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Abstract 

This master thesis examines the problem of labor shortage and researches what role it plays in the 

context of corporate growth. Further, the research seeks potential solutions to overcome this issue 

and facilitate growth. 

The researcher employs in-depth interviews as well as participant observations to shed light on the 

research question: How do companies perceive the role of labor shortage and its effects on the firm’s 

growth? The research is centered on companies in the construction industry as labor shortage is quite 

significant in this industry and the researcher could leverage his personal network to get valuable 

insights. 

The research has revealed that labor and talent shortage are severe threats to construction firms and 

have impeding effects on corporate growth. In order to facilitate growth, companies should focus on 

the problem of talent shortage in the first place as it precedes general labor shortage. To circumvent 

this issue, business model innovation has surfaced as a potential solution. 
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1. Introduction 

This thesis examines the phenomenon of growth in a corporate context and aims at researching what 

role resource shortages play, how they may impede companies’ growth, and how they may be 

overcome. The focus of the research will be on corporate growth in the realm of construction as the 

researcher is intrinsically motivated to increase his already existing background knowledge on this 

subject. 

After outlining the research topic and its problems, the reader will be led to the research question 

around which this master thesis revolves. The researcher will then explicate his chosen 

methodological approach to researching the matter in hand. This will be followed by an in-depth 

analysis of the research design, stepping right into the study and the iterative process of reviewing 

the literature and empirical investigation. 

To begin with, the upcoming section intends to provide the reader with background information about 

the problem, the context, and the research question. 

1.1. Problem context 

The underlying research topic stems from the fact that the researcher has worked in the construction 

business for several years. One recurring observation that has struck the researcher is that most of the 

construction companies he has been in contact with have complained about a shortage of talented 

workers. Not only executives and high-level management staff are aware of this problem, but also 

the co-workers on the construction side claim that they could use some support as they have a lot of 

work, and their colleagues are considered unqualified. This exact problem has emerged various times 

in conversations about the researcher’s family business. As stated, this is not a singular instance and 

it has, therefore, attracted the researcher’s interest to dedicate this master thesis to investigating the 

issue. Consequently, the researcher’s family-owned company (in the following referred to as “W”) 

constitutes the origin of this research. However, the skills shortage problem is prevalent throughout 

the construction industry. 

W’s present focus is on the European market. However, it does intend to expand to East Asia and the 

Middle East. Currently, the core business revolves around concrete refurbishment and industrial floor 

coating. At the time of the research, the number of employees fluctuated between fifteen and twenty. 
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The relevance of this research topic becomes clear taking a look at statistical data, or industry reports 

and analyses. In a report by Deloitte, Oracle, and The Manufacturing Institute (2009), U.S. companies 

across a variety of industries were asked to name the top three drivers of future business success. A 

high-skilled flexible workforce came in second, right after new product innovation. Another report 

(Staffing success, 2017) claims that among a variety of industries most jobs will be created in the 

construction industry while a Deloitte survey (2011) reveals major hiring issues in the skilled 

production workforce including construction and craft workers. Even though these reports depict the 

shortage of talent in U.S. construction firms, this problem seems to be global. Several researchers 

write about a war of talent that affects a multitude of industries and is prevalent across the globe 

(Beechler & Woodward, 2009; Botha, Bussin, & de Swardt, 2011; Michaels, Handfield- Jones, & 

Axelrod, 2001; Mölk & Auer, 2017; Schlechter, Hung, & Bussin, 2014; Tarique & Schuler, 2010). 

1.2. Research question 

In the face of the previously outlined situation around labor and skills concerning the construction 

industry, this master thesis intends to answer the research question: 

How do companies perceive the role of labor shortage and its effects on the firm’s growth? 

In this context, the thesis aims at answering the following sub-questions: 

❖ Which role does labor shortage play in the context of corporate growth? 

❖ How does labor shortage affect corporate growth? 

❖ What are potential solutions to overcome or circumvent this problem?  
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2. Methodology 

Research, being the overarching term and constituting the basis of any master thesis, is defined as “a 

process that people undertake in a systematic way in order to find out things, thereby increasing their 

knowledge” (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2015, p. 5). Based on this definition, this thesis aims at 

examining the predetermined research question within a delimited topic by following a systematically 

designed process and making use of certain tools. As Saunders et al. (2015) put it, research is 

indispensable in business since it bridges theory and practice and thus enables insights leading to 

practically applicable implications for managers and anybody involved in business. 

Terre Blanche, Durrheim, and Painter (2006) distinguish between basic and applied research, with 

the former usually being used to further fundamental world knowledge, while the latter tends to be 

put into practice immediately. The major differences between these two types of research are outlined 

in Figure 1. In the light of the above stated research question and its context, it becomes obvious that 

this master thesis is an applied research as it “is of direct and immediate relevance to managers [and] 

addresses issues that they see as important” (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2009, p. 8). In an 

alternative view, all research is applied but can be divided into three types: (1) fundamental research, 

(2) strategic research, and (3) intervention development and evaluation research (Terre Blanche et 

al., 2006). Based on this categorization, this research can be identified as applied and strategic since 

it is intended to create “knowledge about specific needs and problems […] with a view to eventually 

solving or reducing the problem through further development and evaluation” (Terre Blanche et al., 

2006, p. 46). 

 

Figure 1 Basic vs. applied research; adopted from Saunders et al. (2009) 
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This master thesis aims to examine corporate growth and investigates how companies can attain 

growth despite labor-related resource shortages. In the upcoming section, the research setup will be 

outlined, and it will be shown how the underlying research question will be solved through the study. 

In order to get an understanding of the concept itself and what it entails, the research onion in Figure 

2 depicts the elements of research. In this chapter, the researcher relies to a great extent on the work 

of Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill (2009) as they have done extensive research on the methodological 

structure and design of research. 

 

Figure 2 The research onion; adopted from Saunders et al. (2015) 

 

Considering the above-depicted research onion, there are five layers embracing the core which are 

techniques concerning the data collection and analysis method. The outermost layer relates to the 

researcher’s philosophy which Guba and Lincoln (1994) consider as being of primary significance as 

they state the fundamentals of any research. They further stress that the more one gets to the inside 

of the onion, the more specific and secondary are the questions regarding the research. 
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2.1. Research philosophy 

The upcoming paragraph frames the concept of a research philosophy, outlines which philosophies a 

researcher can choose from and points out under which circumstances each philosophy should be 

chosen. 

The outermost layer of the research onion considers the research philosophy which can be referred to 

as “a system of beliefs and assumptions about the development of knowledge” (Saunders et al., 2015, 

p. 124). Terre Blanche, Durrheim, and Painter (2006) have identified three research dimensions: 

ontology, epistemology, and methodology while Saunders et al. (2015) factor in another dimension – 

axiology. 

Ontology defines the worldview or the realities, the researcher encounters throughout the process 

(Saunders et al., 2015; Terre Blanche et al., 2006). Terre Blanche et al. (2006) state that epistemology 

is about knowledge, its perception, and its relationship to the researcher. Saunders et al. (2009) refer 

to epistemology as what researchers consider important in researching a specific topic. Axiology, 

however, relates to the extent to which researchers are influenced by their own beliefs and values 

throughout the research process (Saunders et al., 2009). Methodology, lastly, concerns the 

researcher’s approach towards studying the matter in question. In addition to these three dimensions, 

Terre Blanche et al. define three overarching paradigms that are “systems of interrelated practice and 

thinking that define for researchers the nature of their enquiry along the three [research] dimensions” 

(2006, p. 6). These three paradigms are positivism, interpretivism, and constructionism. 

As Saunders et al. (2009) emphasize, the research philosophy constitutes the outermost layer of the 

research onion since it encompasses a fundamental assumption about the researcher’s worldview 

which will impact the further research design. What is crucial about the choice of the research 

philosophy is that it should reflect a proper approach toward the research considering the alternative 

philosophies that could have been adopted (P. Johnson & Clark, 2006). Figure 3 below offers an 

overview of the different research philosophies and how each of them interrelates with the research 

dimensions. 
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Figure 3 Overview of research philosophies; adopted from Saunders et al. (2009) 

 

Taking on a positivistic view, according to Saunders et al. (2009), can be compared to the one of a 

natural scientist. In that case, assumptions rest on an observable and predictable world, which allows 

for law-like generalizations. 

The research philosophy of realism can be split into direct and critical realism (Saunders et al., 2009). 

The former refers to researchers’ world experiences through their senses and considers these to be 

accurate while the latter argues that researchers cannot experience the actual world but only 
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projections of it. Saunders et al. (2009) distinguish between these two by referring to a two-step 

perception of the world. The first step, which is sufficient in the eyes of direct realists, entails 

experiencing the thing itself, whereas the second implies a mental process after the occurrence of the 

sensation. Positivistic, as well as realistic researchers, take on an objective stance while interpretivist 

and pragmatic researchers prefer a subjective one. 

Researchers who take on a pragmatic research philosophy argue that the choice of epistemology, 

ontology, and axiology depends on nothing else but the research question. As Saunders et al. (2009) 

outline, pragmatists center their decisions on finding the best way to answer the underlying research 

question, and thus they may mix up different philosophies in order to find the most appropriate 

approach. Tashakkori and Teddlie (1998) advocate the pragmatic philosophy as it excludes “pointless 

debates about such concepts as truth and reality” (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 109) but facilitates studies 

on behalf of the researcher’s intrinsic interests. 

Interpretivism is focused on examining the differences in humans and their connection within society, 

as well as researching the underlying issue by revealing peoples’ points of view, their intentions, and 

behavior (Kuada, 2012; Saunders et al., 2009). Thus, the researcher’s worldview is socially 

constructed and unstable. Hence, the sense of acceptable knowledge is situation-dependent and relies 

on subjective meanings. Further, Kuada (2012) points out that a functionalist view may be appropriate 

for business economists as organizations are stimulated by the environment they find themselves 

embedded in. Nonetheless, he states that a functionalist view may not be sufficient to examine the 

complexity of business issues and therefore, should be complemented by an additional perspective 

such as interpretivism which factors in the human component. 

However, research is divided over the usefulness of this objective-subjective classification and 

instead, one may refer to the FISI classification of research paradigms which is divided into 

functionalism, interactionalism, structuralism, and interpretivism (Kuada, 2012). These four 

paradigms are intended to guide the researchers through their work by helping them clarify their 

general philosophic assumptions and enabling them to understand other researchers’ approaches 

(Saunders et al., 2009). 

The functionalist paradigm usually correlates with an objectivist point of view as well as a positivist 

epistemology. It is commonly used in the realm of business and management, as it considers firms to 

be rational entities, and aims at finding practical solutions to practical problems (Burrell & Morgan, 

1979; Kuada, 2012; Saunders et al., 2009). The interpretive paradigm, as Saunders et al. (2009) point 
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out, is intended to explore the fundamental meanings that revolve around the organizational context 

and may be used, as opposed to the functionalist paradigm, to uncover irrationalities. Burrell and 

Morgan (1979) emphasize that researchers who choose this paradigm aim at understanding what is 

going on rather than achieving change. Kuada (2012) refers to interpretivist researchers as 

investigators and highlights understanding as the focus of their work. Structuralism is characterized 

by its perception of the world with a focus on collectivism rather than individualism (Kuada, 2012). 

Therefore, Kuada stresses that this paradigm is centered on structures and systems which build the 

basis of an analysis. The interactionalist approach is a highly subjective one since it homes in on 

investigating human interactions as the basis of individuals’ responses to environmental stimuli 

(Kuada, 2012). Understanding these interactions is crucial for interactionalist researchers as 

individuals constantly engage in interactions and thus correlate with other individuals’ behaviors, 

making interactions “the centre of all social acts and facts” (Kuada, 2012, p. 78). 

 

Figure 4 The FISI classification of paradigms; adopted from Kuada (2012) 

 

Besides that FISI classification, the objectivist-subjectivist debate has brought up several more 

paradigm typologies such as the RRIF, referred to by Burrell and Morgan (1979) as well as Saunders 

et al. (2009). In this approach, the interpretive and functionalist paradigms are complemented by a 

radical humanist and a radical structuralist paradigm. The former is associated with a subjectivist 

perspective with the researcher adopting a critical stance to organizational life with the aim of 

bringing about change (Burrell & Morgan, 1979; Saunders et al., 2009). Radical structuralist 
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researchers take on an objectivist view and approach research in the light of attaining change, 

however, and opposed to the radical humanist, with a focus on structural patterns and potentially 

occurring dysfunctionalities (Saunders et al., 2009). Kuada (2012) emphasizes that researchers should 

choose the paradigm according to their research topic and condition their choice in the most 

appropriate way to answer their underlying research questions. He further states that this may involve 

combining paradigms in order to gain better insights and thus produce better outputs in the research. 

 

Figure 5 The RRIF classification of paradigms; adopted from Kuada (2012) 

 

In addition to the two previously discussed paradigm typologies, Arbnor and Bjerke (2009) come up 

with a third one that will be discussed in the following. They define three methodological approaches: 

(1) the analytical view, (2) the systems view, and (3) the actors view. These approaches overlap, to 

some extent, with the previously outlined ones, yet feature some complementary components. 

