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Abstract 

This thesis examines the impact of IT-facilitated remote working on strategy implementation, 

meaning how virtual working arrangements affect the operationalization of a clearly articulated 

strategic plan. IT-facilitated remote working has become an increasingly prominent practice 

due to COVID-19 and local government restrictions. As a result, enforced remote working has 

drastically shifted the implications on how management in organizations approach the 

implementation of their strategies, to attain the most value of their strategic intent. Therefore, 

this study aims to explore and understand how remote working has influences the effective 

implementation of strategy. This leads us to answer the following research question:  

“How does remote working triggered by COVID-19 influence the operationalization and 

effectiveness of strategy implementation in MNEs?” 

Through a qualitative multiple case study based on four case organizations, namely Novo 

Nordisk, Ramboll, B&O and Mindshare Denmark, we uncover four reoccurring themes that are 

integral for MNEs to consider to ensure effective strategy implementation under remote 

working. Specifically, these are 1) recognition of hidden costs of coordination, motivation and 

learning, 2) diffusion of strategies, 3) autonomous strategic behaviors and 4) the role of 

decision-making on effective implementation. Based on a comprehensive analysis of these, we 

develop three propositions which identify relationships on how IT-remote working impacts 

effective strategy implementation. 

Under remote working, the study finds an increase in the hidden costs of coordination, 

motivation and learning, which hinders the ability of firms to effectively implement strategies. 

In extension, the study uncovers that MNEs increased autonomy in the diffusion of strategies. 

This increases the potential of autonomous strategic behaviors, which are those that deviate 

from a strategy’s intent, thus negatively impacting effective strategy implementation under 

remote working. Lastly, this thesis finds that the provision of decision-making authority with 

guidance is integral to mitigate the negative consequences, which enables effective strategy 

implementation. The authors believe that the findings of this thesis hopefully can provide a 

foundation for future research, as the practice of remote working is considered to continue 

beyond the pandemic.  
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 Introduction 

With the emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2019, firms have had to navigate under 

considerable uncertainty resulting in new ways of working. The advent of social distancing 

guidelines and government restrictions has upended business and working arrangements for 

many firms without a clear indication of when the restrictions will end. One of these major 

shifts is how employees work: a shift from the office environment to IT-facilitated remote 

working, also known as remote working. Within the last decades, technological advances have 

enabled this trend for white-collar employees (Wang, Liu, Qian & Parker., 2021). However, the 

global pandemic has considerably exacerbated the trend of remote working to becoming the 

new norm (Castrillon, 2020). In the U.S., the percentage of employees working remotely 5 or 

more days per week has increased from 17% in 2019 before the pandemic to 44% during the 

pandemic in 2020 (Statista, 2020). IT-facilitated remote working, coined as a part of the ”New 

Normal” has increased in its prominence and is not expected to end even in the time after 

COVID-19 (Farrer, 2020). By 2025, an estimated 70% of the workforce in the US is expected 

to work remotely at least 5 days per week (Molla, 2019). Bick, Seywald & Welchman (2020) 

of McKinsey suggests that hybrid models of remote working will persist beyond the pandemic 

due to the cost-effectiveness, e.g. of eliminating travel costs for international engagements 

through communications technology such as Skype, Zoom and Microsoft Teams, and employee 

demands, i.e. flexibility in a working environment supported by cloud solutions. Technological 

advancements have supported the shift to remote working, making information accessible and 

facilitating communication between colleagues (Saunders, 1981).  

In a time of crisis such as COVID-19, we argue that uncertainty, defined as the inability to 

assign probabilities to the outcome of events, is omnipresent (Milliken, 1987). Therefore, 

uncertainty is thought to challenge the status quo about providing both an opportunity and threat 

to firms and the development of strategies, as it makes it more difficult to predict the outcomes 

of strategies. Due to uncertainty, decision-makers are boundedly rational partly due to having 

incomplete information, when making a strategic decision (Simon, 1982). In an increasingly 

global and interconnected world, companies’ organizational environments are increasingly 

characterized by more complexity than they previously were. The search for growth through, 

for example, acquisitions and international expansions have increased such complexity. 

Complexity is defined as systems that are “made up of a large number of parts that interact in 
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non-simple ways” (Simon, 1962, pp. 468). Multinational enterprises, also referred to as MNEs, 

extend the scope of a firm horizontally, geographically and vertically, resulting in a larger, more 

complex, corporate entity (Grant, 2016). This implies that leaders in MNEs must have a wide 

range of skills, perspectives and behaviors to make decisions. With COVID-19 and its effect 

on remote working, the pandemic contributes to the complexity and uncertainty of the 

organizational environment. Therefore, to perform well, the strategic planning processes and 

strategy implementation of firms must accommodate this uncertainty. 

Before the pandemic, MNEs have formulated a strategy to coordinate and guide the larger, more 

complex organization with a unified theme to achieve a certain outcome (Grant, 2016). Strategy 

can be defined as a unifying theme that provides clarity and direction to the behavior and 

decisions of an organization (ibid.). However, with the unexpected event of COVID-19 which 

sparked uncertainty, these planned strategies are challenged. Under the conventional view of 

strategy implementation, the intent of a strategy is first defined before the realization of that 

strategy (Hrebiniak, 2013). While the approach to strategy formulation and implementation 

differs per firm, some firms’ implementation is thought to be more effective than others. There 

have been many definitions of strategy implementation, but they all surround the conversion of 

a strategic plan into practice. In this thesis, we define strategy implementation based on Wind 

& Robertson’s (1983) conceptualization, which is “the operationalization of a clearly 

articulated strategic plan” (Noble, 1999, p. 119). A successful strategy is contingent on its 

implementation (Grant, 2016). Percy Barnevik states, “In business, success is 5% strategy, 95% 

execution” (Economist, 1997). Thus, strategy implementation is of significance in the 

realization of an effective strategy. The extent to which strategy implementation can be 

considered successful is measured by decision-making effectiveness, which is defined as the 

extent to which an outcome of a strategy was realized as intended (Dean & Sharfman, 1996). 

"The greater turbulence of the post-industrial environment will demand that organizational 

decision-making be more frequent and faster. The greater complexity of this environment will 

also cause decision making to be more complex, e.g., to require consideration of more variables 

and more complex relationships among these variables" (Huber & McDaniel, 1986). 

This paper aims to explore and explain how strategy implementation, and thus the effective 

realization of strategy, is impacted as a result of uncertainty and the IT-facilitated remote 

working that followed with COVID-19. The scope of the study will focus on how the flexible 
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working arrangement of remote working will impact the realization of a strategy. We believe 

that the expected outcome of this study will provide relevant insights not only for the case 

companies studied in this thesis, but for research on strategic management as well. During the 

research for this thesis, a global pandemic is underway. We believe that the COVID-19 

pandemic is a great springboard and a situational exploitative way to explore the topic, as it is 

a phenomenon that is occurring on a universal basis. The pandemic forces many employees of 

MNEs to work remotely, thereby shifting employees of the case companies used for this study 

to the digital workspace. Therefore, it creates an opportunity to study various businesses in 

different industries that are all impacted by the consequences of the pandemic, e.g., strategy 

implementation under remote working arrangements. Equally important for our research, the 

pandemic is considered a Black Swan phenomenon, as it is an occurrence which was, to a large 

extent, unpredictable and more importantly, has shifted the way leaders must manage and 

implement strategies, as a result of remote working (Taleb, 2007). Thus, we argue that the 

natural unexpected occurrence provides the perfect opportunity to observe and study how 

organizations and employees are impacted in relation to work communication and decision 

making. In terms of gathering reliable and valid data, the authors, therefore, argue that the 

impact of COVID-19 provided a natural an almost unpredictable phenomenon that 

unequivocally impacts all businesses. Further, this also provides a good basis for a comparative 

multiple case study across different affected companies. 

For now, we argue that most literature on strategic management and specifically strategy 

implementation has not been researched from a perspective of enforced remote working, which 

is a clear characteristic in the case of COVID-19. Therefore, the pandemic provides an 

opportunity to study the impact of remote working across industries and we hope that this study 

will contribute to the current theoretical literature on strategy implementation. In other words, 

through an inductive and explorative approach to the research of this thesis, we believe that the 

study can facilitate a better understanding of how strategy implementation is affected by remote 

working and uncertainty in times of crisis. Apart from contributing to current literature, the 

authors hope that their research can spark new perspectives on strategy implementation, by 

generating theory based on our research. 
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1.1. Company and Case Descriptions 

In this section, we will highlight the rationale for the choices of the case companies. In section 

2.3, a further discussion on how the chosen case companies foster a high level of validity and 

reliability can be found. Hereafter, the chosen companies studied in this paper will be presented 

case by case. The information will include descriptions of the organization. The choice of case 

companies was made to reflect various MNEs in multiple industries. The rationale for the use 

of multiple cases of different industries was to increase validity, through assessing the 

similarities and thus the comparability of results between cases. Each case organization was 

chosen using set criteria to establish reliability, or consistency in the measurement of such 

companies. 

In addition, all the chosen case companies are mid- to large-sized MNEs, that all conduct their 

business on the Danish market. This ensures similarities between company structures and 

working culture, whereby Danish firms are characterized by flat hierarchies, teamwork, flexible 

working hours and an informal tone of communication (Workindenmark, 2021). In extension, 

it is argued that more similarities are found between the case companies, as a result of their 

global span, where each company studied in the thesis has to manage the strategic implications 

of operating internationally. Lastly, the chosen case companies for this study are all, however, 

some more than others, experienced in the use of information technologies. It is argued that this 

is crucial to this thesis, as a part of the purpose of its study is to uncover the role and the effect 

of IT in businesses and how it might hinder or facilitate strategy implementation. The purpose 

of this approach can thereby facilitate our understanding of how remote working impacts 

strategy implementation and how effective strategy implementation can be supported.   

 Novo Nordisk 

Novo Nordisk is a privately owned Danish pharmaceutical company that offers products and 

services in several therapeutical areas, such as diabetes, bleeding, growth hormone treatments, 

as well as treatment of obesity and hormone therapy for menopausal women. Within the market 

of diabetes, Novo Nordisk is considered a world leader, with the industry's widest range of 

products (Novo Nordisk, 2021). Today, Novo Nordisk currently has over 42,600 employees of 

which 40% work in Denmark, which is where the company is headquartered. In North America, 
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almost 6,100 people are employed, while the rest of Novo Nordisk’s employees are situated in 

Europe, Africa, Asia, the Middle East and the Pacific. Novo Nordisk has 16 production facilities 

on 5 continents, as well as subsidiaries and offices in 79 countries with marketed products in 

more than 170 countries (ibid.). 

