development 
had already started in many organizations, partly as a result of an increased 
focus on sustainability. However, transitions from traditional ways into 
something new have been  hugely accelerated by the emergence of Covid-19. 
Where these transitional changes will lead organizations in terms of 
(corporate) strategizing is definitely an important future avenue for 
researchers to pursue. 
�  
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