The analytical view is characterized by invariant elements that resist changes in the environment 

(Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009). Ontologically, this view is objective. The reality is observer-independent, 

and knowledge is based on facts (Kuada, 2012). The systems view consists of the three overlapping 

philosophies of systems theory, holism, and structuralism (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009). Further, Arbnor 

and Bjerke (2009) define various system language concepts, however, researchers who follow the 

systems approach  intend to examine the relations between the elements within such systems, with 

the aim of understanding how changes on an element level affect other elements  and the system as a 

whole (Kuada, 2012). Within this approach, Kuada (2012) points out that reality is assumed to be 
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objective. In the actors view, Arbnor and Bjerke (2009) highlight that the research is centered on 

uncertainty and the actors are seen as particles and waves constituting the being and the becoming 

with blurring boundaries. Ontologically, researchers consider reality as subjective and socially 

constructed. Kuada (2012) summarizes this approach as one emphasizing subjectivity, individuality, 

and interaction. 

2.2. Discussing the choice of the research philosophy 

In this paragraph, the researcher’s chosen philosophical approach will be outlined and discussed. 

In the light of the previous paragraph and the description of the existing research philosophies, the 

researcher has chosen a pragmatic view as his intention was to find a proper way to answer the 

underlying research question. The researcher finds this approach appealing as it allows for variations 

of ontology, epistemology, axiology, and data collection techniques. Further, having chosen the 

pragmatic approach, the researcher is in line with Tashakkori and Teddlie (1998) who argue that 

researchers should study what they are intrinsically interested in and avoid debating about the concept 

of reality or truth. Throughout the research, the researcher takes on objectivist as well as subjectivist 

standpoints opposed to an exclusively objective one in the case of a positivist or a realist approach. 

Ontologically and epistemologically, an interpretivist view seems proper for investigating the matter 

in hand, however, the beauty of pragmatism is that it allows for flexibility regarding each of the 

research dimensions, and thus appears to be the superior choice. 

The researcher has excluded a positivistic view as it intends to result in “law-like generalisations” 

(Saunders et al., 2009, p. 113) by developing and testing hypotheses based on existing theories. When 

it comes to realism, only one of the two realist perspectives seems to be a proper philosophy in the 

realm of business. In the light of the contemporary fast-changing world, Saunders et al. (2009) argue 

that critical realism should be preferred over direct realism when researching in a business and 

management context. As for the interpretivist philosophy, the argument that the realm of business is 

too complex to allow for law-like generalizations seems well-suited for this research and hence could 

be appropriate to investigate and answer the underlying research question. Yet, a pragmatist view 

seems the superior choice, as multiple perspectives can be incorporated. 

On top of that, the researcher can make use of the previously discussed social science paradigms 

which, as Saunders et al. (2009) argue, may be helpful in gaining invaluable insights in the business 

context. Kuada (2012) indicates that these paradigms are not mutually exclusive but can be combined 
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in various ways to match the researcher’s preferences and facilitate the research. In the light of this, 

it seems appropriate to adopt a pragmatist philosophy as reality is objective and independent of the 

researcher. Further, knowledge is partly based on facts which allows the researcher to take on a neutral 

position. However, due to the unpredictability of the contemporary and constantly changing business 

environment, knowledge is valid only for a certain span of time and thus has to be revised continually. 

As for the data collection methods, small samples and in-depth investigations have been chosen, 

which can be associated with interpretivism. The researcher’s philosophy can be best described as a 

pragmatic one with interpretivist features. 

After having peeled off the outermost layer of the research onion, the upcoming section deals with 

the chosen research approach. 

2.3. The researcher’s approach to theory development 

The following layer of the research onion considers the researcher’s approach to theory development 

which can be deductive, abductive, or inductive. Saunders et al. (2009) outline a deductive approach 

as one in which the researcher develops a theory and hypotheses which are then tested through the 

research. With an inductive approach, on the other side, they describe, a researcher develops a theory 

based on the data collection and its analysis. Even though Saunders et al. (2009) state that a deductive 

approach is usually associated with a positivist research philosophy, while an inductive one correlates 

with an interpretivist philosophy, they emphasize that such a classification might be misleading and 

lacks practical value. 
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Figure 6 Comparison deductive vs inductive research process; adopted from Kovács and Spens (2005) 

 

Researchers following a deductive research approach usually start off by scanning literature from 

which they derive hypotheses that will then be tested empirically. They then translate the findings 

into conclusions (Kovács & Spens, 2005). Reichertz (2010) refers to this process as subsumption and 

outlines that research emanates from a rule, which is then tested with the data hence conclusions about 

the individual case can be made. The pattern of the deductive process is from general to specific. An 

inductive research process follows the opposite path from specific to general. Kovács and Spens 

(2005) state that even an initial literature review may be redundant in an inductive approach, as real-

life observations lead to case-specific propositions followed by results that tend to be generalized 

thereafter. Within this process, Reichertz (2010) distinguishes between quantitative and qualitative 

induction. He highlights that the former “transfers the quantitative properties of a sample to a totality” 

while latter “supplements the observed features of a sample with others that are not perceived” 

(Reichertz, 2010, p. 5). Further, he concludes that quantitative inductions do not convey the truth as 

their results are nothing but probable. Qualitative inductions, on the other hand, are not valid 

inferences either, as they too are solely probable (Reichertz, 2010). 



 
17 

 

 

Figure 7 Logical sequence of deductive vs inductive research; own illustration 

 

Besides these two rather conventional approaches there is a third one – abduction. As Kovács and 

Spens (2005) state, linguistically, the abductive research approach is a product of mistranslation and 

should actually be labeled retroduction. Moreover, they explain, this approach has emerged from the 

fact that great scientific achievements have followed neither a purely deductive nor inductive path. 

While Kovács and Spens define abduction as “systematized creativity or intuition in research to 

develop “new” knowledge” (2005, p. 136), Reichertz, according to his research, concludes that 

“abductive discovery of new things is dependent either on pure chance, a benevolent God, a favorable 

evolution, or a particularly well-endowed brain” and thus science “as a systematic endeavor would, 

according to this definition, seem doomed to failure” (2010, p. 6). 

 

Figure 8 The abductive research process; adopted from Kovács and Spens (2005) 

 

As illustrated in Figure 8, in an abductive approach, researchers start off with some theoretical 

knowledge, gained, for instance, through reviewing literature. Empirical observations are the actual 

starting point of a process, which Kovács and Spens (2005) label as theory matching or systematic 

combining, as it aims at finding a proper framework to explain these observations. This process is of 

an iterative nature and occurs repeatedly, thus the researcher switches between the empirical and 
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theoretical parts of the research. Kovács and Spens (2005) highlight the flexibility of an abductive 

approach as the researchers can become creative by applying novel frameworks or theories to the 

real-life observations and already existing phenomena. Moreover, they emphasize that even though 

the starting point usually constitutes an anomaly, it does not necessarily have to be a surprise as 

suggested by Reichertz (2010). After several iterations of switching between empiricism and theory, 

the researchers come up with suggestions that can take on the form of propositions, hypotheses, or 

generalizations which then, if not necessarily, can be tested in an empirical setting (Kovács & Spens, 

2005). 

2.4. Discussing the choice of theory development 

In the light of the previously outlined approaches to theory development, it appears to be reasonable 

to choose an abductive research process to investigate the underlying issue of labor shortage as 

growth-affecting obstacle for companies. A purely inductive approach, in this case, seems misleading 

as the research is centered on a chosen few construction companies on which the data and its analyses 

are based. Generalizations evolving from such little data appear to be vague as the cases do not, to 

any extent, represent a generality. Following a deductive research approach does not seem to be the 

best possible way to examine the research topic either, as in this process hypotheses are derived from 

literature and thus shift the focus away from the empirical part. Since the researcher follows a 

pragmatic philosophy and seeks to find practical answers to practical questions, this theory-focused 

approach does not seem to optimally facilitate the research process. Abduction appears to feature 

some advantages over the two other research processes, namely, it helps to distinguish between 

generalizable and situation-specific components of cases (Kovács & Spens, 2005). Based on this 

distinction, the researcher can come up with suggestions such as hypotheses or propositions and also 

with theories. Beyond that, Kovács and Spens emphasize the suitability of an abductive approach 

especially during the initial stages of the research, as it helps to derive the hypotheses that can be 

tested later. This last step in the process of abductive research can be considered deductive as pointed 

out by Kovács and Spens (2005). 

At this point, one may recognize that there is some overlap between all three research processes. 

Both, inductive and abductive start off with empirical observations whereas deductive and abductive 

both feature the testing of developed hypotheses at the end. While the deductive approach aims to 

test theories, inductive and abductive approaches aim to develop these theories (Kovács & Spens, 

2005). The main difference between the latter two, as highlighted by Kovács and Spens, is that 
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abduction develops an understanding of a phenomenon whereas induction generalizes insights from 

empiricism. 

Due to the above-outlined adequacy of each of the three research approaches and in line with the 

researcher’s pragmatist philosophy is seems appropriate to base the decision regarding the theory-

development approach on the research question. Therefore, it is logical to choose the process which 

seems to best support the research and facilitates answering the research question. As outlined earlier, 

the three processes show some overlap, and therefore, the abductive approach seems to combine the 

preferred features of all processes, and hence fosters investigating the matter in hand. Timmermans 

and Tavory (2012) highlight that this approach is intended to generate novel insights into empirical 

findings. Moreover, they point out that abduction “jump-starts both inductive and deductive forms of 

reasoning” where “[i]nduction looks for the corroboration of generalizations, patterns, outliers, and 

salient themes in the data, while deduction suggests a reanalysis of existing data or new data-gathering 

rounds” (Timmermans & Tavory, 2012, p. 180). As with the pragmatist philosophy intended to 

examine the underlying topic in the best possible fashion, the abductive research approach resonates 

with the chosen philosophy and appears to be the preferable method. 
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3. Research design 

Referring back to the research onion, the two outermost layers were addressed in the previous chapter. 

This section deals with the following three layers and discusses research strategies, research choices, 

and time horizons. 

In general, the design of a research serves as a strategic approach that intends to foster investigating 

the matter in question as it helps to close the gap “between research questions and the execution or 

implementation of the research”, whereby the “designed and planned nature of observation […] 

distinguishes research from other forms of observation” (Terre Blanche et al., 2006, p. 34). The 

researcher makes use of observations in order to examine a topic and answer an underlying research 

question, while the research design provides a framework to put all parts in relation to one another 

and compile a coherent work. 

Figure 9 outlines the stages of a typical research process and illustrates how the research itself tweaks 

and twists throughout the process. The further the research progresses, the clearer and less uncertain 

it gets. This is what the research design is supposed to achieve. 

 

Figure 9 The research process and its development; adopted from Terre Blanche et al. (2006) and Osterwalder & Pigneur (2010) 
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According to Terre Blanche et al. (2006), research design implies four dimensions of decision 

making: (1) purpose, (2) context, (3) paradigm, and (4) techniques. Moreover, they emphasize that 

researchers should be aware of incorporating all four dimensions hence the research forms into a valid 

and coherent unity. This should be done by continuously revising each of these four dimensions and 

within this process, the researcher is guided by the principles of design validity and coherence (Terre 

Blanche et al., 2006). 

3.1. Research purpose 

Saunders et al. (2009) state that the research purpose can be reflected in three research methods: 

exploratory, descriptive, and explanatory. The first one intends to explore and understand the problem 

so that it can be assessed in a new light. Naipaul (1989) describes exploratory research using the 

metaphor of a traveler who is too concerned about the theme of the travel. He highlights that traveling 

on a theme means that the theme has to develop during the travel and that such travel depends on 

luck. This resonates with the abductive research approach as Reichertz underlines that the “discovery 

of new things is dependent […] on pure chance” (2010, p. 6). 

Descriptive studies do what their name suggests – they describe. While exploratory research methods 

reveal new insights into phenomena, descriptive studies describe those (Terre Blanche et al., 2006). 

Therefore, Saunders et al. (2009) stress the importance of having a clear understanding of the problem 

beforehand. This is obviously not the case in the light of the underlying issue and the chosen abductive 

research approach. Saunders et al. (2009) further outline that description is rather considered a means 

to an end and thus should be complemented, to some extent, by explanation, known as descripto-

explanatory studies.  

Explanatory research methods should be used to investigate variables, uncover existing relationships 

between them, and explain the relationships (Saunders et al., 2009). As Terre Blanche et al. (2006) 

formulate, explanatory studies determine and explain causal relationships between variables. 

Having outlined the three research methods above, it should be noted that research is divided over 

what exactly can be described as exploratory, descriptive, or explanatory research (Terre Blanche et 

al., 2006). As Saunders et al. (2009) highlight, there is no superior method and researchers should 

choose the one that enables them to answer the research question and foster their research objectives. 