The Executive Board is currently headed by Lars Fruergaard Jørgensen, who is responsible for 

the day-to-day operations and organizing of Novo Nordisk. The Board of Directors is 

responsible for the overall strategy and follow-up of the guiding principles, as well as the 

implementation of these. Their vision is to make their products available to all patients in the 

world. They will realize this vision through its mission, which is to research and develop 

innovative biological drugs (ibid.). Novo Nordisk's biggest competitors are Eli Lilly and Sanofi. 

Eli Lilly can especially be seen as an actor who can threaten the Danish pharmaceutical 

company. Currently, Eli Lilly has an abundance of market shares in GLP-1 medicine, which is 

a market that is generally considered to have great growth potential. Eli Lilly has already had 

success with a product that is very similar to a diabetes product produced by Novo Nordisk 

called Ozempic, as the product provides the same convenience of only having to be used once 

a week (Finans, 2016). 

The strategy that we study in Novo Nordisk is that of Development, which supports the 

corporate strategy. The strategy concerns product development, i.e. clinical drug development, 

namely in the intersection of R&D and commercial. Considering the sheer size of the 

organization as well as the strategic uncertainty that came with remote working as a result of 

COVID-19 and the immense competition that the Danish company faces, we believe that Novo 

Nordisk provides interesting insight as a production firm in the pharmaceutical industry. In 

addition, Novo Nordisk must strategize not only to remain competitive and to stay afloat when 

employees are working from home but also to become more resilient, learn and attain value 

from the given situation that COVID-19 has provided. In this paper, we hope that we can 

facilitate an understanding of the complexity of Novo Nordisk's strategic environment, by 

getting insights from key figures within the organization. Hopefully, this can enable us to 

provide insights on how Novo Nordisk can realize the value of the strategies in its 

implementation phase, thus achieving their overall mission, to research and develop innovative 

biological pharmaceutical drugs and their vision, to make their products accessible for all 

patients in the world. 
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 Ramboll 

Ramboll is a global engineering and architectural consulting company founded in Denmark in 

1945 (Ramboll, 2021). Ramboll provides sustainable solutions across Buildings, Transport, 

Water, Environment & Health, Architecture, Energy and Management Consulting. The 

Rambøll Foundation is the owner of Rambøll Gruppen A/S, which owns 97.5% of the 

company’s shares. The remaining shares are owned by its employees (ibid.). Jens-Peter Saul, 

CEO of Ramboll, leads the Group Executive Board. Guided by the mission “to create societies 

where people and nature flourish” Ramboll’s vision is to become a global leading consultancy 

delivering integrated, sustainable solutions, shaping today and tomorrow. The mission and 

vision are supported by the values of Insight & Excellence, Integrity & Empathy, 

Empowerment & Collaboration and Enjoyment & Passion (ibid.).  

Ramboll has over 16,000 employees across 35 countries (ibid.). It has a particularly strong 

presence in the Nordic countries, the UK, North America, continental Europe and the Middle 

East & Asia-Pacific region (ibid.). Due to a recent acquisition in America in 2019, 18% growth 

was realized. The Americas is now Ramboll’s largest geographical business unit in terms of 

revenue. In 2019, Ramboll reported a revenue of 14.2 bDKK. Additionally, within the year, 

activities supporting the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals accounted for 59% of 

company revenue representing a growth of 57% compared to 2016 (ibid.). This reiterates its 

mission and embedded role of sustainability in the company’s strategy. The main players in the 

competitive landscape include WSP, COWI Group and Arup. These compete on a global scale.  

The local developments in markets and geographies impact the business and operating 

landscape. COVID-19 created considerable uncertainty in the global economy and therefore 

has shifted the market conditions. We specifically study the core of Ramboll’s five-year 

corporate strategy, namely a bigger focus on client centricity. Particularly, we investigate the 

strategic initiative of a global rollout of a CRM system across its matrix organizational 

structure. We believe that this is an interesting case due to the complexities of the organizational 

structure to implement such an initiative across the markets and geographies that Ramboll 

operates within.  
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 Bang & Olufsen 

Bang & Olufsen (B&O) is a Danish firm that designs, develops, innovates and sells a wide 

range of high-end products concerning sound, such as music systems, speakers, headphones, 

televisions. Their products are often associated with state-of-the-art design, quality and user-

friendliness (Bang & Olufsen, 2021a). The Danish firm has also partnered with car 

manufacturers such as Audi, BMW, Mercedes-Benz and Aston Martin, to develop exclusive 

sound systems for the internationally known automobile brands (Bang & Olufsen, 2021b). 

B&O is represented in many countries with physical stores, as well as with production, suppliers 

and sales partners. The company has over 1000 employees and physical locations in more than 

70 countries. The current CEO is Henrik Clausen and the Danish company is currently traded 

publicly through NASDAQ. In 2019/2020, B&O had revenue of roughly 2 billion DKK (Bang 

& Olufsen, 2021c). 

Even though B&O has become internationally known for its design and its technological 

advancements within exclusive leisure products, B&O still struggles with its competition on a 

global scale. B&O has experienced declining revenue through many years and as of last year, 

saw a big drop in the revenue of 28% (Bang & Olufsen, 2021c). The Danish company states 

that this was due to a lack of momentum of an ongoing development project of new a demand-

driven product, mainly affected by the COVID-19 pandemic and the subsequent closure of 

communities around the world (ibid.). B&O is also challenged when looking at the company 

from a competitive perspective, as it is considered that other international firms are, or have 

already disrupted B&O’s unique position. This includes Bowers and Wilkins, Bose and 

Sennheiser (Owler, 2021).  

The strategy that we study in B&O is the corporate strategy to “Getting Back in Black.” This 

strategy aims to find a position in its market, where B&O can attain a unique position of long-

term quality and exclusivity, as well as to direct the brand towards becoming more involved in 

the daily lives of its consumers. Overall, the strategic intent is to become profitable once again. 

As a result of the above, we believe that B&O is an interesting case to include in this study, as 

it is argued that the Danish company is facing a high level of strategic uncertainty being not 

only a result of competition but as argued by the company itself, a product of the consequences 

of COVID-19.  
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 Mindshare Denmark 

Mindshare Denmark is a subbranch of Mindshare, which is a global media and marketing 

services company that was formed in 1997. Mindshare is owned by one of the world's largest 

media agencies, GroupM/WPP, which employs over 200,000 people on a worldwide scale. The 

global network of Mindshare makes up approximately 10,000 employees across 115 officers in 

82 countries throughout North America, Latin America, Europe, the Middle East, Africa and 

Asia Pacific (Sweney, 2018). This means that Mindshare is one of the biggest subbranches in 

GroupM/WPP. In 1999, Mindshare Denmark was established, just two years after the initial 

launch of the parent company. From the beginning, the Danish firm experienced dramatic 

exponential growth, resulting in Mindshare Denmark being elected as Børsen’s “Gazelle” in 

both 2006 and 2007. Today, Mindshare Denmark describes itself as an integrated solution, 

which works cross-sectional between media, creativity, performance and data. Most of their 

work and decisions are based on data and statistics and with their workforce, they can swiftly, 

effectively, innovatively and creatively, solve the most complicated and crucial marketing 

challenges for their clients. 

The studied strategy in Mindshare Denmark is the corporate strategy, which is to create a less 

complex marketing environment for its customers, by redefining the business and the 

organization’s structure to become a one-stop solution for all marketing-related services. 

Concerning its clients, Mindshare Denmark wants to deliver speed, agility and efficiency, 

which is a requirement to survive in the marketing service environment. As Mindshare 

Denmark must strategize and operate by fitting into the bigger picture of GroupM/WPP, the 

complexity of this environment also implies a level of strategic uncertainty that comes with 

remote working, as a result of COVID-19. Thus, when implementing a given strategy, 

Mindshare Denmark must not only consider whether the strategy provides value for the 

company, but also if it fits within the strategy in the broader perspective of its parent company. 

1.2. Research Question 

Our motivation for this thesis is not to explore the use of flexible working arrangements such 

as remote working in itself, but rather to understand how they impact strategy implementation. 

As mentioned, the COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated the use of remote working for many 
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firms. For the MNEs to create value as intended from their strategies, the enablement 

of effective implementation under remote working must be considered. This led to the overall 

research question: 

How does remote working triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic influence the 

operationalization and effectiveness of strategy implementation in MNEs? 

To gain a comprehensive understanding of the answer to this research question, the following 

sub-questions were developed: 

1. What are the unanticipated implementation costs of remote working? 

2. How do organizations adopt strategic objectives under remote working? 

3. How does remote working affect the effective realization of strategy? 

4. How can delegation of decision rights support effective strategy implementation under 

remote working? 

1.3. Structure of the Master’s Thesis  

In this section, the structure of the Master’s thesis will be discussed. This section aims to 

provide an understanding of the process and structure of the thesis. The first chapter is the 

introduction, which provides case descriptions, the research question and sub-questions, and an 

overview of the structure. Following this, the second chapter covers the methodological 

approach used in this study. The third chapter entails the literature review to establish the 

theories applied in the analysis. Then, in chapter four, the findings from the interviews are 

highlighted and an analysis of the findings will be conducted by drawing on themes from the 

data and comparing these themes to theory. The next chapter provides a discussion of the 

study’s implications on managers and existing theory, in addition to the limitations of our study. 

The conclusion will be presented, which answers our research question, followed by topics for 

future research. The following figure visualizes the above: 
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Figure 1: Structure of the Master’s Thesis 

2. Methodology 

The following section will describe the research methodology used for this project. It will 

include the research philosophy, research approach, research strategy, research design, data 

collection and analytical tools used in this thesis. Lastly, we will discuss the validity, reliability 

and research ethics based on the overall methodological approach. Each subsection begins with 

a definition and discussion of the benefits and limitations of the choices made to support the 

latter conclusions. The methodological choices are important to understand how the project is 

interpreted and conducted. Further, this section will describe the validity and reliability of the 

research. Lastly, it will discuss the research ethics of this study. The methodological choices 

described in this chapter are visualized as follows: 

 

Figure 2: Adapted Research Onion from Saunders et al. (2016) 
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2.1. Research Philosophy: Pragmatism 

The research philosophy describes the assumptions made about the development of knowledge 

(Saunders et al., 2016). These assumptions will be made at stages throughout the research 

process and will thus reflect the evaluation and interpretation of research. Therefore, the 

researcher needs to be aware of the relationship between the chosen philosophical position and 

how research is undertaken (ibid.). This section will highlight and discuss the major 

philosophies used in management and business research. These philosophies include 

positivism, interpretivism and pragmatism. Each contributes a different view to organizational 

realities. The aforementioned assumptions about knowledge and what constitutes it is known 

as epistemology (ibid.). Ontology refers to the assumptions made about the nature of reality 

(ibid.).  