In the light of the above paragraph, this master thesis can be described as exploratory research as it 

seems well-suited to investigate the underlying issue and allows to approach a phenomenon from a 
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new perspective. Further, Saunders et al. (2009) highlight the flexibility this approach entails which 

resonates with the abductive research approach. 

In accordance with the previous paragraph and the underlying exploratory research purpose, the 

researcher has chosen qualitative research, even though Terre Blanche et al. (2006) state that this does 

not necessarily always have to be exploratory. Moreover, Saunders et al. (2009) emphasize that these 

research strategies are not mutually exclusive but can be mixed and combined to match researchers’ 

preferences and support their research. 

3.2. The choice of the research strategy 

The most compelling strategy for examining the research topic appears to be grounded theory. 

Suddaby (2006) suggests that grounded theory is well-suited for researchers who intend to uncover 

fresh insights from the gathered data and then derive theories or suggestions from it. Further, he states 

that grounded theory goes well with the chosen pragmatic research philosophy. Suddaby also points 

to one especially ambiguous point about grounded theory which is to know when the data collection 

saturation point has been reached. As it is not always clear where this point is, researchers need 

experience, should be creative and need a good portion of luck (Suddaby, 2006). Moreover, Suddaby 

highlights that much of a successful grounded theory approach depends on the researcher’s 

interpretations which may occur subconsciously. This is in line with the researcher’s chosen 

abductive research approach and underpins the appropriateness of the choice of grounded theory. 

In order to ensure that researchers are not biased by their beliefs and values, Suddaby (2006) 

emphasizes continuous reflection. Additionally, he highlights an advantage of the removed 

boundaries between researchers and the research topic, as researchers have a strong exposure to the 

empirical site that should be leveraged to compile a high-quality research. This is another supporting 

point why grounded theory constitutes the best approach to investigate the research matter since the 

researcher is involved in the construction business and has experienced the underlying issue of talent 

shortage himself. 

Another point that needs to be outlined in the light of the research design is the chosen time horizon 

of the study. There are cross-sectional studies that depict rather a snapshot perspective and 

longitudinal studies that entail a diary perspective (Saunders et al., 2009). As Saunders et al. 

emphasize, these time horizons exist irrespective of the research strategy and method but intended to 

facilitating answers to the research question. While cross-sectional studies focus on investigating an 
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issue at a certain point in time, longitudinal studies intend to examine change over a period (Saunders 

et al., 2009). The researcher has decided to employ a snapshot time horizon, thus conduct a cross-

sectional study. This decision is based on the fact that the underlying research topic is a contemporary 

phenomenon and as it has been outlined the business environment changes constantly. Therefore, it 

is appropriate to examine the labor shortage issue in the realm of corporate growth at a particular 

time. 

3.3. Qualitative versus quantitative data collection 

Having reached the core of the research onion, the following section discusses the data collection 

techniques of this research. 

In general, quantitative and qualitative data collection techniques are widely used, whereas the former 

puts emphasis on numbers and the latter emphasizes words (Saunders et al., 2009). Neither of these 

two methods is superior to the other but instead, they have to be adapted to the context, purpose, and 

nature of the research question. While qualitative research intends to understand people and contexts 

and derives meanings expressed through words, quantitative research aims to describe, compare, and 

attribute causality based on numbers (Saunders et al., 2009). 

Qualitative research Quantitative research 

Explanatory Understanding 

Personal role of researcher Impersonal role of researcher 

Knowledge is discovered Knowledge is constructed 

Inductive  Deductive  

Use of conceptualizations Use of statistics/diagrams 

Table 1 Differences between qualitative and quantitative research; own illustration derived from Saunders et al. (2009) and Thomas 

(2010) 

 

Regardless of either choice of research, there is a consensus about the fact that data should be valid, 

id est, it should capture the meaning of the concept of corporate growth and resource shortages as 

impediments of such (Terre Blanche et al., 2006). Further, Terre Blanche et al. emphasize that there 

is no clear-cut mutual understanding among researchers of what that means with regard to qualitative 

research and that it depends on the context of the researched matter as well as the researcher’s 
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preferences. Hence, validity is defined by the believability of certain observations for the researchers 

themselves (Terre Blanche et al., 2006) 

In the context of qualitative and quantitative research, Saunders et al. (2009) point out various 

research choices associated with the data collection techniques as depicted in Figure 10 below. 

 

Figure 10 Overview of research choices; adopted from Saunders et al. (2009) 

 

While mono method refers to using a single technique to collect data, the choice of multiple methods 

entails making use of several techniques. Within these multiple methods, Saunders et al. (2009) 

distinguish between multi-method and mixed-methods. In both cases researchers choose more than 

one data collection and analysis technique, while in the former, they stick to either a quantitative or 

a qualitative approach. In the mixed-methods, however, researchers employ quantitative as well as 

qualitative methods. The distinction between the two approaches within the mixed-methods is to 

either stick to the analysis methods according to the data collection methods (hence analyzing 

quantitative data in a quantitative manner or vice versa) or mixing data collection and data analysis 

techniques (thus qualitizing quantitative data or vice versa) (Saunders et al., 2009). 

In accordance with the research philosophy of abduction, the grounded theory approach, the research 

topic and its purpose, it seems that a mixed-methods research would be well suited to the question. 

As Kovács and Spens (2005) stress, qualitative data collection and analysis are especially appropriate 

for theory development, and thus foster the formulation of the theoretical frame in the initial stages 

of an abductive research approach. Moreover, Suddaby (2006) reminds us of the pragmatic nature of 

grounded theory that is the research design and its applied methodologies and techniques revolve 

around the research question. He further highlights that mixing qualitative and quantitative can be 
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perfectly fine, but researchers have to ensure that “there must be some degree of congruence between 

the research question […] and the methods used to address the question” (2006, p. 636). In the light 

of the underlying matter of the research, qualitative data collection seems to be the most appropriate 

way. 

In order to circumvent the method effect, which refers to the influence of the chosen data collection 

method on the obtained results, various qualitative data collection methods have been used as 

suggested by Saunders et al. (2009). 

3.4. Research set-up 

This sub-chapter describes how the research was set up and gives an overview of how the data were 

collected. 

Before conducting the first interview round, the researcher reviewed literature on the topic to get an 

understanding of what factors might be important in the context of corporate growth and resource-

shortage-related impediments. Based on the gathered knowledge, the initial interview guide was set 

up. The first questions revolved around three major categories: (1) growth-related, (2) resource-

shortage-related, and (3) solution-related. The non-existent order of the questions in combination 

with the semi-structure allowed a natural and free-flowing conversation that could be steered into any 

direction depending on the course of the interview. According to the interviewees’ answers, follow-

up questions were tailored to the conversation to unveil unique views. Thus, individual experiences, 

knowledge, and insights surfaced. In accordance with the abductive research approach and the 

previously outlined strategy of grounded theory, the interview guide was adjusted continuously based 

on the emerging insights throughout the data collection process. Simultaneously, the researcher kept 

reviewing the literature and incorporating new knowledge into the research during the entire process. 

Thus, the initial stages of the research present a “jumble of literature consultation, data collection, 

and analysis” that gradually emerges into “clearer conceptual structures” (Suddaby, 2006, p. 637). 

The first round of data gathering consisted of three interviews that were conducted as face-to-face 

conversations in two cases and via telephone call in one case. As these interviews represent a crucial 

stage of the research and were intended to uncover key insights, it was vital to gather the best available 

knowledge. Therefore, the interview participants had to be chosen diligently which is why all 

interviewees are part of the researcher’s network. Arguably, the relation between the interviewees 

and the researcher may have biased the data collection but also due to the strong mutual trust between 
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the parties, essential knowledge was exchanged in an unreserved manner. Hence, the thorough choice 

of the interviewees facilitated the research. 

The interviews were conducted in English and German and were voice recorded. The duration of the 

conversations varied between 20 and 45 minutes. The interviewees’ positions within their companies, 

the firms’ origins, and the individuals’ backgrounds differed. 

INTERVIEWEE POSITION/JOB FIRM ORIGIN INDUSTRY 

TORSTEN CEO Germany Craftsmanship/Construction 

MATHIAS Construction 

Manager 

Denmark Construction/Engineering 

KAMIL Business Developer Poland Construction/Hospitality 

Table 2 Interviewee profiles; own illustration 

 

Torsten is the CEO and owner of “W”, a company operating in the realm of concrete refurbishment, 

floor coating, and exterior cleaning. He has been self-employed and worked in this industry for over 

20 years. The daily tasks, which are carried out by craftsmen at the construction site, can vary 

considerably as they are project-dependent. 

Mathias works as a Construction Manager in a firm that executes entire development projects. The 

tasks, therefore, are related to those in the construction and engineering industries. Typically, the 

firm’s clients are investors or institutions such as schools or municipalities. Mathias joined the 

company in 2015 and has held the position as Construction Manager since then. 

Kamil has been a Business Developer in his organization for a couple of years. Currently, the 

company operates in the hospitality industry, which has not always been the case and is a result of 

past pivoting. The firm offers accommodation either in houses that will be shared with the owning 

family or in entire houses constructed and owned by the company itself. Before that pivot, the 

company had been constructing houses, especially intended for accommodating people such as 

tourists and travelers. 

Based on the insights from the analysis of the first data collection round, the first literature review 

followed. As it was described earlier, an abductive research approach features iterative switching 

between the empirical and theoretical part. This first literature review was intended to help the 
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researcher develop an understanding of the empirical observations. This theory matching, as Kovács 

and Spens (2005) emphasize, aims at finding a proper framework to explain these observations. 

Reviewing literature with specific focus on what surfaced in the first data collection round – corporate 

growth and talent shortage – led to new knowledge. However, it did not yield any clear-cut answers 

to the research question. 

After combining the knowledge of the first data collection round with the insights gained from the 

first literature review, a second round of data collection followed. The researcher decided to make 

use of informal and non-directive in-depth interviews which were supplemented by participant 

observations. To make the most of this second data collection round, these two methods took place 

simultaneously and insights from each method were considered throughout the process. This 

flexibility allowed for immediate adjustments and incorporation of new knowledge that surfaced 

during either of the two methods. To ensure collecting data of highest possible quality and to avoid 

blurred insights, the researcher relied exclusively on “W” company due to his close relation and the 

consequent high level of trust. In contrast to the first interview round, the conversations were not 

voice recorded as the discussed topics were quite delicate and the researcher was afraid that the 

recordings could influence the interviewees’ responses and thus blur the insights. 

The researcher started off with three participant observations on three consecutive days. The sites as 

well as the teams varied in all three cases hence the researcher could gain a fair overview of the 

situation. Thereafter, two management-level employees of the company were confronted with the 

insights from these participant observations. Combining the knowledge of these two methods shifted 

the focus of the research toward a different area hence the following three participant observations 

could complement the knowledge with some novel insights. After the six participant observations 

had been finished, Torsten, CEO of “W”, was again consulted about the insights. 

The combination of all three interviews and the six participant observations built the foundation for 

the second literature review, which again was intended to bring forth explanations for the empirical 

phenomena. The second literature review took up the knowledge that had surfaced throughout the 

research up to that point and tried to make sense of the findings. Again, this switching between 

empiricism and theory is exemplary for an abductive research approach. 
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3.5. Research validity, generalizability, and reliability 

Research of any kind usually entails drawing conclusions, and for these conclusions to be of any 

value, they should be valid. In the upcoming section, the researcher relies mostly on the work on the 

work of Terre Blanche et al. (2006) since they have extensive knowledge of what constitutes quality 

research. 

The concept of validity, as Terre Blanche et al. point out, refers to “the degree to which research 

conclusions are sound” (2006, p. 90). They further suggest five types of validity: (1) internal, (2) 

external, (3) measurement, (4) interpretative, and (5) statistical validity. Despite the fact that all of 

these types of validity play a role in research, their emphases vary in relation to the research question. 

In the end, Terre Blanche et al. highlight that the validity of a research refers to “the degree to which 

the researcher can produce observations that are believable for herself or himself, the subjects being 

studied, and the eventual readers of the study” (2006, p. 52). In addition, Saunders et al. (2009) refer 

to six potential threats to validity: (1) history, (2) testing, (3) instrumentation, (4) mortality, (5) 

maturation, and (6) ambiguity about causal direction. In order to construct a valid research, the 

researcher has designed his research in a coherent manner by orchestrating all elements in a way that 

they match the purpose of the research. Considering the previously discussed research onion, all parts 

of the research were chosen diligently and on the basis of the underlying research question, as outlined 

in chapters 2 and 3. 

Another criterion playing into the quality of a research is generalizability which is “the extent to 

which it is possible to generalize from the data and context of the research study to broader 

populations and setting” (Terre Blanche et al., 2006, p. 91). Although generalizability is an important 

component, it is not obligatory for a research to be generalizable as the researcher may not intend to 

produce generalizable results. However, if not generalizable, research findings should provide 

granular context explanations which allow for understandings that are transferable to other contexts 

(Terre Blanche et al., 2006). 

Taking the researcher’s philosophical and methodological choices into account, instead of “focusing 

on generalizations and/or their specific manifestations only” an abductive approach “is concerned 

with the particularities of specific situations” and thus does not aim at producing generalizable results 

in the first place (Kovács & Spens, 2005, p. 138). Therefore, it seems appropriate that this research 
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does not exhibit a high degree of generalizability. This is backed up by Saunders et al. (2009) who 

state that generalizability of a research is bound to its purpose. 

Lastly, conclusions should be reliable which is the case when research findings can be replicated. 

Saunders et al. (2009) point out four threats to reliability that researchers should beware of: (1) 

participant error, (2) participant bias, (3) observer error, and (4) observer bias. As with the concept 

of generalizability, Terre Blanche et al. (2006) emphasize that some researchers do not intend to 

conduct reliable research since this depends on the research philosophy and the underlying matter of 

the research itself. They further argue that, in the light of abduction and grounded theory, reliability 

does not have as much significance as the researched phenomenon is context-dependent. This is also 

in line with the view of Kovács and Spens who highlight that an “abductive approach is concerned 

with the particularities of specific situations” (2005, p. 138). Moreover, they stress that some parts of 

an abductive research, therefore, may be generalizable and reliable while others are not.  
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4. Empirical observations 

This chapter discusses the observations and insights gained from the first, qualitative data collection. 

4.1. Data collection – first take 

The researcher started the data collection process with semi-structured interviews which consisted of 

an interview guide. This combination guaranteed a common guideline for all interviews conducted at 

that stage while allowing for enough flexibility to react to specific answers and get more information 

beyond the superficial level when the progress of the interview required it (Patton, 2002). This first 

interview round served as an exploratory means to learn about peoples’ experiences, knowledge, and 

opinions. Patton considers this to be the key intention of interviews.  This approach facilitated evoking 

important variables to get a holistic perspective of the matter and to uncover insights into the 

phenomenon of corporate growth and its impediments (Terre Blanche et al., 2006). The process is 

illustrated in Figure 11. At that point in the research, the researcher had gained some prior knowledge 

through reviewing the topic-relevant literature. Then, the researcher employs exploratory interviews 

to inductively start off the iterative theory-matching process which is characterized by repeatedly 

switching between the theoretical and empirical parts of the research. 

 

Figure 11 The inductive research process, adopted from Terre Blanche et al. (2006) 

 

Referring back to Figure 8, which outlined the abductive research process earlier in chapter 3, the 

research is now at the point where the researcher gains insights from real-life observations and tries 

to make sense of these by reviewing the literature and searching for theoretical explanations of the 

phenomenon. The current stage of this research is depicted below in Figure 12. 

Theory 

Empiricism 
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Figure 12 The current stage in the research process; adopted from Kovács and Spens (2005) 

 

The choice of collecting data in a qualitative, rather than a quantitative way at that point stems from 

the fact that it allows the researcher to examine the issue in an exploratory way without any priorly-

imposed restrictions (Terre Blanche et al., 2006). The researcher had acquired theoretical knowledge 

from literature and had been able to draw on his own experiences before conducting the first data 

collection. However, the data collection was intended to uncover individual experiences and surface 

novel insights. Thus, a more inductive approach seems fitting to observe how insights emerge along 

the process, which is in line with a generally abductive research approach. 

Some disadvantages of qualitative research are lack of background information, biased analyses of 

observations, and study design bias among others (Saunders et al., 2009). Nevertheless, Saunders et 

al. stress that qualitative research is a proper choice when the researcher’s aim is to get an in-depth 

understanding of the matter in hand, and thus this seems to be an appropriate option, especially for 

the initial stages of the research process. 

4.2. Data analysis 

Terre Blanche et al. (2006) emphasize the importance of a careful research design since the analysis 

aims to transform the gathered information into answers to the underlying research question. The 

researcher can only draw valid conclusions from the analysis if all parts of the research are coherently 

designed. Additionally, researchers should aim to achieve reflexive objectivity and, at least, should 

be aware of their own attitude and beliefs about the researched topic (Saunders et al., 2009). 

As outlined in the previous paragraph, semi-structured interviews seem to be a proper method of 

qualitative data gathering. When it comes to the selection of the interview participants, the chosen 
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method can be described as purposive sampling in a sense that the interviewees were selected for 

theoretical reasons since they appeared to have appropriate knowledge of the research topic (Saunders 

et al., 2009). Saunders et al. emphasize that this sampling technique is well-suited for research 

applying grounded theory since “findings from data collected from your initial sample inform the 

way you extend your sample into subsequent cases” (2009, p. 239). They further highlight that those 

samples cannot be statistically representative though. Nevertheless, this is no obligation in the light 

of the research design as outlined in chapter 3.5. 

To analyze the first interview round, the strategy of thematic analysis has been chosen to identify 

common themes and patterns to guide the upcoming analysis. Saunders et al. (2015) highlight that 

this method can be used regardless of the researcher’s position and irrespective of adopting a 

deductive or inductive approach. Further, they state that thematic analysis, used in an inductive 

approach, may be helpful in a sense that themes will be derived from the data without the need for 

setting up a framework of themes as there are no pre-determined existing theories on which the data 

is based. The method of thematic analysis seems appropriate for analyzing the initial interviews as it 

is not particularized but rather flexible, and thus allows the researcher, in accordance with an 

inductive approach, to alter the research question and strategy (Saunders et al., 2015). 

4.3. Growth-related findings 

In the aftermath, the most important questions in this category can be identified as the following: 

“How would you, in your company, define growth?” and “Can you describe your firm’s current 

growth state? What has led to this situation?” 

Important, in this context, refers to bringing out key insights for further research. What stands out in 

this first question category is that all three participants came up with different definitions of growth 

within their companies. The answers ranged from rising profit, over increasing the number of 

employees, to investments. All interviewees agreed on having more money available for the company 

as a proper way to define growth as this combines the three previously stated growth understandings. 

In fact, more disposable income that stems from increased profits can be leveraged to employ people 

or can be used for investment purposes. In the light of the various views on corporate growth, this 

interview round has revealed that these growth-related components do not have a unilateral 

relationship with one another. Rather, they are intertwined and correlate. Torsten, for instance, 

emphasizes that his company intends to invest a fair share of its profits to raise profits (to grow) 
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through investing in additional human capital. Since his company cannot find and attract talented 

workers, Torsten cannot leverage the firm’s investment potential efficiently, and thus cannot attain 

growth. Due to the interdependency of profits, investments, skilled workers, and growth, Torsten 

finds his company trapped in a vicious cycle as illustrated below. 

 

Figure 13 The vicious growth cycle; own illustration 

 

The desired course of action is depicted with the left circle where profit can be invested in acquiring 

skilled workers, who then contribute to the firm’s growth which leads to increased profit. However, 

the right circle describes Torsten’s current situation, as his company’s profit cannot be invested in 

additional human capital hence no growth can be attained, and the profit does not rise because of this. 

Instead, there is available capital idling. 

Mathias also states that a shortage of skilled people has arrested the firm’s growth. He outlines that 

to take on more projects and increase the revenue (and thus grow), the firm requires more people to 

carry out the work. Since the company has had a hard time recruiting new people in the recent past, 

Mathias emphasizes that growth could have been steeper had the firm been able to employ more 

talented workers. 

4.4. Shortage-related findings 

The problem of employee shortages has surfaced several times during the first interview round and 

on top of that, the problem is twofold. On the one hand, the interviewees complained about the fact 

that it is quite a challenge to attract new people in general. Torsten points out that his company has 
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increasingly made efforts to recruit workers and nonetheless there were no applicants in the past year. 

Mathias states, his company too has been intensely searching for and struggling with recruiting 

potential employees in the recent past. On top of that, Mathias points to a potential problem related 

to relentlessly employing more people.  This he identifies as the danger of fading corporate culture 

and values. To tackle this, Mathias suggests improving the firm’s workforce through training hence 

the firm can generate more revenue with the same number of employees. 

In this context, another problem emerges as Mathias refers to the need of retaining skilled personnel. 

He highlights that a proper incentive structure must be in place to minimize the danger of people 

quitting their jobs. Torsten also outlines the necessity of appropriate incentives not only to retain his 

employees but also to create a favorable work environment which in turn contributes to a better 

performing workforce, and thus greater profit. Moreover, Mathias highlights that it is crucial to have 

a well-organized firm structure as well as efficient processes in place to decrease the loss of potential 

when employees cannot tap their full potential because of poor organization. 

On the other hand, an immense discrepancy exists between the education of potential workers and 

the required skill set from the employer’s side. Mathias identifies lacking knowledge, experience, and 

skills as the greatest resource-related obstacle for his firm while Torsten ranks the issue second, right 

after acquiring workers in general. 

Another phenomenon related to human capital is seasonally fluctuating workforce demand. Torsten 

highlights that the market demand vacillates throughout the year with spring and summer being the 

peak times. The demand fluctuation also comes up during the conversation with Mathias and he 

reports that this, of course, impacts on the company’s need for employees, climaxing in spring and 

dropping so low that the vast majority of workers becomes redundant in winter. 

Besides the lack of talented human capital impeding corporate growth, capital shortage has been 

brought up as another obstacle. Kamil mentions that it was especially challenging to get capital for 

investments (investments equal growth in Kamil’s point of view) in the early stages of his company. 

Nevertheless, he admits that this is quite a common and renowned problem that is specifically present 

in the startup environment. 

At this point, it has surfaced that the biggest obstruction to business growth is the employee skills 

shortage. Within this category, the lack of appropriate skills has emerged as the most significant factor 

in terms of growth barriers. The key questions that helped unveil the resource shortages and their 
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influence on growth were the following: “Has resource shortage affected your business growth?”, 

“Do you see resource shortage as an impediment to corporate growth?”, and “Does it [resource 

shortage] prevent your company from growing?” 

Although it has been brought up in the interviews, the further research will not take the lack of capital 

into consideration as only one interviewee identified this as a growth-impeding factor, which in this 

case, admittedly, quite unsurprising is. 

Resource-related issue Frequency of 

identification as major 

impediment to growth 

during the interviews 

Significance 

Lacking skills 6 High 

Scarcity of human capital 6 High 

Seasonally-conditioned 

fluctuation of demand for 

workers 

2 Moderate 

Lacking capital 1 Low 

Table 3 Significance of resource-related issues; own illustration 

Based on the frequency of the occurrence of the above-outlined resource-related issues, the further 

research focuses on the lack of skills and the overall scarcity of human capital as these have revealed 

to be of greater significance. 

4.5. Solution-related findings 

The upcoming section deals with findings that emerged during the interviews and concern solutions 

to overcome resource shortages as growth obstacles. Since the interviewees stated various factors 

impeding their company’s growth, this paragraph is structured in a way that it examines the firm-

specific solutions based on the underlying resource-related issues. 

Torsten 

As for his company, “W”, Torsten finds that growth has been stagnating because of the lack of human 

capital. He points out that acquiring new talents has been by and large the firm’s most significant 

issue in the recent past. The lack of skills has been a problem that Torsten’s firm has had to cope with, 
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even though he emphasizes that people have to be recruited in the first place. Since he highlights that 

one way to corporate growth is to have more workers available as this will allow him to accept more 

projects, Torsten identifies three major leverage points to tackle the issue. Firstly, a solution has to be 

found for attracting more people in general. In this context, Torsten admits that his efforts to acquire 

new employees may not have been efficiently planned. By this, he refers to the recruitment channel 

as he has used mostly newspaper advertisements to gain potential employees’ attention. In the course 

of the interview, however, it surfaced that most of the firm’s recruitment has happened via word-of-

mouth recommendations. To address this problem, Torsten may examine the recruitment process in 

detail so that he can bundle his employee acquisition efforts into a structured and effective procedure. 

Secondly, even though the firm can manage to attract potential employees, there is still a significant 

discrepancy between the requirements of the job and the profile of the applicants. The major reason 

for this is the lack of proper training for this specific kind of job hence Torsten looks for experience 

in similar jobs. Still, then there is additional education and excessive on-the-job training necessary to 

teach and prepare the newly recruited worker. This, in turn, means further investment into human 

resources, and a lagged capitalization on the new recruits. At this point, a connection between the 

problem of lacking skills and capital requirements becomes obvious. On the one hand, the firm is in 

need of additional capital to organize the required training and on the other, capital is needed to bridge 

the time between recruitment until the additional workers pay off. 

Thirdly, Torsten identifies a way to induce new growth potential by circumventing the people-related 

resource shortage through business model innovation. This will be addressed at a later stage. He 

realizes that the majority of his firm’s growth impediments stem from the fact that it is difficult to 

recruit workers, especially talented ones. Reflecting on the course of the interview, Torsten considers 

a shift toward doing business in a way that allows for less dependency on skilled workers and thus 

may help to overcome the prevailing growth stagnation. 

Mathias 

Unlike Torsten, Mathias’ company has experienced significant growth over the past couple of years. 