Positivism asserts that there exists unambiguous and accurate knowledge. It takes the 

philosophical stance of the scientist, which means that the researcher will attempt to make 

generalizations upon observations of social reality. This philosophy is focused on the scientific 

empiricist method designed to yield pure data and facts uninfluenced by human interpretation 

or bias (Malhotra et al., 2017). Therefore, epistemologically, the positivist researcher would 

discover observable and measurable facts (Saunders et al., 2016). The ontology of positivism 

is that there is one true reality. Positivist research will try to remain neutral and detached as to 

not influence the findings. Positivism is characterized by objectivism, which are assumptions 

from the natural sciences that state that the social reality that is researched is separated and 

external from social actors.  

Interpretivism was developed to critique positivism (ibid.). It contrasts positivism in that it takes 

a subjective perspective that distinguishes the role of the human from physical phenomena. The 

subjective nature of interpretivism integrates the assumptions from the arts and humanities, 

which argues that social reality originates from perceptions and actions of social actors. 

Interpretivism epistemologically looks at theories and concepts as too simplistic on their own. 

The focus on social actors for narratives, stories and perceptions contribute to new 

understandings of phenomena (ibid.). Ontologically, interpretive researchers view reality as 

complex, rich and socially constructed.  
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The third view is pragmatism, which asserts that concepts are only relevant where they support 

action. This philosophy falls between the dichotomy of positivism and interpretivism, with 

variation in the extent that the research is “objectivist” or “subjectivist.” Thus, the pragmatist 

researcher aims to identify facts and values with an additional lens of different contextualized 

experiences. Research must therefore consider theories, concepts, hypotheses and research 

findings with a focus on “the roles that they play as instruments of thought and action, and in 

terms of the practical consequences in specific contexts” (Saunders et al., 2016, pp. 151). A 

pragmatist may begin with a problem and conduct research to provide practical solutions and 

create findings that impact future practice. Epistemologically, pragmatists assert that true 

knowledge enables successful action. The ontology of researchers of this philosophy views the 

nature of reality as the practical consequence of ideas.  

This study uses the philosophy of pragmatism for several reasons. First, the philosophy of 

pragmatism concerns trial and error to contribute practical consequences to solve an identified 

problem (Saunders et al., 2016). The problem we identified is to understand the impact of 

remote working on strategy implementation as well as how remote working may enable the 

effective realization of strategy. The choice of pragmatism allows researchers to approach 

findings with the lens of the positivist and interpretivist as relevant. In this study, we aimed to 

understand how strategy implementation is affected by remote working and uncertainty as a 

result of COVID-19, to provide practical insights and learnings on implementation processes 

that MNEs can use to realize its strategies, while employees are remote working. The use of 

pragmatism allows research to build upon existing theories or provide new schools of thought. 

In this study, pragmatism maintains, changes and innovates the current knowledge about 

strategy implementation and the flexible working arrangement of remote working in realizing 

strategies. Additionally, the pragmatic view allows for method choices to be made that provide 

value in addressing the problem. Therefore, it allows for the use of different types of knowledge 

and methods to be employed which are evaluated for appropriateness.  

2.2. Research Approach: Inductive 

This section describes the research approach used in this study. The choice of the research 

approach is important as it facilitates informed decision-making about the research design, 

which entails the overall configuration of the type of evidence collected, the source of data and 
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how such data is interpreted to answer the research question. Additionally, the choice of 

research approach enables considerations of which research strategies work for this study. 

Lastly, knowledge of the approach enables the researcher to adapt the research design to adjust 

for constraints and limitations.  

 

There are three approaches to theory development, namely the inductive, deductive and 

abductive approach. These differ on the extent to which they test a theory or build theory. A 

deductive approach entails the development of a theory that is tested with a series of 

propositions. Deductive reasoning occurs when the conclusion is derived logically from a set 

of premises, in which the conclusion is true if the premises are (ibid.). Using this approach, the 

researchers identify an area of inquiry based on a well-developed, existing theory. Then, the 

researchers focus on specific variables that should be measured as hypotheses. The researchers 

test existing theories to find if their hypotheses are rejected or not (Malhotra et al., 2017). 

Through deduction, the positivist seeks to establish the legitimacy of their approach, as data is 

collected to falsify or verify theory, which aligns with the measurable and objective 

observations sought after (ibid.; Saunders et al., 2016). As the intersection of remote working 

and strategy implementation has not been studied, we do not test existing premises.  

 

In contrast to the deductive approach, the inductive approach requires developing theory based 

on research. Researchers employing an inductive approach use known premises to generate 

untested conclusions (Saunders et al., 2016). Data is collected to explore a field of inquiry, 

identify patterns and create a conceptual framework. Thereby, theory is generated and built 

from research (Thomas, 2006). It allows for alternative perspectives to explain a phenomenon 

(Saunders et al., 2016). Therefore, research using an inductive approach considers the context 

of the phenomenon studied. As this approach emphasizes the role of subjective interpretations, 

the inductive approach is most likely to be informed by the interpretive philosophy (ibid.). The 

third approach is abduction. While the deductive approach moves from theory to data and the 

inductive approach moves from data to theory, the abductive approach moves back and forth 

(ibid.). The known premises are used to generate testable conclusions. A researcher using the 

abductive approach collects data to support a phenomenon, identify themes, position these in a 

conceptual framework and test these through further data collection (ibid.).  
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The approach predominantly used in this study is induction, as it begins with looking at how 

companies implement strategies while conducting work virtually via remote working 

arrangements, as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. It then looks to theory to explain the 

phenomena observed (Thomas, 2006). Using induction, theory follows data, meaning that 

collected data are analyzed before the selection of theories. Further, the data collected on how 

the studied case companies deal with remote working during COVID-19 are used to develop 

patterns and explore how remote working can hinder or enable effective strategy 

implementation. The choice of induction allows for consideration of the context in the 

conclusion drawn from the theory. Therefore, the inductive approach particularly employs 

qualitative data (Saunders et al., 2016).  

 

However, we recognize that purely inductive research is difficult as previous knowledge 

influences the process. By taking an elective course called “Managing Strategy Implementation 

in the Modern Corporation,” we had previous knowledge on the subject of strategy 

implementation. Further, the previously acquired knowledge sparked our interest in the research 

topic, and thus guided the theoretical choices of this study. Therefore, the research is guided by 

previous knowledge on theory, but the concepts evolve throughout the study to analyze the 

findings in addition to developing propositions and a conceptual framework (Bryman, 2016).  

2.3. Research Strategy: Case Study 

This section covers the research strategy, which can be described as the overall research plan 

for this study. For this paper, the chosen research strategy directs our methodological planning, 

execution and monitoring of the study, influencing how we collect and analyze data. 

Based on the foundations of the pragmatic and inductive methodological approach of this paper, 

this study employs a case study approach. Yin (2018) argues that a case study is an empirical 

method that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within a real-world context. 

Specifically, it is about studying an object to find the context between that and the real world, 

which might not always be evident. We believe that a case study will be the best methodological 

fit for this thesis, as the purpose of the study aligns well with the aforementioned purpose of a 

case study. We exploit the situation of COVID-19, to research and provide valuable insights on 

how strategy implementation is affected by remote working. In addition, we believe that one of 
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the provided advantages of exploring multiple cases is the value of having several variables of 

interest, which can benefit the paper’s study design, data collection and analysis, as it relies on 

multiple sources of evidence that is converged in a triangulating fashion (ibid.). 

There are both advantages and disadvantages to case studies. In this study, however, we believe 

that the advantages outweigh the disadvantages. One of the most crucial benefits of employing 

the case study as a methodological approach is its relevance for both scientific purposes and 

research for stakeholders involved in the cases. With case studies, there is a high level of 

relevance involved in the data collection process. Case study participants are therefore able to 

facilitate the knowledge acquired from the research, as the point of interest of the study is based 

on the participants themselves, thus providing a high level of validity. Most often, case studies 

are conducted to investigate or facilitate an understanding of a specific object in a given setting. 

Many case studies are therefore often based on explorative research questions, to explore the 

studied phenomenon (ibid.). Therefore, we believe that a case study allows us to explore the 

research topic. Lastly, case studies can be done remotely which is crucial for the given situation 

of the pandemic that we face today. This is relevant as most data extracted in this paper can be 

obtained through online conversations such as business communication platforms, email, phone 

or other forms of remote communication (Gaille, 2018a; Malhotra et al., 2017).  

 Multiple Case Studies 

Specifically, our research strategy is a multiple-case study, also referred to as a multi-case 

study. Multiple case studies are often considered to provide an exhaustive data collection. In 

addition, a multiple case study enables us to study various cases, thus gaining insights on how 

different objects are affected by the phenomenon being studied (Yin, 2018).  

With the ability to study various cases, we can provide results on multiple outcomes, thus 

uncovering causal relationships and generalizable conclusions on the studied phenomenon. 

Doing so also mitigates the pitfalls of relying a study on the results of a single case (Gaille, 

2018b). Flyvbjerg (2006) argues that a single case study can be generalized to the extent in 

which it can provide an example as a source to scientific development, rather than the formal 

generalization that he deems is overvalued. However, it is argued that a multiple case approach 

is more viable, as the purpose of the employed inductive technique is based on gathering a 

variety of data using an explorative research design. In addition, Yin (2018) argues that even 
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though there are no guidelines on the number of cases included, multiple case studies are often 

considered more compelling than single-case studies. Finally, with the use of an exploratory 

research design, our findings might feed into conclusive research on strategy implementation 

and illuminate new perspectives which have not been uncovered before (Malhotra et al., 2017). 

As argued, one of the aims of this thesis is to foster generalizable conclusions, based on the 

multiple case studies and the variation of gathered data. To provide generalizable conclusions, 

however, we considered the choice of our selected cases, before contacting the firms, to 

strengthen the validity and reliability of this thesis. As mentioned earlier, the rationale for 

choosing case companies with similar criteria is to attain a high level of comparability. 

Moreover, we have attempted to mitigate a low level of reliability, by studying case companies 

that are all Danish and have hierarchical similarities. In extension, we have deliberately chosen 

two production companies, Novo Nordisk and B&O, as well as two service companies, Ramboll 

and Mindshare Denmark, ensuring that the collected data can showcase similarities and 

differences in a credible fashion. With such an approach, the findings based on the collected 

data are also argued to acquire a higher level of validity, as we argue that the findings based on 

interviews with key figures in the case organizations, cannot be more valid in terms of reflecting 

the studied phenomenon. 

Thus, with the employment of the multiple case study and in relation to Dreyfuss’ (2004) Five-

Stage Model of Skill Acquisition, we believe that we ultimately will be able to comprehend the 

studied phenomenon, i.e. the managerial implications of strategy implementation with the 

presence of remote working holistically. In sum, as we will facilitate a high level of validity 

and reliability through, as we aim to establish causal effects to define complete key data points, 

a multiple case study can enable us to find accurate and credible findings.  