This has been due to hiring new workers which has led to increased capacities and thus more projects 

have been accepted and completed. Mathias states that it was relatively easy to recruit new talent in 

the initial stages of the growth process. Accepting more projects as a consequence, then, required 

additional workers as depicted in Figure 14. Mathias further outlines that the recent growth has been 

driven not only by the additional employees but also by adjusting the business model. This change 
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followed the set-up of a management board which then induced some profound changes in the 

business model of the company. In addition to the business model redesign, fundamental processes 

and structures within the organization were revised and improved. Mathias stresses that this change 

of the business model was a major contributor to the recent growth of the firm. Moreover, he 

emphasizes that to keep growing the firm has to constantly review the business model and consider 

making adjustments according to the prevalent internal and external conditions. Another point, 

Mathias brings up, is related to tackling the lack of skills among potential employees. Internal 

education and promoting knowledge-sharing within the organization may help to overcome the lack 

of skills, knowledge, and experience. 

 

Figure 14 Ease of growth in the context of hiring and personnel demand; own illustration 

Kamil 

Kamil elucidates that the firm’s recent growth has been induced by a major shift in the business 

model. This shift was closely related to capital shortages which were overcome through altering the 

business model and obtaining new funding. The opportunity to attract additional capital if the business 

model changed, stated a major change in the external environment of the firm which offered great 

potential. Since Kamil considers growth a consequence of the company’s investments, capital is 

necessary to keep the firm growing. He further outlines that the business model should be closely 

watched and revised in order to match the requirements of investors. To him, this is an indispensable 

task whether or not the firm is dependent on external funding. Further, he states that the company has 
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been struggling with attracting skilled people in the recent past. Kamil emphasizes that without the 

right people with experience and training, it is a great challenge to achieve or maintain long-term 

corporate growth. 

4.6. Findings summary 

Having analyzed the data gathered in this exploratory interview round allows the researcher to draw 

some conclusions. What stands out from the analysis is that each interviewee defined growth from a 

different point of view. Also, what impeded or contributed to the growth of the respective companies 

was quite specific and closely related to the organization itself. Nevertheless, some commonalities 

and overlaps surfaced throughout the analysis which constitute the reference points for the further 

research. 

In the context of growth, the interviewees’ understanding of this concept can be summarized as 

having more disposable income available for the company to either invest in new projects, invest in 

human capital, drive sales, or increase profits. However, each respondent had a distinct understanding 

of growth which differed significantly from what the others said. What else has been revealed in the 

light of growth is that the factors causing and hindering growth do not occur individually but are an 

interwoven construct with various and wide-ranging implications. 

With regard to resource shortages, two major issues have crystallized: (1) difficulties related to 

employee attraction/recruiting and (2) a remarkable discrepancy between the desired and the actual 

skill set of potential employees. These two seem to have a major impact on corporate growth and 

therefore, require intense research. 

Another commonality has surfaced in the context of potential solutions to circumvent the labor 

shortage issue. All three interviewees mentioned business model and the innovation or re-design of 

such at some point during the conversations. Mathias has even experienced some kind of business 

model innovation in his company which played, to some extent, a role in the context of the underlying 

research topic. Kamil too referred to a major shift in the business model of his company that helped 

to overcome shortage-related problems. 

Based on these insights from this data gathering and in accordance with the abductive research 

approach, the following literature review was intended to find explanations for or make sense of these 

empirical observations. Therefore, the literature review was focused on the major findings of this data 

collection, namely corporate growth and labor shortage.  
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5. Literature review – part 1 

Reviewing literature related to the matter being researched is an indispensable step in any academic 

work as it not only provides the reader with necessary background information and knowledge but 

also guides the researcher and fosters a coherent and logical research structure (Webster & Watson, 

2002). Moreover, Webster and Watson point out that to compile a coherent review, researchers should 

decide on certain theories, models, or points of view that serve as a guideline. 

To begin with, the literature review is focused on corporate growth, resource shortages, and the 

relationship between these two phenomena as this master thesis aims to examine the impact of the 

latter on the former. The focus on these two subjects stems from the insights gained during the first 

data collection, elucidated in chapter 4. 

Due to the scope of this research project and in line with its structure, the initial literature review 

focuses exclusively on these two subjects and can be described as concept-centric. In general, the 

review process was restricted to academic literature written in English, containing mostly books, 

reports, and journal articles dealing with the underlying topics. 

For any review, the quality of the literature is crucial and must be closely watched. However, to avoid 

the common mistake of searching for literature by journals instead of searching by topic, the reviewed 

literature had been checked for its relevance to the research topic before being assessed in terms of 

its quality (Webster & Watson, 2002). The process of the literature review can be divided into three 

steps: (1) identifying relevant literature, (2) evaluating the literature’s quality, and (3) in-depth 

analysis of the content. 

Stage 1: Identification of relevant literature 

Relevant literature was identified by using keyword searches, browsing mainly Google Scholar and 

CBS libsearch. It was not restricted to these search engines nor exclusive to any specific databases. 

The found literature was then scanned to determine its relevance to the research topic. The keyword 

search was complemented by reviewing sources that had been cited in the literature found in the initial 

search process. This process of keyword searching, scanning literature, and reviewing cited literature 

was a repeated process ensuring a holistic view of the matter in question. 
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Stage 2: Evaluation of literature quality 

After identifying the relevant literature, its quality was assessed based on a set of criteria. To 

determine the quality of journal articles, the H-Index, the SJR-indicator, and the VHB-JOURQUAL3 

rankings served as guiding indicators. The H-Index refers to “the journal's number of articles (h) that 

have received at least h citations” (SCImago, 2007). The H-Index can also be used to evaluate 

individual scientists’ performances. The SJR-indicator is defined as an “average number of weighted 

citations received in the selected year by the documents published in the selected journal in the three 

previous years” (SCImago, 2007). Thus, it aims to account for the fact that some citations are more 

important than others and, by doing so, intends to give a more accurate evaluation of a journal’s 

influence. The VHB-JOURQUAL3 is a “ranking of journals relevant to business research based on 

evaluations by VHB’s members”, which defines a journal’s scientific quality based on “the degree to 

which the journal in question advances business research as an academic discipline” (German 

Academic Association for Business Research (VHB), 2018). 

Despite the tools used to evaluate the quality of the literature., the process is not clear-cut and leaves 

space for criticism. The H-Index is not homogeneously calculated. Bornmann et al. (2008), for 

instance, have found that the H-Index of some literature varies across the databases. On top of that, 

researchers argue about the meaningfulness of the H-Indicator as a sign of a researcher’s performance 

(Lutz Bornmann & Daniel, 2009). Bar-Ilan (2008) argues that the H-Index does not provide a holistic 

assessment of a scientist’s performance as it merely indicates that a researcher has published h papers 

of which each has been cited at least h times. The actual performance of the scientist in terms of 

citations, however, can be much higher. To illustrate this criticism, Figure 15 shows two scientists 

with the same H-Index but quite different publication records. While Scientist A has published fewer 

papers, they have been cited quite often. Scientist B boasts a longer publication record, nevertheless, 

his or her papers have been cited, on average and in total, significantly less often than Scientist A’s 

publications. 
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Figure 15 Two scientists with the same H-Index but very different publication records; adopted from Bornman and Daniel (2009) 

 

The SJR-Indicator has a major advantage over Thomson Scientific’s Journal Impact Factor (IF) as it 

not only considers the total number times a journal has been cited but also accounts for the quality of 

these citations (Falagas, Kouranos, Arencibia-Jorge, & Karageorgopoulos, 2008). The underlying 

assumption of the SJR-Indicator is that citations vary in quality and being cited by a journal with a 

strong impact has more meaning for the citation quality than being cited by a scientifically irrelevant 

journal. In the light of this, the SJR-Indicator prevents journals from being considered of high quality 

merely because of the easily influenceable number of total citations. It has restricted a journal’s self-

citation to a maximum of 33% hence its citation count cannot be artificially inflated (Falagas et al., 

2008; González-Pereira, Guerrero-Bote, & Moya-Anegón, 2009). One major drawback, identified by 

Falagas et al. (2008) is that the SJR-Indicator defines a journal’s prestige by its article citations 

divided by the number of total articles instead of the number of citable articles. They further point 

out that this method is mathematically correct, however, in practice, some types of articles such as 

news, editorials, or commentaries are rather unlikely to be cited. 

The VHB-JOURQUAL3 is, in contrast to the two previously outlined evaluation methods, a survey-

based ranking. In the evaluation, the quality of the articles published in a journal and the quality of 
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the journal’s review process is taken into account to guarantee a duo-dimensional assessment 

(Schrader & Hennig-Thurau, 2009). However, survey-based rankings by nature entail flaws. Schrader 

and Hennig-Thurau (2009) identify three major shortcomings: (1) respondents may not be suited for 

the assessment, (2) due to overstrain only a selection of journals is assessed through the survey 

respondents, and (3) researchers may not answer according to their perception but in their own 

interest. VHB (2018) themselves state that their evaluation is a subjective process dependent on the 

knowledge and experiences of the polled researchers and this leaves room for variation. 

Stage 3: In-depth analysis of the literature 

The literature identified as of proper quality was scanned for relevant content which was then read in 

its entirety to gain knowledge about the researched topic. For this master thesis, 127 pieces of 

literature have been reviewed with 74 of those being identified as relevant. Those 74 journals, books, 

reports, and papers have been read in their entirety to gain in-depth knowledge about the underlying 

research topic. 

5.1. Corporate growth 

As it has emerged as a major discrepancy among the interviewees during the initial data collection, 

the following paragraph examines the concept of growth, and to sheds light on its definitions, 

components, and meaning in a corporate context. 

What is growth? 

Finding a generic definition for corporate growth is quite a challenge as business owners, managers, 

and employees have various impressions of when their companies grow. Also, they may set their 

growth goals depending on their firm-specific intentions, leading to a variety of images on this 

concept. Podsakoff, MacKenzie, and Podsakoff (2016) put emphasis on accurate conceptual 

definitions and point out that the lack of these is a widespread problem. They define concept as “a 

cognitive symbol that has meaning for the scientific community that uses it” (2016, p. 161). Goertz 

adds that developing a concept entails “more than providing a definition: it is deciding what is 

important about an entity” (2006, p. 27). Podsakoff et al. (2016) state that concepts serve as common 

language for scientists and thus enable them to unambiguously communicate their ideas. Based on 

these findings, supplemented by the insights from the exploratory interviews, it is indispensable to 

define the concept of corporate growth in detail as it has surfaced that the interviewees’ 

understandings of corporate growth varied drastically. As this thesis examines corporate growth, the 
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impact of labor shortage, and potential ways to overcome these issues, conceptual clarity is a 

necessity. If not present, chances are that there will be a discrepancy between the concept and its 

measures (Goertz, 2006; Podsakoff et al., 2016). 

To view growth as a defined concept, the term must be defined in the first place. Referring to the 

dictionary, growth, in general, is defined as progressive development, increase, or expansion 

(Merriam-Webster, n.d.). In the realm of business, Canals (1999a, 1999e) defines growth as an 

increase in the value added in the long term. Further, he puts emphasis on the fact that growth is rather 

a means to achieve added value, and thus the survival of the firm. On top of that, he distinguishes 

between healthy and unhealthy growth which is, to some extent, in line with Dalton and Dalton’s 

(2006) ambivalent view, differentiating between organic and non-organic growth. They focus on 

organic growth which excludes external growth such as scale increases resulting from Mergers and 

Acquisitions. 

To ensure that a concept is defined as clearly and accurately as possible, Podsakoff et al. (2016) 

suggest identifying necessary, sufficient, and shared attributes of the concept. Canals (1999e) 

identifies five attributes that make up a model explaining growth in companies: (1) internal context, 

(2) external context, (3) strategic investment decisions, (4) resources and capabilities, and (5) 

business concept. He further stresses that growth is dependent on these five features simultaneously 

as they constitute parts of an intertwined construct. Dalton and Dalton (2006), in contrast, frame 

growth as a dichotomy – growth that occurs organically opposed to non-organic, externally occurring 

growth. They also formulate attributes of growth by stating that organic growth stems from internal 

expansion, which is further specified as customer relationship improvement. 