2.4. Research Design: Exploratory 

The following section discusses the research design, which covers the chosen methodological 

technique. Overall, the chosen design allows us to scope our research methods to align with the 

studied phenomenon, to retrieve as much valid and reliable data as possible (Malhotra, et al., 

2017). Research designs are often characterized as either being exploratory or conclusive 

(ibid.). In this study, we argue that the employed research design leans toward an exploratory 
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approach, due to its objectives, characteristics, findings and the methods used in our research 

(ibid.). 

Firstly, we employ an exploratory research approach, as the objective of our study is to explore 

and understand how remote working impacts the realization of strategy to provide insights on 

how to support effective implementation. To do so, we conduct qualitative exploration as we 

exclusively use qualitative data in our research. We believe that this can support us in 

identifying patterns and creating a conceptual framework, thus supporting in facilitating our 

understanding of strategy implementation with remote working (ibid.). In addition, we 

disregard the use of quantitative data, as we find that it does not correlate with the pragmatist 

approach, where we take a subjectivist standpoint, to explore and understand the nuances of our 

data collection, e.g. the narrative or perception of the interviewee. We especially emphasize 

this for our primary research, as we argue that a quantitative approach cannot support us in 

understanding what we uncover based on our interviews (ibid.). 

In addition, our research design is argued to be very flexible, which is integral to exploratory 

studies, as the inductive approach may result in a change of our understanding of the researched 

phenomena over time (ibid.). Thus, a flexible framework allows us to research freely based on 

what we find and thereby not uncover biased results based on a rigorous research process that 

tries to validate a hypothesis (ibid.). This also aligns with the thematic analysis that we will 

cover in a later section concerning the analytical tools used for this thesis, as it also suggests a 

flexible approach to the conducted research, as we identify the themes based on our findings, 

to guide our further research. In relation, we argue that our explorative research design is 

strengthened by analyzing a small sample size to provide depth to our study, by exploring, 

understanding and uncovering the patterns seen in our collected data. Concerning the intentions 

of the findings of this paper, we argue that our research design is exploratory, as it merely 

intends to explore, understand and suggest the causal relationships that we find with strategy 

implementation and remote working. Thus, we do not aim to provide definite solutions to how 

firms must manage in an uncertain environment to facilitate implementation. Therefore, we 

argue that our exploratory research provides a basis for further research, as we illuminate new 

findings based on strategy implementation in the context of remote working (ibid.). 
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2.5. Data Collection: Primary and Secondary 

This section explains methods of collecting data and the rationale for such choices. Our study 

conducts qualitative research which employs both primary and secondary data. Firstly, this 

approach has been used to guide our study towards the recognition of the high-level research 

area, i.e. how remote working affects the implementation of strategies and what organizations 

can do to support effective implementation. Secondly, the rationale for the use of both primary 

and secondary data is to enable data source triangulation, to validate our findings and analysis.  

 Qualitative Data Collection 

In this study, we employ a qualitative data collection, which can be described as data that 

characterizes, rather than measures. Moreover, it is non-numerical and can be collected through 

interviews (Malhotra et al., 2017). Moreover, we employ qualitative data, as it enables us to 

attain a comprehensive analysis based on a small sample size. We find that a qualitative data 

collection also correlates with the use of an exploratory research design, as the objective of the 

study is to explore and understand, through our deep analysis of our studied phenomenon 

(ibid.). In our case, we justify the use of this approach, as it allows us to uncover the cause-and-

effect relationships between strategy implementation, remote working and uncertainty (ibid.).  

 Primary Data Collection     

For our study approach, our main part of research consists of primary data collection. Primary 

data is defined as a type of data that is collected by the researcher from the main source, meaning 

the source from which the data originally stems. It can also be described as data that has the 

specific purpose of addressing the problem at hand. Primary data collection is often considered 

more resource-intensive to conduct research within, than secondary data collection (ibid.). 

In our research, our primary data collection is exclusively based on semi-structured interviews 

with internal employees of the case companies. Such interviews can help us attain a profound 

understanding of the studied phenomenon. In our case, we conducted our semi-structured 

interviews with experts that we consider valid to research, as we regard them as knowledgeable 

on strategy implementation under remote working, as they have experienced it first-hand. 

Specifically, to the managerial and strategic view of this study, we further argue that we gain 
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valid insights, as the abundance of the interviewees work in either senior- or mid-level 

management. These are chosen to reflect the different perspectives of employees involved in 

the implementation of strategy. Although we aimed to get a comprehensive understanding of 

each case organization through speaking to an employee across departments and representing 

different hierarchical levels, we experienced limitations of access to additional interviews. The 

interviewees representing the case organizations are as follows: 

Case Company Industry Department Interviewee 

Novo Nordisk Pharmaceutical Development Mid-Level Manager A 

Development Mid-Level Manager B 

Ramboll Engineering Operational Excellence Mid-Level Manager A 

Clients, Communication & 

Marketing  

Mid-Level Manager B 

Bang & Olufsen Retail -- Executive 

Creative Mid-Level Manager 

Product Management Junior-Level Employee 

Mindshare 

Denmark 

Advertising Marketing Mid-Level Manager 

-- Executive 

Table 1: Overview of Interviews 

We followed the seven stages of an interview inquiry as proposed by Kvale (2007), beginning 

with thematizing, which regarded the formulation of what we aimed to study. In the designing 

phase, we planned our semi-structured interview guide according to what we wanted to obtain. 

The third stage was conducting the interviews, where we used the interview guide, but also 

probed for further exploration of a topic to obtain more meaningful responses (ibid.; Malhotra 

et al., 2017). The fourth and fifth stage regard the transcription and analysis of the findings 

respectively (Kvale, 2007). Our study uses a thematic analysis, which will be elaborated on in 

section 2.6. The sixth stage is verifying the reliability and validity of interpretations, which we 

do by using a structured approach to coding. Lastly, stage seven is reporting, in which we report 

our results in this thesis (ibid.). 
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 Secondary Data Collection 

Another part of our data collection consists of secondary data. Secondary data can be described 

as data that was previously collected for other purposes than the problem at hand, in this case 

meaning for other purposes than our study phenomenon (ibid.). As implied in the prior 

subsection, secondary data is relatively easily accessible and quickly obtained, compared to 

primary data. For this thesis, apart from establishing an interest in strategy implementation 

based on the course that we took on CBS, we also collected secondary data to scope in on a 

potential problem, thus uncovering an interesting angle of remote working. The type of 

secondary data that we collected was external secondary data sources, namely two webinars on 

managing through crises and a consultancy report on the managerial implications of remote 

working. Concerning internal secondary data, we have examined the annual reports of the 

respective case organizations in this paper, intending to facilitate further background 

knowledge to our topic, as well as further scope the research area. Lastly, we argue that we 

employ secondary data collection to strengthen the validity of our paper, which will be 

discussed in the section below.    

 Triangulation 

Lastly, we triangulate our primary data findings using secondary data and vice versa, to validate 

what we explore and uncover in our interviews. This allows for new understandings and 

interpretations of the managerial implications on strategy implementation and remote working 

(Carter, Bryant-Lukosius, DiCenso, Blythe & Neville, 2014; Rossman & Wilson, 1985). Based 

on the above, we argue that the exploratory research design and triangulation align well with 

the overall elements of inductive approach and pragmatic research philosophy. 

2.6. Analytical Tools: Thematic Analysis 

This section will introduce the main analytical method that is employed in this thesis, namely 

the thematic analysis which is often considered a general approach to analyzing qualitative data 

(Saunders et al., 2016). The main purpose of the thematic analysis is to search for patterns or 

themes across a primary data set. For our study, all the primary data has been transcribed and 

processed through a computer-aided qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS), called 
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NVivo, where codes have been created, to identify said themes for further analysis, in order to 

answer the research question (ibid.). 

Overall, the thematic analysis offers, to some extent, a systemic approach to analyze qualitative 

data, as it provides an orderly and logical way to decipher the themes that are found within the 

data set. At the same time, it is considered to offer a flexible approach to analyzing qualitative 

data. Based on our findings, this leads to rich descriptions and explanations, that facilitate an 

understanding of the relationships between strategy implementation and remote working (ibid.). 

In addition, it is also considered to be flexible as it is not tied to any specific research philosophy 

or follows a strict code of conduct, as it remains the same regardless of whether we adopt an 

objectivist a subjectivist position. Similarly, the thematic analysis is not tied to any 

methodological approach, whether it is deductive, inductive or abductive (ibid.). The thematic 

analysis as proposed in our thesis follows four integral elements, namely becoming familiar 

with the data, coding the data, searching for themes and recognizing relationships between the 

themes.  

In our study, we familiarized ourselves with the data through the gathering of primary data such 

as interviews, other secondary sources, as well as when we transcribed and read through the 

transcripts of the interviews. Once again, we will inductively use the thematic analysis by 

finding occurring, and reoccurring themes within strategy based on the gathered data, to identify 

which are the main themes that may address our research question. Overall, we as the authors, 

argue that a thematic analysis is rational to utilize, as a result of the constraints of resources that 

we have as researchers being students. 

In its nature, a thematic analysis is flexible and straightforward to use in comparison to other 

rigid analytical tools, meaning that we can invest in fostering a rich analysis based on limited 

resources. In sum, we believe that the thematic analysis is more viable concerning the value 

that students can retrieve when writing their Master’s Thesis. This is argued, as the thematic 

analysis does not require an inbuilt theoretical framework based on ontological or 

epistemological assumptions that advocate for a particular set of research questions, or a 

particular set of analytical procedures. Thus, it is more flexible so the qualitative data analysis, 

as it is not overly prescriptive about the application of its analytical procedures. Lastly, it is 

more accessible about the use of scarce resources (Saunders et al., 2016). 
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2.7. Reliability 

The following section will address the reliability of the data collected, the extent to which the 

data is currently reliable, the limitations of reliability and how reliability was improved. 

To understand the definitions of reliability and validity as discussed in the next section, one 

must understand the concepts of systematic and random error. “A measurement is a number 

that reflects some characteristic of an object” (Malhotra et al., 2017, pp. 358). Many elements 

can create measurement error, which results in a disparity between an observed score and the 

true score, e.g. the accurate truth, of the characteristic that is being measured. Using the true 

score model, the observed score or measurement equals the total sum of the true score, 

systematic error and random error. Systematic error is a type of error that is constantly and 

repeatedly affecting the measurement, such that it impacts the observed score consistently each 

time a measurement is made. In contrast, random error is not constant. Therefore, a short-term 

factor that is either personal or situational may affect an observed score differently each time a 

measurement is made.  

Reliability is “the extent to which a scale produces consistent results if repeated measurements 

are made on the characteristic” (Malhotra et al., 2017, p. 83). Therefore, if the approach to data 

collection is repeated, then it should yield consistent results. Due to the constant reproduction 

of observed scores in measurements with systematic error, this kind of error does not negatively 

impact reliability. Another interpretation of reliability is measurements that are free of random 

error. This thesis utilizes a qualitative method, employing the use of semi-structured interviews 

for data collection. The use of semi-structured interviews introduces reliability issues, as the 

approach allows the interviewer to adapt based on the interviewee’s response. This makes it 

difficult to recreate the interview in a consistent manner. However, to increase reliability, we 

have created a semi-structured interview guide, covering the same topics for all interviewees. 

Therefore, even though the answers could not be reproduced, the responses were within the 

same topics and could thus be similar within the same organization or across all responses, 

which increases reliability. Further, the recording of interviews increases reliability in that the 

answers do not rely on notes or memory (Malhotra et al., 2017).  
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The design of the interview guide for the semi-structured interviews impacts the reliability and 

validity of the data collected. Hardy and Ford (2014) argue that there are types of 

miscomprehension. The sentinel type of miscomprehension involves the respondent or 

interviewee to add or deplete the syntax of the question, e.g. answering a question about 

management by referring to their line manager. Another form of miscomprehension is lexical, 

in which a respondent deploys a different meaning to a word intended by the researcher. To 

increase the reliability of this study, we attempt to write questions that reduce 

miscomprehension. For example, the initial questions aim to produce an understanding of the 

corporate strategy as well as the strategy that the interviewee works within. This establishes an 

understanding for the interviewee that the questions regarding the strategy implementation refer 

to the strategy that the interviewee has noted that they are working within.  

2.8. Validity 

This section discusses the validity of the data collected in this study. The extent to which the 

data collected is valid will be highlighted. Validity is defined as the extent to which a 

measurement represents characteristics that exist in the phenomenon under investigation 

(Malhotra et al., 2017). Thus, validity depends on the extent to which differences in observed 

scores reflect true differences among objects on the characteristic being measured. In this study, 

this meant that the primary data collection needed to be reviewed with a critical lens. 

In the interview guide, validity refers to the ability of the questions to measure what is intended 

to be measured (ibid.). By creating an interview guide with questions that relate to the topics of 

research, the answers given by interviewees would be within these topics. Therefore, by writing 

interview questions based on the research question and sub-questions, the validity of the data 

collected is improved. Through the qualitative approach of semi-structured interviews, the 

limitations of validity concern the potential biases from interviewers and how these might affect 

the interviewees. Since only a few interviewees are representing each case company, the 

validity of the data collected could be improved by conducting more interviews. More 

interviews would corroborate the findings and thus allow for more representation within each 

case company and across represented industries. However, due to the time and availability 

limitations of the interviewees and the thesis project, gaining primary data via semi-structured 

interviews was limited. 
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2.9. Research Ethics  

This section describes the ethical principles applied in this study. Research ethics are 

fundamental to the success of any research project, despite the use of primary or secondary data 

(Saunders et al., 2016). Gaining access to data and ethical conduct are pivotal considerations as 

they may prove a research project to be not feasible. Due to the nature of business research and 

its involvement in human participants, ethical concerns are important to address.  

There are different types of access and limitations of each. Traditional access involves face-to-

face interactions, such as in-person interviews, focus groups and observations. Internet-

mediated access concerns data collection through internet sources, e.g. web, email, secondary 

data collection and interviews. Intranet-mediated access is access gained by being an employee 

within an organization. Lastly, there is hybrid access, which is a combination of the traditional 

and internet-mediated approaches. Gatekeepers are intermediary stakeholders that are 

negotiated with and make the final decision that allows the researcher to conduct the research. 

This may depend on the perceived value for an organization, the confidentiality of the data 

requested and other concerns of credibility of the research (ibid.). 

For the research conducted in this study, an internet-mediated approach is used due to the 

pandemic situation occurring throughout the study. As the data collected was through semi-

structured interviews, gaining access to these interviews required contacting the interviewees. 

We contacted interviewees via online approaches. Gaining access was possible through a 

standardized project description and request for interviews. As we are students of an accredited 

institution, Copenhagen Business School, this also potentially affected the willingness of 

interviewees, some of which are alumni, to participate in the study. 

3. Literature Review 

This section will present the literature review. This section aims to explain how we conducted 

our review, including our logic and rationale for selecting the theoretical topics to study and the 

systematic search process that ensued. We want to provide an overview of what findings and 

concepts that we find to be the most integral within strategy implementation, decision-making, 

uncertainty and IT remote working, about the phenomenon that we study. This section will also 
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include the process of collecting and evaluating the literature, as well as an analysis and 

summary of the publications relevant to this thesis. 

A literature review is typically used to uncover what is known about the current, or state-of-

the-art, knowledge on the subject one is about to investigate to show how the research fits into 

the wider context of the studied phenomenon (Saunders et al., 2016). Therefore, this chapter 

requires an assessment of what is significant to our research to include only the key literature 

that relates to the research question, which will be summarized as the outcome of the literature 

review process (ibid.). By conducting this search, the current knowledge on the topics that we 

find relevant for this paper and within the field of strategic management is established. As a 

result, the gaps in the relevant literature may be identified. This section will begin by describing 

the process of conducting the literature review before presenting the established literature. 

The rationale for our choices of the topics will be presented here. As the research question looks 

to understand the impact of IT remote working on strategy implementation, the concepts of 

strategy implementation and IT remote working are selected. Strategy implementation was 

researched as we find it to be the foundation of this study and an integral process of strategy. A 

vast array of literature exists to gain an understanding of how strategies are realized as well as 

the turbulent and uncertain environments in which strategies might be executed within. 

Therefore, this literature review will describe uncertainty, as COVID-19 is an extreme and 

unexpected event that we use to study strategy implementation. Uncertainty is studied as it is 

an element that challenges the implementation of strategy, as it results in the inability of 

decision-makers to assign probabilities to an event (Milliken, 1987). We regard the strategy to 

implement as a strategic decision, which is one of importance regarding the resources 

committed (Grant, 2016). As a result, we review decision-making effectiveness to measure the 

extent to whether the outcomes of strategies are realized as intended with a high level of 

uncertainty (Dean & Sharfman, 1996). 

Thus, an overview of decision-making processes will be discussed, as these determine an 

effective strategy implementation in the face of uncertainty (Simon, 1993). Lastly, literature on 

remote working will be highlighted. In recent years, the use of IT facilitated remote working 

and the research on it has also become increasingly prominent. However, a gap in the literature 

exists between the role of IT remote working in the implementation of a strategy. 
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3.1. Literature Review Process 

This section will detail the process of obtaining and selecting relevant literature that is used in 

the literature review. Further, this section will elaborate on the screening process used to delimit 

irrelevant literature and identify valuable publications. 

Our systematic review employs “a replicable, scientific and transparent process… that aims to 

minimize bias through exhaustive literature searches of published and unpublished studies and 

by providing an audit trail of the reviewer's decisions, procedures and conclusions” (Tranfield 

et al., 2003). Therefore, our process of selecting and evaluating articles will be presented. First, 

we identified keywords and search terms for the initial scope of the study. Then, we collected 

potentially relevant articles. Following this, we made a more detailed evaluation to determine 

if the article(s) would be included for a more exhaustive review (ibid.). 

 The Search for Literature 

The literature review is significant as it establishes existing knowledge about the research topic. 

There are three ways that literature has informed this study. First, a preliminary search was 

conducted to refine the research proposal (Saunders et al., 2016). Second, a critical review 

establishes the context and theoretical basis of research. Third, literature is used to embed the 

findings of this study into previous knowledge of the topic in the discussion section (ibid.). 

Management research draws from a relatively wide range of literature. As a result, we consider 

the research process to be of great importance. 

This thesis is written as a part of the Masters of Science program in International Marketing 

and Management at Copenhagen Business School, which inspired our research topic and choice 

of literature. Specifically, through an elective course called “Managing Strategy 

Implementation in the Modern Corporation,” we gained previous knowledge on the research 

topic, which inspired the topic and literature to review. The key articles from this elective course 

that inspired this review were Noble (1999) who proposes two schools of thought on strategy 

implementation, and Dean and Sharfman (1996), who suggests that decision-making 

effectiveness determines the performance of a strategy. 



 
31 / 133 

 

The CBS library database and Google Scholar were used as the primary search engines for other 

literature sources. The initial search, which was inspired by our elective course, was conducted 

using the keywords “uncertainty,” “decision-making processes” and “remote working” in 

relation to “strategy” and “strategy implementation”. These keywords were selected, as the 

focus of this literature review is to determine the elements of strategy implementation. We used 

a predefined, protocol-driven search strategy, which may yield sufficient results. However, 

“snowballing,” or finding more articles through the references of others and “personal 

knowledge,” e.g. the existing knowledge and resources we had along with suggested articles 

from personal contacts and academic networks, also yielded important sources that could have 

otherwise been missed (Greenhalgh & Peacock, 2005). 

 Screening Literature 

Through the initial search, articles were reviewed for relevance to the studied subjects in this 

thesis. The initial search resulted in 568 potentially relevant peer-reviewed, English articles 

containing one to three search words. The process of screening these articles was to select and 

deselect the literature based on its relevance to the scope of this thesis. Therefore, the articles 

that are selected relate to the process of strategy implementation. Moreover, as the philosophy 

used in this thesis is pragmatism, elements that contribute to the realization of strategy were 

assessed for their significance in answering the research question. Therefore, other articles that 

we found to be irrelevant concerning our topic were omitted from the search. The overview of 

the topics searched is presented in the following table: 

Potentially Relevant Irrelevant 
Strategy Implementation (129) Society (92)  
Strategy Execution (131) Information Technology (61) 
Multinational Enterprise (87) Strategy Making (58) 
Uncertainty (76) Knowledge (56) 
Strategic Decision Making (71) IT Architecture (48) 
Remote Working (46) Economics (45) 
Management (28) Internet (28) 
 Collaboration (29) 
 Computer Science (26)  
 Environment (23) 

 

Table 2: Overview of Literature Topics 
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In total, there are 1,034 articles from the initial search. The omittance or inclusion of topics is 

based on the scope mentioned previously when addressing the rationale for the literature topics 

chosen. The exclusion of topics related to a multinational enterprise, strategy execution and 

management were removed as these were mainly about firm- or industry-specific strategies and 

were not relevant to the technicalities of the process of strategy implementation. This led to 322 

articles. After this, a second screening was conducted to exclude topics such as technology, 

social sciences, and performance management.  

 Focused Screening 

This resulted in a total of 187 articles relating to strategy implementation, uncertainty, decision 

making and remote working. This required further evaluation, or a focused screening, by 

individually reviewing the articles and selecting the ones that we found to be the most relevant 

to the specific elements of our study. 