Considering the above-outlined attributes coupled with sharp exclusions allows for a more accurate 

understanding of the concept of growth. As Podsakoff et al. highlight, “a concept is more than 

providing a definition: it is deciding what is important about an entity” (2016, p. 161). Thus, taking 

research findings from the literature as well as the definitions of the interviewees in the first data 

collection into account, Table 4 gives an overview of the concept, going beyond a mere definition 

and incorporating what is essential to growth in a corporate context. 
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RESEARCHER 

/INTERVIEWEE 

DEFINITION WHAT IS 

GROWTH 

KEY 

ATTRIBUTES 

WHAT IS 

GROWTH 

NOT 

CANALS 

(1999A, 1999E) 

Increase in the 

firm's value added 

in the long term 

❖ Outcome of 

innovation 

❖ Development 

of sustainable 

competitive 

advantages 

❖ Means for 

achieving 

higher value 

added 

❖ Process that 

may be 

necessary for 

corporate 

survival 

❖ Internal 

and 

external 

contexts 

❖ Strategic 

investment 

decisions 

❖ Resources 

and 

capabilities 

❖ Business 

concept 

❖ Market 

share or 

size 

❖ Increase in 

firm size 

❖ A 

company’s 

goal 

❖ A 

guarantee 

of value 

creation 

DALTON AND 

DALTON (2006) 

Organic growth 

equals a firm’s 

growth rate 

excluding 

increases from 

takeovers, 

acquisitions, or 

mergers 

❖ Organic 

❖ Result of 

selling a 

greater 

quantity of a 

product/service 

to current or 

new customers 

❖ Results from 

selling at a 

higher price 

❖ Internal 

❖ Customer 

relationship 

focus 

❖ A result of 

an Merger 

and 

Acquisition 

TORSTEN Increase in the 

company’s 

bottom line 

❖ A consequence 

of strategic 

orchestration 

of resources 

supplemented 

by an efficient 

way of 

monetization 

❖ Resources 

❖ Business 

Model 

❖ Internal 

and 

external 

contexts 

❖ Revenue 

increase 

MATHIAS Increase in any of 

a number of 

factors 

❖ Revenue 

incline 

❖ More 

employees 

❖ Increased 

number of 

projects 

❖ Talents 

❖ Business 

Model 

❖ Mere profit 

increase 

KAMIL Investments in 

any form 

❖ Any kind of 

investments 

contributing to 

the company 

❖ Internal 

and 

external 

contexts 

❖ Mere profit 

or other 

defined 

variables 

Table 4 Conceptualization of growth; own illustration 
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Why is growth relevant? 

As research has shown, growth is quite a complex construct with various components, objectives, and 

definitions (Canals, 1999a). Why is growth relevant in spite of the fact that it is not a company’s 

overarching purpose? Yet, it is a multifarious phenomenon with implications for organizations’ profit, 

talent, capital, and competitiveness among others and thus brings along immense potential but also 

downsides (Canals, 1999a). Further, Canals (1999a) highlights that firms must be aware of growth as 

a process because it might be necessary to ensure the survival of the organization. It would be absurd 

to ignore growth “because it can be good for some firms, but also a disaster for others” (Canals, 

1999a, p. 22). 

How do companies attain growth? 

When it comes to the factors impacting corporate growth, Canals (1999e) follows a holistic approach 

and emphasizes that growth is a result of strategically employing and incorporating a number of 

factors. Further, he states that none of the factors alone but only a combination of them can evoke 

growth. Different growth paths should not be compared without diligent examination as they are 

idiosyncratic and have to match a certain company, market, or industry (Canals, 1999b). In addition, 

researchers have come up with numerous views on growth with each of them reviewing the concept 

from a different angle. Table 5 outlines some of the existing views of growth on a corporate level. 

Each one of them is centered on different variables, such as firm size, knowledge, capabilities, 

corporate strategy, business portfolio, and resource accumulation among others. 

In the light of these views, we can draw some parallels by looking at the previously outlined growth 

concept in Table 4. From the literature and the findings of the qualitative data collection, the growth 

definitions overlap partly with the resource-based theory, the evolutionary view, and the corporate 

strategy approach. 

Besides these views of corporate growth, Canals (1999e) presents a conceptual model intended to 

illustrate what plays into the phenomenon of growth. This is depicted in Figure 16. Within a firm’s 

internal context, Canals (1999e) highlights the structure, a sense of purpose, corporate culture, and 

the role of top management. He attributes special influencing power to these four. By external context, 

Canals refers to opportunities arising from new customers, markets, or products, for instance. In order 

for any firm to efficiently harness these opportunities, it has to deploy its resources and capabilities. 

Moreover, five dimensions have been defined to make sense of growth opportunities: changing 
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industries, the perception of customer needs, customers that become growth impediments, growth 

opportunities determined by competitors’ behavior, and complementary products playing a role 

(Canals, 1999e). Not only do industries and customers’ needs change, but new competitors constantly 

try to enter the markets, threatening the incumbents and forcing them to observe and react to these 

changes. In the light of these perils, companies have to keep moving forward to prevent being rolled 

over. Another component playing a key role in the realm of corporate growth is the business concept 

(Canals, 1999e). Once a firm has examined their internal and external contexts, it has to adapt their 

business model accordingly. Canals emphasizes that a common pitfall is to go with any business 

model instead of strategically reflecting on the firm’s context and diligently adjusting it (1999e). By 

employing strategic investment decisions, the four above-outlined impact factors are orchestrated to 

tap the firm’s full growth potential. 

View of growth Understanding of growth Researcher 

The Microeconomic approach Growth is the result of the 

firm’s adjustment to a 

supposed optimal size 

Coase (1937) 

Williamson (1973) 

The resource-based theory Growth is the process of 

resource accumulation with 

the firm being a combination 

of resources 

Penrose (2009) 

The evolutionary view Growth is the result of 

interactions of the firm’s 

routines and knowledge 

Nelson and Winter (1982) 

The corporate-strategy 

approach 

Growth results from an 

efficient use of organizational 

capabilities and resources 

Chandler (1962) 

Growth is implicit in the 

firm’s corporate strategy 

Andrews (1980) 

Growth is driven by the gap 

between the current business 

portfolio and the desirable one 

Ansoff (1987) 

Table 5 Various views of growth; own illustration, derived from Canals (1999) 
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Figure 16 Growth impact factors, adopted from Canals (1999b) 

Growth-impeding factors 

The previous section gave an overview of the factors impacting corporate growth and the upcoming 

one will examine what limits a company’s growth.  

Canals emphasizes that if a firm is unable to grow, the productive opportunity must be limited 

(1999d). To clarify this, he comes up with the concept of strategic harmony which is the “concordance 

of all of the firm's activities with each other and with the firm's strategy, organization, and external 

context” (Canals, 1999d, p. 2). Nonetheless, the orchestration of all these parts and their incorporation 

into a feasible entity hosts a variety of hurdles. As outlined earlier, the internal context must not be 

neglected, and a firm can only grow sustainably if proper corporate structures are in place (Canals, 

1999e). The challenge for companies, however, lies in being able to adapt, id est to change, when the 

external context requires. This, of course, implies adjustments at the business concept level to ensure 

that the firm gets back to a state of strategic harmony. Canals (1999d) divides strategic harmony into 

three dimensions: strategic harmony between a firm's strategy and its context, between a firm's 

strategy and organization, and between the firm's activities and its strategy. He further claims that the 

presence of disharmony or even the mere lack of strategic harmony may severely hamper business 

growth. In detail, Canals emphasizes three specifically hefty types of disharmony (illustrated in 

Appendix 1): 

• Between the strategy and the external context 

• Between the strategy and the resources/capabilities 

• Between the growth strategy and its implementation  
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5.2. Labor shortage 

Besides a shortage of skilled people, there are several other resources that, if they become scarce, 

may impede a company’s growth. However, due to the researcher’s background knowledge and the 

findings of the first data collection, this thesis’ focus remains on the shortage particularly of talented 

workers and workers in general. Research has revealed that these two issues are related and 

Dychtwald, Erickson, and Morison (2006) highlight that a skills shortage precedes a general workers 

shortage. 

In the first place, we must review how research defines talent. Unsurprisingly, there are several 

definitions and companies seem to have their own understanding of talent, what it is and what it 

entails. According to Merriam-Webster, talent is “a special often athletic, creative, or artistic aptitude” 

or else “general intelligence or mental power” (“Talent,” 2018). Hughes and Rog (2008) define talent 

as individuals who are capable of significantly improving a company’s performance. Critical at this 

point is that this ability not only refers to future but also current employees. Moreover, some 

researchers use talent and human capital interchangeably and thus summarize skills, knowledge, and 

competencies in these terms (Nijs, Gallardo-Gallardo, Dries, & Sels, 2014). As Nijs et al. (2014) 

further outline, this human capital can be assessed according to value and uniqueness. The former 

can be seen in the light of an employee’s potential contribution to the organization’s core 

competencies as well as competitive position, whereas the latter refers to the difficulty of replacing 

employees in their positions  (Nijs et al., 2014). 

According to Lepak and Snell (2002), employees are only considered as talented if both, value and 

uniqueness exist. However, Becker and Huselid (2006) emphasize that talent in terms of value and 

uniqueness still is highly dependent on the organization itself and its context. Nijs et al. (2014) further 

argue that a resource-based view on talent is not appropriate as it is solely centered on value added 

for the company, and thus lacks the human component such as psychological idiosyncrasies. Even 

though they point out that the construct talent lacks clarity in terms of its definition and scope, they 

develop their own definition and state that “Talent refers to systematically developed innate abilities 

of individuals that are deployed in activities they like, find important, and in which they want to invest 

energy” (Nijs et al., 2014, p. 7f.). They further outline that talent “enables individuals to perform 

excellently in one or more domains of human functioning, operationalized as performing better than 

other individuals of the same age or experience, or as performing consistently at their personal best” 

(2014, p. 7f.). This seems to be a more holistic definition of talent. 
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However, McKinsey goes even further, and comes up with a seemingly all-encompassing definition 

of talent that is “the sum of a person's abilities… his or her intrinsic gifts, skills, knowledge, 

experience, intelligence, judgment, attitude, character and drive [and] it also includes his or her ability 

to learn and grow” (Michaels et al., 2001, p. xii). 

Since talent management is a complex and wide-ranging topic itself within the domain of human 

resource management, in this thesis the scope of the topic review is delimited to components that are 

relevant for investigating the underlying research question. Talking about talent, research comes up 

with numerous issues related to this concept. Talent identification, acquisition, and retention are 

among the most re-occurring terms in this context. 

In the context of talent identification, acquisition, and retention, the term war for talent comes up in 

research repeatedly, elucidating the magnitude of the issue (Beechler & Woodward, 2009; Brady, 

Bolchover, & Sturgess, 2012; Charbonnier-Voirin, Poujol, & Vignolles, 2016; Knox & Freeman, 

2006; Tarique & Schuler, 2010). As for the causes of this global talent war, research suggests a host 

of reasons such as a changing demographic trends, enhanced mobility of people and organizations, 

an unprecedented and steadily changing business environment, increasing workforce diversity, global 

communication, innovations and new technology among others (Beechler & Woodward, 2009; 

Tarique & Schuler, 2010). Research in the realm of talent shortage highlights that this is not a problem 

restricted to any particular regions or industries as it appears to be a prevalent issue across the globe 

and a variety of industries (Tarique & Schuler, 2010). 

What are the specific reasons for an existing shortage of talented craftsmen? Kashiwagi and Massner 

(n.d.) identify low wages, a vague career path, safety issues, and the lack of a skilled training program 

as obvious problems contributing to this issue. They further emphasize that price pressure and high 

competition require construction companies to bid at low prices and the workers to work longer for 

less pay. These factors, Kashiwagi and Massner conclude, are perfect conditions for attracting 

unskilled and low-performance workers. However, they also come up with suggestions on how to 

solve this problem: (1) educate all players that bidding at low prices is harmful to every party, (2) 

base the decision-making on more objective factors by referring to performance information, and (3) 

promote higher wage for proven performance. 

Even though Kashiwagi and Massner (n.d.) paint quite an unfavorable picture of the construction 

industry, a 2017 report by STATISTA (Construction Statista Industry Report, 2017) reveals that the 

industry grew by 6% in terms of revenue from 2015 to 2016. The forecasted compound growth rate 
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to 2021 even surpasses the 3% mark and overall, employment numbers have increased. In the report’s 

SWOT analysis, one strength and one opportunity that apply to “W” especially stand out: (1) being 

highly specialized in niches and (2) high need for comprehensive refurbishment in the upcoming 

years. This illustrates the enormous potential for construction businesses like “W”. On the other hand, 

a survey conducted by Deloitte (2011) shows that 80% of the respondents anticipate the greatest 

hiring challenges in the next years in skilled production, craftsmanship being one among others. Other 

sources confirm the existence of such a skill shortage and point to the global scale of this issue 

(Beechler & Woodward, 2009; Deloitte et al., 2009). At this point, it has to be noted that the literature 

does not have a clear answer on how to solve this problem, therefore, additional empirical research 

is necessary.  
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6. Data collection – second take 

Following the initial exploratory interviews and the subsequent literature review, another round of 

data collection takes places. Referring to the abductive research process, the first iteration has been 

completed and the researcher digs into the empirical part to surface additional insights and further the 

research. Figure 17 below helps to remind the reader where we are in the research process. 

 

Figure 17 The current stage in the research process; adopted from Kovács and Spens (2005) 

 

At this point of the research, it seems most proper to make use of participant observation which 

Saunders et al. (2009) consider a valuable tool in business and management research if combined 

with other methods. Thus, the researcher has decided to supplement this method with in-depth 

interviews which are informal, non-directive, and are referred to as informant interviews (Saunders 

et al., 2009). Since this part of the research is of an exploratory nature, the combination of 

unstructured interviews and participant observation appears to be a well-suited method to uncover 

new insights and complement the findings of the first iteration in the process of the abductive 

research. Moreover, unstructured in-depth interviews may be preferred when the questions are 

complex and open-ended (Saunders et al., 2009). Due to the fact that this part of the research is 

especially critical, the researcher tries to get information of the highest possible quality. An advantage 

of interviews compared to surveys, is that the researcher can control who is answering the questions. 