 The Outcome of the Search 

After the focused screening, 56 articles were identified as the most relevant to create a 

theoretical basis for this study. An overview of the literature will indicate the relevant findings 

as it relates to strategy implementation.  
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 Table 3: Literature Review Outcome

Author(s) 
and Date 

Journal/ 
Publisher Title Object of Investigation Type of Study Relevant Findings 

Noble, 1999 

Journal of 
Business 
Research 

The Eclectic Roots of 
Strategy 
Implementation 
Research 

Proposes taking a broadened perspective on 
the nature of implementation. Literature Review 

There are two schools of thought - structural and interpersonal 
implementation. Strategy implementation conceptualizations and 
definitions are reviewed, in addition to the literature fields that 
have direct and indirect implications for strategy implementation.  

Hrebiniak, 
2006 

Organizationa
l Dynamics 

Obstacles to Effective 
Strategy 
Implementation 

Presenting the challenges of strategy 
implementation. Research paper 

There are several daunting challenges to effective strategy 
implementation. The contributions of other conditions to 
ineffective execution were highlighted. 

Grant, 2016  Wiley 
Contemporary Strategy 
Analysis 

Equips managers and students of 
management with concepts, frameworks and 
techniques needed to make better decisions 
regarding strategy. Textbook 

Executing the chosen strategy requires linking the strategy to 
performance goals and resource allocations and establishing 
appropriate organizational structure and management systems. 

Mintzberg and 
Waters, 1985 Wiley 

Of Strategies, 
Deliberate and 
Emergent 

Presents the processes of how strategies 
unfold and the outcome they bring. Relates to 
decision-making effectiveness. Research paper 

A strategy can never be purely deliberate, nor emergent. 
Emergent strategies affect the outcome of strategies due to 
procedural rationality, as employees figure out what tends to 
work in practice. Different archetypes of strategies are presented, 
ranging from the most deliberate to the most emergent. 

Larsen, 
Manning & 
Pedersen, 
2013 Wiley 

Uncovering the hidden 
costs of offshoring. The 
interplay of complexity, 
organizational design, 
and experience 

Provides the evidence that some costs in 
offshoring are neglected in decision making – 
these are coined as hidden costs.  Research paper 

Organizations are more likely to make cost‐estimation errors as 
they expand, due to a higher level of complexity. The experience 
of offshoring mitigates cost-estimation errors relates to bounded 
rationality and decision-making effectiveness. 

Dean and 
Sharfman, 
1996 

Academy of 
Management 

Does Decision Process 
Matter? A Study of 
Strategic Decision-
Making Effectiveness 

Proposes three hypotheses on how procedural 
rationality, political behavior and the 
instability of the external environment affect 
decision-making effectiveness, the extent to 
which strategies result in the desired 
outcomes. Research paper 

Procedural rationality (Hypothesis 1) was proven to be positively 
related to decision effectiveness and political behavior 
(Hypothesis 2) was found to negatively impact decision-making 
effectiveness.  
 
Hypothesis 3 predicts that procedural rationality will have a 
greater influence in unstable than in stable environments. 
Hypothesis 3 was not confirmed, however. 

Cohen, March 
& Olsen, 1972 Sage 

A Garbage Can Model 
of Organizational 
Choice 

Proposes that decision-making is a process of 
streams of several elements that in their 
interplay result in a given decision. Research paper 

Describes decision-making processes to consist of 4 central 
streams of elements, namely problems, solutions, and decision-
makers, which lead to “choice opportunities” and thereby the 
final decision. The "access structure" defines which decision-
makers, problems and solutions have access to the “decision 
arena". This can either be based on democratic access, 
hierarchical access or specialized access. 
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3.2. Strategy Implementation 

The literature suggests that strategy implementation is imperative to the successful realization of 

a strategy. “Without effective implementation, the best laid-out strategies are of little use” (Grant, 

2016, pp. 5). This section will begin by introducing the concepts of strategic management and 

strategy to set the context for strategy implementation.  

First, it is of utmost importance to define the meaning of strategy implementation in the context 

of this study. While there are a plethora of definitions for strategy implementation, the one that is 

used in this report will be the most common conceptualization of strategy implementation. Based 

on Wind & Robertson (1983), strategy implementation is considered as the "operationalization of 

a clearly articulated strategic plan,” as interpreted by Noble (1999, p. 119). According to 

Mintzberg & Waters (1985), strategy formation has been thought of as an analytical process for 

establishing the long-term objectives and organizational plans for an organization, where strategy 

formulation is followed by implementation. Tracy (2015) indicates that the first phase of strategy 

is strategic intelligence gathering and analysis, followed by looking at the internal resources 

required to realize the strategy in the planning process. As Tracy (2015) describes it, 

implementation is a phase that follows a planning process. Further, Mintzberg & Waters (1985) 

argue that this view on strategic management is too simplistic, as it doesn't consider the ways that 

strategies can take shape.  

Strategic Management 

The concept of a business strategy was formed out of a practical need in firms (Grant, 2016). 

Senior executives in the 1950s and 1960s experienced increasing difficulty in decision making 

and controlling companies that were growing and becoming increasingly complex. Corporate 

planning (or long-term planning) was created in the 1950s to mitigate these difficulties. The most 

common format of corporate planning was a document entailing the five-year corporate plan that 

indicated the business’s target goals and objectives, a forecast of the macro and micro-economic 

trends (e.g. market demand, market share, revenues, costs and margins), the allocation of 

resources, etc. The prominence of corporate planning could be seen in many large US and 
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European firms that were in pursuit of a diversification strategy, as many of these firms had a 

department dedicated to corporate planning (ibid.).  

In the 1970s and 1980s, a transition to the concept of strategic management occurred. Whereas 

corporate planning directed firms in their goals using a long-term perspective and plan that 

detailed the investments and resource requirements 3-5 years in advance, the macroeconomic 

instability of intensified global competition derailed the usefulness of these forecasts. Therefore, 

there was a shift to strategy making, in which firms began to focus less on a planned path to pursue 

growth and instead looked at the selection of markets and competitive positioning with the goal 

of profit maximization. Strategic management revolved around competition as a central 

component of the business environment and on the goal of strategy to maximize performance 

(ibid.). 

Strategy  

Strategy is a unifying theme that provides clarity and direction to the behavior and decisions of 

an individual or organization. Grant (2016) states that a successful strategy constitutes four 

elements that can be categorized into two groups – the firm and the industry environment, with 

strategy acting as the link between the two. The three elements that comprise the firm are 1) goals 

and values that are simple and consistent, 2) objective appraisal of resources and 3) structure and 

systems that enable effective implementation. The last element, relating to the industry 

environment, is 4) a profound understanding of the competitive environment. These elements are 

visualized in the below figure: 

 

Figure 3: Common Elements in Successful Strategies, Grant (2016) 

The purpose of strategy is to assist the management in organizations. Strategy can support 

organizations “first, by enhancing the quality of decision making, second, by facilitating 
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coordination, and third, by focusing organizations on the pursuit of long-term goals” (Grant, 2016, 

pp. 16). Regarding decision making, strategy provides a pattern that gives coherence to the 

strategic decisions made by an individual or organization. Due to the limitations of an individual 

to make choices without this unifying theme, strategy is argued to improve decision making by 

narrowing the alternatives and facilitating the use of analytical tools. Secondly, strategy acts as a 

communication device to promote coordination. Third, as a strategy has a futuristic perspective, 

it creates an aspirational target for employees and organizations to strive to achieve (ibid.).  

To understand how strategy is realized, the distinction of strategy and tactics can be useful. While 

strategy is the overall plan developed to achieve a set goal, a tactic is a plan for distinct actions. 

In using an analogy of business strategy to military strategy, tactics are used to win battles whereas 

strategy is used to win the war. Strategic decisions taken on strategy or tactics are those that are 

important, involve a significant commitment of resources and are not easily reversible (ibid.). 

Strategic Fit and Decision-Making Effectiveness 

Two approaches to measuring and analyzing strategy are strategic fit and decision-making 

effectiveness. The view of strategy as a link between both the firm and its industry environment 

indicates that business strategy considers the deployment of resources necessary to support its 

long-term goals. Strategic fit is a concept that refers to the consistency and alignment of the firm’s 

strategy with its external and internal environments (Katsikeas, Samiee & Theodosiou, 2006). The 

external environment includes the firm’s competitors, suppliers and customers, while the internal 

environment includes the firm, which comprises its goals and values, resources and capabilities, 

structure and systems (Grant, 2016). Therefore, the failure of a strategy often occurs as a result of 

not achieving a strategic fit, such that the strategy lacks consistency with either the internal or 

external environment. Strategic fit is one concept amongst a set of others known as contingency 

theory. This theory suggests that that the optimal choice to design, manage, and lead an 

organization depends on the circumstances of the surrounding environment. 

An alternative measurement of the relationship between firm performance and strategy is 

decision-making effectiveness, which assesses if the realized strategy results as intended (Dean 

& Sharfman, 1996). This is due to the role of decision processes in determining how firms make 

choices when faced with uncertainty, as firms must continuously find new ways to invest in 
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activities and adapt structures to accommodate in the uncertain environment (Simon, 1993). This 

also relates to the idea that strategy is not always realized as intended.  

Design versus Emergence 

Within strategic management, there is vast literature on the process in which strategy is made and 

how it should be made. Henry Mintzberg is a leading critic of rational approaches to strategy 

design (Grant, 2016). Corporate planning was an extensively structured and formalized approach 

to strategy making. In contrast, an informal approach to strategy making is known as the emergent 

process. The emergent process is a continuous process of interaction between strategy formulation 

and implementation that adapts to the surrounding environment and circumstances (ibid.). 

Mintzberg & Waters (1985) argued that there are intended (planned) and emergent (improvised) 

strategy-making processes and that the realized strategy (looking back) is the outcome of both 

processes.  

Intended strategy, also known as deliberate strategy, derives from a rational analytical planning 

process conceived by the key stakeholders who make a strategy on behalf of the firm (Mintzberg 

& Waters, 1985). One conceptualization of this type of strategy is that it is the outcome of 

structured deliberation or from a process of negotiation amongst various stakeholders in the 

strategy-making process (ibid.). Realized strategy is the strategy that is actually implemented 

(Grant, 2016). Mintzberg argues that only 10-30% of the intended strategy is realized, thus 

indicating that realized strategy is determined by the concept of emergent strategy (ibid.). That is, 

“the decisions that emerge from the complex processes in which individual managers interpret the 

intended strategy and adapt to changing circumstances” is known as the emergent strategy (Grant, 

2016, pp. 22). Therefore, emergent strategies indicate that there is interaction and learning 

between strategy making and strategy implementation.  

“Strategy exists in the cognition of managers but also reified in what companies do (Grant, 2016, 

pp. 23).” Thus, in practice, strategy making requires both thought and action. Top-down rational 

design is the outcome of a manager’s cognition, which may be coupled with the decentralized 

adaptation of members in the organization that adopt the strategy. The design phase of strategy 

encompasses negotiations, discussions and decisions about the strategy. However, the enactment 

from the bottom-up often precedes the design process. Thus, this prominence warrants the 

relevance of research on strategy implementation. 
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Strategy Implementation 

While extensive research has been conducted concerning strategic management, strategy, the 

strategy process and strategy formation, there has been much less research surrounding the 

strategy implementation phase (Hitt et al., 2016). “A brilliant strategy, blockbuster product, or 

breakthrough technology can put you on the competitive map, but only solid execution can keep 

you there. You have to be able to deliver on your intent. Unfortunately, the majority of companies 

aren’t very good at it, by their own admission” (Neilson, Martin & Powers, 2008, p. 2). While a 

strategy itself can be better or worse, the implementation is integral to determining a successful 

outcome.  

While some theorists view strategy formulation and implementation as separate processes, others 

find that they are intertwined. The first view looks at the processes as distinct since each can be 

differentiated conceptually and practically. Implementation follows formulation in that there 

needs to be something to implement to do so (Hrebiniak, 2006). The latter view in which strategy 

formulation and implementation are viewed as an intertwined process considers that strategy is a 

process as a part of execution (Martin, 2015). Therefore, it can be seen in the idea that 

implementation is considered at a strategy’s formulation. However, Favaro (2015) suggests that 

a strategy can never truly be implemented since all external factors cannot be addressed in strategy 

formulation. Therefore, this thesis views these processes as disparate ones. This aligns with 

Mintzberg and Waters’ (1985) differentiation between purely intended- and purely emergent 

strategies.  

Despite its significance in the actual realization of strategy, the reason for the lack of research on 

implementation may be that some researchers believe that strategy formation is the key to success 

(Noble, 1999). Using this perspective, one assumes that implementation is just a control function. 

Executing the chosen strategy requires connecting the strategy to the goals. This is done by 

matching the resources needed to meet the performance goals. Another reason for the lack of 

research in strategy implementation is the abundance of views on the definition of the topic (ibid.). 

As implementation has many perspectives, Skivington and Daft (1991) propose that two basic 

organizing views comprise of the general dimensions of strategy implementation – structural and 

interpersonal. Due to the limitations of processing information, the cognitive capacity to 

comprehend many schools of thought on strategy is limited (Mintzberg et al., 1998). Therefore, 

only two schools of thought will be reviewed (ibid.).  
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Two Schools of Thought of Strategy Implementation 

Structural 

The first school of thought relating to strategy implementation relates to the structural elements 

of implementation. “Managers make adjustments to formal, structural elements of the 

organization such as roles, reporting relationships, and control mechanisms in order to enact 

strategic decisions” (Skivington and Daft, 1991). Drazin and Howard (1984) suggest that a 

structural alignment is necessary to the successful implementation of a new business strategy. 

Under this school of thought, gaining a competitive advantage is a result of firms’ abilities to 

adjust the organizational structure. Thus, firms are said to lag in performance if they are unable to 

adjust the structures required in the competitive environment. Previous research on the effect of 

business units’ strategies, factors of corporate and business unit relationship, and strategy 

implementation have found that structures that are decentralized in decision making, generate 

higher levels of effectiveness, despite the strategy and its context (Gupta, 1987).  

The assessment of performance is additionally pivotal to the success of strategy implementation. 

Moreover, another facet of the structural strategy implementation school of thought is the 

conceptualization of control mechanisms. These mechanisms can be made through control 

systems. A formal control system is defined through a three-stage cycle: 1) planning a target or 

standard of performance, 2) monitoring and or measuring activities to reach that target and 3) 

implementing corrections if the targets are not met (Daft and Macintosh, 1984). Jaworksi and 

MacInnis (1989) have studied and found a strong relationship between the type of control system 

used and the resulting firm performance, indicating that control systems are an imperative 

decision. Research has also shown that some flexibility is required in an effective control system 

to adapt as the strategy implementation efforts unfold (Noble, 1999). 

Interpersonal 

The interpersonal process views are the second component of implementation. A range of 

interpersonal and cognitive factors may also become salient as managers strive to interpret and 

respond to a strategic initiative (Skivington and Daft, 1991). Noble (1999) suggests that strategic 

consensus, autonomous strategic behaviors, diffusion processes, the effects of leadership and 
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implementation styles, communication and other interaction processes are additional factors that 

influence the implementation of a strategy. 

Strategic consensus is defined by having a shared understanding of the nature of implementation 

and the strategic initiatives (ibid.). This degree of understanding between managers is found to 

impact implementation positively. The consensus affects the understanding and commitment of 

various stakeholders involved in an organization. While it may be intuitive that higher rates of 

consensus lead to increased performance, there may be a negative effect from having too high of 

consensus. Groupthink, defined by the suppression of potentially valuable ideas, may be the result 

of total consensus (ibid.). Woolridge and Floyd (1989) find that the scope, e.g. who is considered 

in evaluating consensus, as well as the content, e.g. what decision-makers agree about, are 

important elements of consensus. Further, they find that manager commitment to a strategic 

initiative is another important factor beyond consensus. Having a shared understanding without 

managerial commitment could result in a “counter-effort” and could even negatively impact 

performance (ibid.). 

If strategic consensus is lacking, then organization members are not operating with the same goals 

and objectives (Noble, 1999). Autonomous strategic behaviors are behaviors that stray from the 

agreed-upon initiative. This kind of behavior may stem from a disagreement with the strategic 

initiative at hand, i.e. low to no strategic consensus, and maybe well-intended or due to a self-

serving purpose. Both situations influence the success of the implementation and the nature of the 

strategy that emerges (Noble, 1999). Guth and MacMillan (1986) propose that “self-interested 

interventions” occur when middle managers have goals and beliefs that are not highly aligned 

with those of senior management. Further, a low personal commitment by middle managers can 

result in passive compliance or “upward interventions,” whereby middle managers may engage 

in verbal arguments, coalition formation and can even sabotage implementation. Connors and 

Romberg (1991) find that there is a current trend towards flatter organizational structures that give 

line employees decision-making authority, e.g. the right to make decisions, while senior 

management has a “coaching” function. Further, they propose that middle managers who feel that 

their power is slipping from them engage in subversive behavior (ibid.). 

Diffusionary perspectives look at the process of how strategy is communicated. This perspective 

suggests that senior management make a strategy and then communicate this to middle managers. 

Then, the middle management trickles this information down to the line workers. This area of 
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research looks at the stakeholders who are strategy sponsors, adopters, firm-level factors and the 

effects of the nature of strategy being implemented (Noble, 1999). Robertson and Gatignon (1987) 

propose that the reputation of the sponsoring senior executive plays a role in organizational 

adoption. This showcases that management impacts the implementation. Research on diffusion 

also suggests that the more radical the changes required by the implementation efforts, the slower 

the rate of the adoption process may be (ibid.). 

Leadership and implementation style concerns the methods of leadership used by senior 

managers. The delegation of decision-making rights impacts the way that strategy is adopted, 

therefore affecting implementation. Nutt (1983) found that organizational climate (defined based 

on degrees of centralization, complexity, production, and efficiency) influences the approaches to 

implementation. Furthermore, factors such as centralization, complexity and efficiency influence 

implementation and that leaders initiate and guide the adoption of a plan (ibid.). 

The interaction and communication between managers and coalitions of managers are considered 

to be the most important informal process that can contribute to the success or failures of an 

implementation (Noble, 1999). Hambrick and Cannella (1989) suggest that lateral and vertical 

interactions are significant to strategy implementation processes. Sandy (1991) extends this 

research by adding that failure in implementation may occur when the strategic initiative is not 

well organized for action, e.g. when the necessary steps to implementation are not well specified 

and employees of an organization do not understand how to succeed. 

Obstacles to implementation 

Challenges of strategy implementation have been previously explored by several researchers. As 

previously noted, no business strategy can succeed without effective implementation. Hrebiniak 

(2006) suggests that formulating strategy is difficult but implementation is even more difficult. 

Moreover, he suggests that the poor performance of a strategy is typically not with planning but 

with doing. “Sound plans founder or die because of a lack of executing know-how and the ability 

to confront difficult organizational and political obstacles that stand in the way of effective 

implementation” (Hrebiniak, 2006, pp. 13). The general challenges to implementation are 

presented in the proceeding sections. 

 



 
42 / 133 

 

Managers’ Limitations 

Most managers know more about developing a strategy than they do about executing it. As MBA 

courses focus on strategy making rather than execution, managers lack training on implementation 

and thus are said to benefit from a model of implementation (ibid.). Another obstacle is that there 

may be a separation of stakeholders involved in planning versus implementation. This may lead 

to the dysfunctional view that lower-level employees are less intelligent than managers, which 

means that the lower-level stakeholders may get handed the execution work and be blamed for 

any issues. Implementation mandates ownership at all levels of management (ibid.).  

Time and People Resources 

Implementation requires the resources of time and people. Execution usually takes longer than 

the formulation of a strategy. The time frame is said to make it harder for managers to grasp and 

control the many components of strategy implementation, especially as unforeseen activities can 

arise (ibid.). Additionally, more stakeholders are typically involved in the execution of a strategy 

than in its making. This presents challenges relating to communication and incentive structures to 

support strategy execution (ibid.).  

Decision Rights & Information Flows 

Another challenge is inadequate information sharing and unclear responsibility of employees, 

which makes coordination efforts in implementation difficult (ibid.). To guide employees to 

effectively implement, executives should clarify decision rights and design information flows 

(Neilson et al., 2008). Clarifying decision rights can facilitate an understanding of the decisions 

and actions that employees are responsible for, to guide implementation.  

Further, information should flow across the organizational boundaries, e.g. siloes, to transfer 

important information (ibid.). Unclear decision rights impact decision-making negatively in 

addition to impairing information flow. A principle of strong execution is “once made, decisions 

are rarely second-guessed" (Neilson et al., 2008, p. 9). This showcases the importance of decision-

making, concerning its structures and the information flows, in the implementation of a strategy 

(ibid.).  
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Environmental Uncertainty 

Environmental uncertainty provides creates challenges for strategy implementation (Gatignon & 

Robertson, 1989).  Uncertainty is said to provide a threat to the implementation of strategies as it 

can narrow the choices available to respond to its origin. “As uncertainty increases, managers are 

less able to analyze or understand the relationship between organizational actions and outcomes” 

(O’Neill et al., 1998, p. 103). However, it also can be seen as an opportunity, in the perspective 

of a resource-based view. From this view, competitive advantage may result from a firm having 

resources that are valuable, rare, inimitable and non-substitutable (Barney, 1991). Therefore, an 

opportunity exists to develop resources that are competitive (ibid.). Therefore, a review of 

uncertainty is warranted to establish an understanding of the impact of uncertainty. 

3.3. Uncertainty 

Uncertainty and strategy are two concepts within strategic management that have been researched. 