Furthermore, Saunders et al. (2009) stress the flexibility of such interviews, as they allow the 
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researcher to make adjustments throughout the course of the interview as well as in the data collection 

process if necessary. 

Regarding the data quality of these methods, Saunders et al. (2009) point out three issues related to 

in-depth interviews: (1) reliability, (2) biases, and (3) validity or generalizability. They emphasize 

that reliability in qualitative research refers to “whether alternative researchers would reveal similar 

information” (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 326). This is connected to the interviewer and the interviewee 

biases. The former relates to how interviewers influence the respondent’s answers through the way 

that they ask the questions, use of non-verbal communication, or their ability to build rapport 

(Saunders et al., 2009). The latter, according to Saunders et al., refers to the interviewees’ propensity 

to distort the answers as some responses may contain sensitive information which the interviewees 

may not be willing to share. Lastly, Saunders et al. highlight potential issues regarding the validity or 

generalizability of the collected data. While the researcher may produce valid data by diligently 

designing the interviews, especially paying attention to clarifying the respondents’ answers and 

painting a holistic picture, such data will not be generalizable due to the unrepresentative number of 

cases (Saunders et al., 2009). Nonetheless, this research method is appropriate in the light of the 

overall research design. As outlined earlier, Kovács and Spens (2005) highlight that abduction intends 

to allow the researcher to distinguish between generalizable and situation-specific components of the 

case, and thus is not limited to produce generalizations. 

6.1. Data analysis 

The in-depth interview round consists of three face-to-face interviews with higher-level employees 

of “W”. As Saunders et al. (2009) stress, this method, complemented by participant observations, is 

a proper means to get a deeper insight into what is going on inside the firm. The three interviewees 

have strong ties to the researcher, which is crucial at this point as the high degree of mutual trust 

allows for high-quality knowledge sharing. As addressed earlier, the relationships between the 

researcher and the respondents may have biased some of the answers, however, the researcher was 

aware of this during the research and tried to minimize such. Saunders et al. (2009) point to the 

interviewer and the interviewee biases as potential issues regarding data quality. The researcher tried 

to prevent the interviewer bias by keeping a neutral position, making sure the respondents understood 

the question fully and keeping verbal and non-verbal behavior balanced. The problem with the 

interviewee bias has been outlined earlier and due to the close relationship between the interviewees 

and the researcher, this trust issue can be mainly neglected. Saunders et al. (2009) also emphasize 
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that it is crucial to have a clear understanding of the aspects of the interviews and an interview theme. 

This theme is based on the findings of the initial data collection round and the insights gained from 

the literature review. The theme has been adjusted throughout the process as insights from the 

participant observations were included to bring forth the research. Therefore, the interviewees 

received a pamphlet with the interview themes as suggested by Saunders et al. (2009). This ensured 

that ambiguities could be resolved before the interviews and enabled the participants to prepare so 

that the time during the interview could be used efficiently. The reason for the focus on “W” is that 

this is where the underlying research problem for this thesis originated. It seems appropriate to focus 

on “W” as case company since the problem is distinct, and the researcher can access internal 

knowledge, and thus unveil vital insights. All three interviews were conducted in the participants’ 

native language (German) to ensure that communication issues did not hamper the knowledge 

exchange. The interviews were conducted at the headquarters of “W” so that the respondents were in 

familiar surroundings. The interview length varied between five and fifteen minutes. 

The participant observations and the interviews happened in parallel hence the insights gained from 

both methods could be used to complement each other and were thus of greater value than if they 

were separate. The participant observations took place over a two-week period with six days of 

observations at diverse construction sites with various teams and co-workers which enabled the 

researcher to get a holistic view into the situation. Gill and Johnson (2002) come up with four different 

roles a researcher can adopt as illustrated in Figure 18. The roles of the observer as participant and 

participant as observer entail that the research purpose is disclosed hence the research itself becomes 

transparent to all parties involved (Saunders et al., 2009). If researchers take on the role of a complete 

participant or complete observer, Saunders et al. explain, they act incognito, id est they do not reveal 

themselves as researchers. For this master thesis, the researcher took on the role of the complete 

participant as this entails one major advantage, namely the behavior of the construction workers 

would not be influenced by the researcher’s presence. Furthermore, the researcher has already worked 

with many of the coworkers, and thus the level of trust is relatively high ensuring less-biased insights. 

Acting incognito was crucial for this method to be of value and taking on the role of a complete 

observer could have been suspicious. The culture in construction and craftsmanship is quite particular 

in a sense that watching and not working is despised. Therefore, the role of the complete participant 

is the most proper choice for the purpose of this research. 
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Figure 18 Participant observation roles of a researcher; adopted from Saunders et al. (2009) 

6.2. Findings 

The findings of the combination of in-depth interviews and participant observations proved to be 

quite insightful. First and foremost, it has proved that the skill levels of the construction workers vary 

significantly. This could be determined on the basis of the speed of task completion and the quality 

of the output. On several occasions throughout the observations the work of supposedly low-skilled 

colleagues had to be corrected by their fellows. What else stood out during the observations is that 

assumed high-skilled colleagues appeared to work more smoothly and with fewer interruptions. 

During the interviews, it surfaced that there is an ambiguity prevalent when defining talent. 

Furthermore, the respondents pointed out that there is no clear way of measuring and distinguishing 

talent. The way it is done currently is by granting potential employees an employment probation, 

observing them at work at the construction site, and analyzing feedback from colleagues. The 

appropriateness of this process is arguable, however, during the interviews, no-one came up with a 

better way of doing this. What could be determined from most of the existing talent definitions in 

literature, is that the businesses should focus on matching employees’ skills and talents with the tasks. 

As Becker and Huselid (2006) highlight, how companies define talent is quite unique and thus the 

definition of Lepak and Snell (2002) comes close to the interviewees’ response in this matter. They 

point out that talents entail value and uniqueness where the latter refers to the difficulty of replacing 

an employee. This coincides with what the three interviews revealed. 
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Another interesting point regarding employee attraction revealed during the interviews is that the 

recruitment channels may not have been efficient in the past. A large number of employees have 

applied and been hired due to word-of-mouth. However, “W” had spent most of their time and money 

advertising positions through local newspaper postings, even though a clear majority of the current 

employees do not even read these. Torsten admitted that “W” should make some effort to get an 

understanding of what kind of people they wanted to attract and recruit. Based on this, they could 

find other recruitment channels and then they might get a clearer picture of potential employees and 

their fit for the position. Nevertheless, Torsten emphasizes that the firm not only has difficulty 

recruiting proper candidates, but it has a problem attracting any potential workers at all.  

As for the suggestions and findings in the literature, the respondents agreed that overall these could 

somehow reduce the severity of the problem. However, Torsten points out that making significant 

changes within the industry might take a long time and may fail completely. He further stresses that 

“W” and other industry players cannot wait too long as they are losing profits on one hand and are 

concerned about the scarcity of financial resources on the other. What all three interviewees 

highlighted is that the company is searching for a quick-to-implement solution to help “W” to grow 

consistently in the long term. 

Bringing the insights from both data collection methods together, one major finding stands out as 

having the potential to circumvent the prevalent employee shortage hassle. The most obvious 

discovery from the participant observations is that the employees do indeed have significantly 

differing skillsets. To put it differently, certain tasks require certain abilities and matching the 

workers’ skills with the difficulty level of the task is challenging. Discussing this with the three 

interviewees led to the insight that “W” could lower the difficulty level of the tasks in general, hence 

more people could qualify to accomplish those tasks at a high-quality level. This poses a major turning 

point in this research. Again, the observations at the construction site, coupled with the interview 

sessions seemed to bring along invaluable insights as the topic business model emerged. Since there 

was no obvious solution figured out up to that point, Torsten suggested that a significant shift in how 

the company operates might be needed to cope with this issue. 
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7. Literature review – part 2 

Since it came up as a major point of interest and is even seen as a potential solution to the underlying 

problem of the labor resource shortage, this chapter deals with business models. Firstly, the term will 

be defined. 

7.1. The business model 

The following paragraph is centered on the business model, also referred to as business concept. In 

order to create a business model that is capable of spurring or re-igniting growth, the elements making 

up a business model have to be considered. Canals (1999c) lists five core elements: a strategic vision, 

knowledge about customers’ future needs, a value chain, the linkage of the vision and the value chain, 

and choices among alternatives. Gassmann, Frankenberger, and Csik (2013) reduce the definition of 

a business model to four dimensions as depicted in Figure 19. According to them, the architecture of 

a business revolves around the target customer, what the customer values, the structures and the 

processes needed to build and distribute the value proposition, and the model behind the revenue 

generation. As a result of extensive research, they have identified 55 business models featuring certain 

core elements that can be found in other business models in varying contexts. With regards to this, 

they emphasize that business model innovation is often a mere assembly of other business models’ 

features (Gassmann et al., 2013). Osterwalder and Pigneur sum up the essentials of a business model 

by defining it as something that “describes the rationale of how an organization creates, delivers, and 

captures value” (2010, p. 14). Moreover, they developed a concept that serves as a common language 

not only to better understand what a business model is but also to enable generic discussions on how 

to improve it. Contrary to the previously outlined business model descriptions, Osterwalder’s and 

Pigneur’s (2010) Business Model Canvas evolves from nine building blocks that give a holistic 

overview of any business. While Gassmann et al. (2013) came up with the magic triangle (Figure 19) 

to illustrate the core components that are crucial to a business model definition in general, the 

Business Model Canvas (Figure 20) by Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010) rather serves as tool for 

entrepreneurs and managers to understand companies’ business models in detail. Johnson, 

Christensen, and Kagermann (2008) also break the business model down to four elements that 

together create value: (1) the customer value proposition, (2) the profit formula, (3) the key resources, 

and (4) the key processes. Chesbrough defines a business model as “a way to create value for a 

business and then to capture at least some of that value for the organization” (2014, p. 90). Jackson’s 

definition is quite simplistic as well and corresponds with Chesbrough’s as he states that “a business 
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model describes how a company plans to make money” and further that “it is not what you do, but 

how you make money doing what you do” (2007, p. 192). In the light of all these existing, yet 

significantly different business model definitions, Foss and Saebi (2018) indicate a lack of construct 

clarity which could be one reason for the lack of profound theory-building and empirical testing in 

this realm. Moreover they stress that “only a handful of studies have succeeded in linking BMI 

[business model innovation] with increased competitiveness, innovativeness or other measures of 

firm performance” (Foss & Saebi, 2018, p. 17) which is due to the above-described construct clarity. 

 

Figure 19 The Magic Triangle, adopted from Gassmann et al. (2013) 

 

Figure 20 The Business Model Canvas; adopted from Osterwalder & Pigneur (2010) 
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Now that the term has been defined, how can business models help companies to overcome stagnating 

growth? Ries came up with a concept called the engine of growth, which is a “mechanism that startups 

use to achieve sustainable growth” (2011, p. 207). By using automobiles as metaphors for companies, 

he highlights that in order for a car to drive, two components are necessary: the internal engine and 

the feedback loop between the driver and the steering wheel. Paying utmost attention to these two 

elements is indispensable for any firm since “unless the timing of this feedback loop is managed 

precisely, the engine will sputter and break down” (Ries, 2011, p. 30). The role of the driver is crucial 

insofar as he or she is in charge of steering the car and making adjustments according to the feedback 

given by the steering wheel. The comparison between businesses, cars, and rocket ships highlights 

the importance of constantly revising the business model. Cars can and have to be steered throughout 

the journey whereas rocket ships are programmed in advance; and businesses are like cars (Ries, 

2011). 

7.2. The fourth era of innovation 

Complementing Ries’ emphasis on the innovative part of business models, it has been made clear that 

business models are not static constructs; instead, they can, and should be, reflected on constantly. 

To remain relevant in the contemporary economic landscape, it is critical for businesses to focus on 

their business models and engage in innovative development (Butler & Tischler, n.d.). According to 

Anthony (2012), past are the days of the lone inventors, corporate R&D labs, and venture-capital-

backed startups. As Ries points out, “a company’s only sustainable path to long-term economic 

growth is to build an ‘innovation factory’” (2011, p. 43). The time has come for companies to compete 

on an unprecedented level – through their business models. 

How can this be done? Referring back to the magic triangle by Gassmann et al. (2013), business 

model innovation is defined by significantly changing at least two of the four components of the 

triangle. Gassmann et al. also refer to this as “[b]eat your competitor without trying to beat your 

competitor” (2013, p. 2). They furthermore stress that product innovation is not enough. This goes in 

hand with Agapiou, Price, and McCaffer (1995) who state that redesigning the construction methods 

might be a potential solution to the underlying problem. One suggestion Agapiou et al. (1995)  make 

resonates with the major finding from the second data collection round; that technological 

advancements may lead to traditional craft skills becoming redundant. They specifically suggest that 

this could be done by using prefabricated components reducing the variety and level of tasks. 

However, Agapiou et al. (1995) further highlight that this might solve the problem of talent shortage 
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but organizations will still have to attract workers somehow. To ensure that the considerably low-

skilled workers still able to cope with the simplified tasks, they suggest trainings. 

Johnson (2010) describes business model innovation differently by outlining that it occurs as a 

consequence of an unveiling opportunity for a company. He comes up with a new term for the 

situation when an opportunity emerges to serve new customers in a fundamentally different way or 

to enter a new market and the fit with the current organization is rather poor. Johnson defines the 

White Space as something subjective and as “activities that lie far outside a firm’s usual way of 

working [and as something that] presents a series of unique and perplexing challenges to that 

organization” (2010, p. 8). 

 

Figure 21 The White Space; adopted from Johnson (2010) 

 

What is interesting about the white space is that it “presents a tantalizing opportunity” (M. W. 

Johnson, 2010, p. 8) to spur or re-ignite a firm’s growth. However, Johnson stresses that exploring 

the white space is quite risky, as the firm’s knowledge, by definition, is low. Referring to Figure 21 

above, Johnson (2010) highlights that companies can also grow by developing their core business or 

moving to adjacencies, but there will be a point when the potential of these two methods reaches a 

threshold, and then companies face a growth gap. In the past, Johnson explains, companies tried to 

overcome this gap by acquiring undervalued but profitable companies to buy growth. However, in 

most cases, this did not work, and the firms had to bear the consequences of those “bubble plays they 

were” (M. W. Johnson, 2010, p. 12). Therefore, companies have to go another path, go beyond their 
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core, develop new skills and strengths, and “innovate the very theory of the business itself” (M. W. 

Johnson, 2010, p. 13). This is what Johnson refers to as business model innovation.  

On the contrary, Girotra and Netessine (2014) that business model innovation does not necessarily 

involve new technology or entering entirely new markets. Instead, it is all about “delivering existing 

products that are produced by existing technologies to existing markets” (Girotra & Netessine, 

2014) and since those changes are often invisible to outsiders, it is difficult for competitors to 

copy. In addition, Girotra and Netessine (2014) point out that decisions regarding business model 

innovation often involve a high degree of uncertainty, and have to be made before the firm can 

acquire much information. This is in line with Johnson (2010) who states that white space 

exposure is a highly risky affair. 

As a potential solution to the lack of information and the consequent risk in decision making, 

Girotra and Netessine (2014) suggest three ways: (1) postponing the decision, (2) changing the order 

of the decisions, and (3) splitting up key decisions. An alternative way is to change the decision maker 

and therefore, companies should: (1) appoint a better-informed decision maker, (2) pass the risk to 

the party that can best cope with the consequences, or (3) select the decision maker with the greatest 

share to gain (Girotra & Netessine, 2014). In contrast to Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010), who state 

that business model innovation entails changes in at least two elements of the magic triangle, Johnson, 

Christensen, and Kagermann (2008) emphasize that business model innovation is needed when all 

four elements require significant changes. They further identify five circumstances that call for a shift 

in the business model: (1) addressing the needs of large groups through disruptive innovation, (2) 

capitalizing on a new technology, (3) bringing a job-to-be-done focus where none yet exists, (4) 

fending off low end disrupters, and (5) responding to a shifting competition base. 

What sticks out in this context is that most of these situations feature an opportunity the company can 

take advantage of by shifting the business model. Futterer, Schmidt, and Heidenreich (2018) agree 

on that by stating that often, the objective of business model innovation is to strengthen the firm’s 

competitiveness and enhance its performance. They also point out that this kind of innovation features 

a major advantage as it is difficult to imitate which is in line with Girotra’s and Netessine’s (2014) 

view. Chesbrough (2014) comes up with five alternative ways to innovate a business model: (1) 

converting fixed assets into more flexible ones, (2) changing the target customer, (3) redesigning the 

value chain and making it more efficient, (4) changing the revenue stream, and (5) connecting to or 
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creating a larger network. Jackson comes up with defining business model innovation as “an 

important change to a company’s existing business model” (2007, p. 192). 

Futterer et al. describe a positive relationship between innovation and growth and point to “evidence 

for the causal direction from innovation on future performance” (2018, p. 68). However, some 

researchers point out that empirical evidence is not existent (Foss & Saebi, 2018; Futterer et al., 2018). 

Chesbrough (2010; 2007) emphasizes the need for business model innovation to facilitate growth and 

foster profitability if the current business model is no longer effective. Jackson (2007) also points out 

that business model innovation is essential to corporate growth. Wei, Yang, Sun, and Gu (2014) find 

that business model innovation can promote corporate growth. Yet their study was based on business 

model innovation being complemented by technological innovation to some extent. Foss and Saebi 

(2018) highlight the significance of business models and business model innovation as such enable 

companies to prosper despite the lack of significant resources or under unfavorable industry 

circumstances. 

Verhoeven and Johnson (2017) distinguish between business model innovation and business model 

development where the former refers to capitalizing on an opportunity and the latter to reacting to a 

threat. They further point out that a potential driver (threat) for business model development may be 

resources or a lack of those. The major differences between the two concepts are illustrated in Figure 

22. 

 

Figure 22 Differentiation of business model innovation and business model development; adopted from Verhoeven and Johnson 

(2017) 
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8. Results and propositions 

Having conducted two rounds of qualitative data collection and two corresponding literature reviews, 

this chapter is delimited to formulate propositions as a result of this research. The abductive research 

approach and the grounded theory methodology were intended to shed light on the issue of prevalent 

labor shortage, its impeding effects on corporate growth, and how this obstacle might be overcome. 

Firstly, it has crystallized during the research is that the conceptualization of key terms such as 

corporate growth, labor shortage, or business model innovation are fundamental. The literature review 

as well as the empirical parts of the research have revealed that ambiguity exists in the use of these 

terms. 

Secondly, the empirical observations have disclosed that the shortage of labor, and specifically the 

shortage of talent, are major obstacles to the growth of the companies that have been examined in this 

research. These problems and their effect of corporate growth have been confirmed by literature. 

Thirdly, Business Model Innovation has evolved as a potential solution to the underlying problem. 

Adjusting the business model has been identified as a way to circumvent labor or talent shortage and 

thus may facilitate a firm’s growth. However, this research has not been able to show how Business 

Model Innovation can overcome labor shortage and contribute to corporate growth. 

To sum up, a company that faces labor or talent shortage and has identified these as major 

impediments to the firm’s growth, this master thesis has found that key terms should be clarified at 

first, for instance, by conceptualizing them. Even though there are several ways to address these 

problems, this research has found that Business Model Innovation is a solution that firms should 

consider.  
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9. Conclusion 

In this section, the findings of this master thesis will be summarized and discussed. Thereafter, the 

research’s limitations will be outlined, followed by suggestions for future research. 

9.1. Discussion 

This master thesis researched the problem of labor shortage and its impact on companies’ growth. 

The complexity of the underlying topic and the developments throughout the research calls for a 

discussion on the findings. 

During the research it has been found that conceptualization of key terms might be vital. Not only in 

the literature but also in the empirical observations it has proved that terms playing a key role in this 

master thesis are not unambiguously defined. The interviewees have defined corporate growth in 

significantly different ways. Also, research is divided over the concept of growth (Canals, 1999e; 

Dalton & Dalton, 2006; Podsakoff et al., 2016). However, Goertz (2006) and Podsakoff et al. (2016) 

emphasize that conceptualizing key terms is indispensable, especially for researchers so that future 

research is compatible with what has been researched on this topic. As for practical concerns, a 

conceptualization of corporate growth might not be necessary, as businesses have their own 

understanding of what growth implies. Nevertheless, firms should be clear about their own definition 

of growth in order to be able to address existing issue related to this. 

In terms of resource shortages, two types have stuck out in this research. The researcher had initially 

anticipated labor to play a key role for companies and their growth. However, a skills shortage has 

emerged as a severe issue not only to the companies examined in this research. Dychtwald et al. 

(2006) stress that a skills shortage precedes a general labor shortage. This calls for shifting the focus 

away from labor shortage toward talent or skills shortage as it has unveiled as severe and urgent issue. 

Therefore, businesses should focus on the talent shortage and put effort into finding potential 

solutions to this problem. Due to the global scope of this issue, companies must pay attention to it 

even though they are not yet facing any labor or talent shortage (Beechler & Woodward, 2009; 

Tarique & Schuler, 2010). Despite labor and talent shortage, there are several other factors 

influencing firms’ growth and thus, companies are called to examine the relation of these factors and 

their growth on an individual level. 

As for a potential solution to the problem of labor and talent shortage, surprisingly, business model 

innovation has surfaced. During the interviews, business model innovation has come up multiple 
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times in relation to potential ways to overcome the obstacle of labor shortage. Again, 

conceptualization has proved to play a role in the realm of business model innovation as the 

understanding of this concept has shown to be ambiguous in literature as well as in the empirical data 

(Gassmann et al., 2013; M. W. Johnson, 2010; M. W. Johnson et al., 2008; Osterwalder & Pigneur, 

2010). As for research, Foss and Saebi (2018) stress that a clear definition of business model 

innovation is vital, hence researchers can contribute to this topic. 

For businesses, nonetheless, it is more important to grasp the innovative idea of the concept rather 

than debating about whether to adjust two, three, or all components of the business model to call it 

innovation. This leaves companies with room for interpretation and enables them to tailor their 

innovative efforts to their individual needs. Notwithstanding, Ries (2011) and Anthony (2012) 

highlight that companies must not neglect their business models as this is the new level for businesses 

to compete on. Firms should engage in constant revision of their business models considering external 

and internal circumstances. Even though Agapiou et al. (1995) point to product innovation and 

leveraging new technologies to circumvent the talent shortage in construction companies, Gassmann 

et al. (2013) stress that this is not enough. However, a combination of new technology and a redesign 

of the construction methods, as suggested by Agapiou et al., might be a decent starting point for 

companies struggling with labor shortage and growth issues. If this is incorporated into a business 

model that aligns a company’s purpose, abilities, resources, and strategy with respect to the internal 

and external contexts, this may be an option to spur growth and help the firm to remain relevant in 

the contemporary economic landscape. 

9.2. Limitations and future research 

This master thesis has indicated that business model innovation plays a role in the context of corporate 

growth (H. Chesbrough, 2010; H. W. Chesbrough, 2007; Futterer et al., 2018; Jackson, 2007; Wei et 

al., 2014). Nevertheless, this research has not been able to prove that business model innovation is a 

valid solution to labor shortage and contributes to or restores corporate growth. From the literature 

and the empirical observations, it can be derived that labor shortage, corporate growth, and business 

model innovation interrelate to some extent. The research findings are based on a small number of 

cases, and therefore, they do not allow for generalizations. Moreover, literature has not been able to 

come up with a clear indication of the relation between business model innovation and overcoming 

labor shortage as a potential way to facilitate growth (Foss & Saebi, 2018). 
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In this master thesis the findings were not tested empirically and thus more research is required, 

especially on an empirical level, to clarify the relation between labor shortage, corporate growth, and 

business model innovation. Business model innovation is only one of several ways to address labor 

shortage and therefore, future research should focus on finding alternatives to not only tackle labor 

shortage but also circumvent the problem before it becomes an impediment to corporate growth.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1 The concept of strategic disharmony; own illustration derived from Canals (1999) 

Disharmony between Cause of disharmony Reason 

Strategy and external context Erosion of capabilities • Substitution 

• Imitation 

• Changing demand 

 

 

Wrong type of innovation • Conformism 

• Product instead of 

customer focus 

• Inability to see beyond 

current customers 

 Tyranny of past leadership • Prevention of 

alternative scenarios 

• Fear of internal 

cannibalization 

Strategy and its resources and 

capabilities 

Misalignment of 

resources/capabilities and the 

overall strategy 

• Inability to interrelate 

resources/capabilities 

and activities 

• Short-term focus 

creates capabilities 

incompatible with 

adaptability 

Growth strategy and its 

implementation 

Incorrect problem definition • Lack of information 

• Flawed interpretation 

• Confusion due to 

problem’s complexity 

 Lack of valid alternatives • Ranking different 

problems equally 

• Inefficient 

identification of 

alternatives 

• Transposition of 

solutions under 

different circumstances 
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 Inadequate organizational 

design 

• Lacking coherence 

between strategy and 

organization 

• Poor execution of 

company’s activities 

 Organizational processes as 

impediment to change 

 

• Internal systems and 

processes do not enable 

employees to combine 

resources and the 

business concept 

considering external 

and internal context 

 Inconsistent decision making • Choosing the right 

option must be based 

on clearly defined 

criteria 

• Decision making must 

entail consistency of 

quantitative 

assumptions with 

policies 
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