Both are considered crucial for organizations to evaluate, especially when strategizing on markets 

that are dominated by dynamic complex systems, i.e. environments where the cause and effect of 

strategies are subtle and where the effects over time are not obvious (Johnson, 2018). As a result, 

companies’ expected outcomes on their strategies remain directly affected by uncertainty in 

mostly unpredictable and unexplainable ways (Courtney, Kirkland & Viguerie, 1997). This 

section will begin by defining uncertainty as a concept. Then, it will address elements of 

uncertainty that have implications for strategy implementation. 

Uncertainty is defined as the absence of probability (Knight, 1921). That is, uncertainty creates 

an inability to assign probabilities as to the likelihood of future events (Milliken, 1987). In this 

thesis, COVID-19 is the unexpected event that leads to the uncertainty affecting the case 

companies. Milliken (1987) proposes three types of uncertainty: state, effect and response. State 

uncertainty refers to the components of the environment changing in unknown ways. Effect 

uncertainty is defined as the inability to understand how a change in the environment will affect 

the focal organization. Lastly, response uncertainty stems from not understanding the response 

options available and their value (ibid.). 

 



 
44 / 133 

 

Recognizing uncertainty 

Courtney et al. (1997) state that by recognizing uncertainty in the process of implementation, 

organizations gain advantages by facilitating a realistic view on the outcomes, as they will be able 

to recognize the associated managerial pitfalls, e.g. overconfidence or opportunistic behavior. At 

the same time, Courtney et al. (1997) acknowledge that an organization recognizing uncertainty 

in strategy implementation can be negative, as uncertainty creates ambiguity, meaning that there 

are too many unknown outcomes of strategic decisions. 

Another concept that is studied concerning uncertainty and strategic decision making is hidden 

costs, which can be described as unanticipated costs that arise in the implementation of the 

strategy (ibid.).  

Hidden Costs 

Hidden costs can be described as the discrepancies between the expected costs and the actual costs 

of strategy implementation (Larsen et al., 2013). The concept of hidden costs indicates that the 

better understanding of the given environment of the organization, the better decisions managers 

can make, which is crucial when measuring the value of a strategy, i.e., when weighing the 

financial gains against the financial costs. However, while many organizations consider the aspect 

of uncertainty and thereby plan accordingly to such settings, many firms still seem to misinterpret 

the explicit financial costs and implicit costs of the strategies they implement. According to Larsen 

et al. (2013), miscalculating incurred costs correlates with the presence or degree of uncertainty, 

which may result from a complicated setting of the external market. Hidden costs are suggested 

to be a result of bounded rationality, which is a situation where decision-makers are unable to 

identify optimal solutions, due to incomplete information, time constraints, and the cognitive 

limitations of the mind to process all relevant information (Simon, 1982).  The consequences of 

uncertainty are a bigger demand for information processing capabilities, which can foster more 

frequent decision errors, as well as strategic inertia which hinders the company in optimizing its 

strategic decision making (Larsen et al., 2013). Some of the costs that are exemplified by Larsen 

et al. (2013) include coordination costs and costs of strategic learning capabilities. 
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Cultural hidden costs 

Cultural hidden costs are defined as costs that are related to internal organizational elements. 

Cultural hidden costs are relevant in strategy implementation, as implications of proximity, affect 

the fostering and learning of cultural organizational elements for employees (ibid.). Thus, cultural 

hidden costs imply that communication between employees and departments might suffer from 

miscommunication and misunderstandings, thus being prone to a key aspect of successful strategy 

planning and implementation (ibid.). As argued by Meyer (2015), successful strategies require 

five principles, including training employees in facilitating an understanding of the key norms of 

the organization, as well as giving everyone a voice, e.g., ensuring that decision-makers actively 

participate, which is also relevant, considering the prior argumentation by Larsen et al. (2013). 

Hidden costs of coordination 

Coordination is considered a crucial factor for facilitating value in strategy implementation, as it 

defines the organization's pursuit of common goals, by unifying, integrating and synchronizing 

group efforts. Further, it is considered a hidden force, which binds all the other functions of 

management (Juneja, 2015). The ability to coordinate can facilitate strategy implementation, as it 

sets and defines business-wide initiatives, as well as organizational roles and responsibilities that 

require “the right people to work together on the right things in the right way” (Beer & Eisenstat, 

2000). 

The lack of coordination is therefore considered a “silent killer” in strategy. as it can be considered 

a hidden cost, as a lack of coordination can negatively impact the organizing of roles and 

responsibilities in implementation (ibid.). In combination with a high level of uncertainty, 

implementation can therefore result in substantially higher costs than expected, due to a lack of 

coordination, as a result of a lack of strategic focus, which can impair decision-making processes 

(Larsen et al., 2013; Frederickson & Mitchell, 1984). 

Hidden costs of learning capabilities 

The ability of a firm to learn and has become much more central to strategy. Today, apart from 

competing for market positions, firms also “race to learn”, referring to the accumulation of skills 

and competencies (Bettis, Bradley & Hamel, 1992). Therefore, while also considered important 

to strategy implementation, the extent to which firms can facilitate their learning capabilities is to 
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some extent intangible (Bettis et al., 1992). Therefore, learning capabilities are considered to be 

an implicit cost, that might have implications on the outcome of a strategy. Learning capabilities 

can be defined as learning to think strategically at the individual level, to facilitate problem-

solving for complex issues (Moon, 2013). In an uncertain environment, the learning capabilities 

of employees might be affected. As discussed above, the impairment of communication and thus 

coordination might lead to the diminishment of learning capabilities, regarding how employees 

adopt and approach strategies (Frederickson & Mitchell, 1984; Noble, 1999).  

Organizational design 

Bounded rationality does not only stem from simple reasons such as information overload, as it is 

also argued to be a result of organizational design. Korniychuk (2020) argues that many firms 

base their organizational structures on principles that enhance decision-making and workflow. To 

specify, organizations are designed in ways to maximize the useful outcomes of decisions and 

firms exist, as they jointly foster enhanced decisions and thereby survive better in complex 

environments. To survive better in complex environments, firms will therefore sequentially 

generate and evaluate options, and as mentioned earlier, satisfice by accepting the first option that 

meets all essential criteria.  

Over time, efficiency based on boundedly rational decisions is argued to be enhanced, if decision-

makers can compare and evaluate their alternatives to the efficiency of the current state or 

competitive position (Knudsen & Levinthal, 2007). However, this is only possible if firms are 

able to facilitate lateral communication throughout the organization based on its structure and 

thereby foster holistic decision making where each decision maker accounts for the whole 

organization (Siggelkow & Rivkin, 2003; Knudsen & Levinthal, 2007). In its essence, this relates 

to an agency problem, as decision-makers have their own opinions, or are subconsciously exposed 

to a variety of cognitive biases on how the firm should strategize, to become optimized in reaching 

strategic efficiency. 

Beyond explaining the relationships of uncertainty on hidden costs and organizational design’s 

impact on communication as discussed above, bounded rationality is also considered to be a 

product of decision-making processes in organizations, which warrants a review in the proceeding 

section. 
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3.4. Decision-Making Processes 

 This section provides a basis of concepts relating to decision-making processes, as the extent to 

which strategy implementation results in the intended outcomes can be measured by decision-

making effectiveness (Dean & Sharfman, 1996). Further, decision-making processes are the 

broader theoretical concepts that can be used to describe how organizations make decisions. 

Decision Making Effectiveness 

Decision-making processes influence the outcome and the performance of strategy 

implementation, by a proxy of decision-making effectiveness. Decision-making effectiveness is 

defined as the extent to which decisions result in desired outcomes (Eisenhardt & Zbaracki, 1992; 

Dean & Sharfman, 1996). In essence, many elements are considered to affect decision-making 

effectiveness. Different streams of literature suggest theories on decision making, based on 

psychological concepts such as cognitive biases (Schwenk, 1982), as well as other theories based 

on economic factors such as rationality and the degree of information in decision making 

(Eisenhardt & Bourgeois, 1988). However, as argued by Dean & Sharfman (1996), the 

aforementioned theories are individually considered to be too concentrated on single elements in 

decision-making processes. 

Based on this argumentation, Dean & Sharfman (1996) argue that decision-making effectiveness 

is based on the three elements. The first one is bounded rationality, or procedural rationality, as it 

is argued that decision-makers become increasingly rational based on their practical experience 

in making decisions. The second factor influencing decision-making is organizational structure, 

i.e. how it is strategically structured to deal with facilitating strategic value. The third element is 

referred to as politics and power, which is argued to diminish the effectiveness of decision making, 

as it negatively affects strategic consensus with the formation of coalitions (Guth and MacMillan, 

1986; Dean & Sharfman, 1996). In the following section, the three main elements and their 

relevance to decision-making effectiveness will be explained. Afterward, this section will 

introduce four different concepts on how to identify the type of decision-making, which can help 

uncover the level of decision-making effectiveness within organizations, based on bounded 

rationality, organizational structure and politics and power. 
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Uncertainty in Decision Making 

Eisenhardt and Zbaracki (1992) argue that strategic decision is important in terms of the actions 

taken, the resources committed, or the precedents set. Therefore, these considerations are made 

when a strategic decision is taken. However, even as economic people, one can never be fully 

rational when we making a decision, as one never has access to perfect, or complete, information. 

Many elements will come into play when making strategic decisions in firms. This includes the 

aforementioned elements of regarding the world as completely unpredictable, as well as how 

decisions are made, based on politics and power and other internal aspects of the organization. In 

short, they all lead to one of the core concepts in decision making, bounded rationality (Simon, 

1982). Bounded rationality influences the shape of a decision path based on problem 

identification, development and selection, as a consequence of the complexity of the problem 

(Korniychuk, 2020). When considering bounded rationality, it is often argued that the strategic 

goal is pivoted from the economic view of achieving the most optimal outcome to a focus on 

satisfying stakeholders as best as possible by accepting the first option that meets all essential 

criteria (Korniychuk, 2020). Thus, bounded rationality has a negative effect on decision-making 

effectiveness, as decision-makers focus on the satisfaction of stakeholders, rather than achieving 

the intended goals. This concept relates heavily to Simon’s (1956) concept of “satisficing” and 

the garbage can model, which will be discussed later in this section. 

Bounded rationality is addressed in other theories that describe how and why strategies are 

created, how they unfold, as well as the consequences of them. This includes emergent strategies, 

as described in the prior section (Mintzberg & Waters, 1985). As described by Katsikeas et al. 

(2014), emergent strategies are considered to be a product of uncertainty. Emergent strategies are 

a result of employees engaging in one action at a time to search for patterns, which were not 

intended, as they learn what approaches work in practice (Dean & Sharfman, 1993). This may 

become a formalized deliberate strategy if the patterns found optimally satisfy goals. This results 

in the ability for employees to make more informed decisions, which relates to procedural 

rationality, which explains how some decision-makers make more rational strategic decisions than 

others. From this perspective, bounded rationality can be addressed from another point of view, 

namely procedural rationality, which explains why some organizations are less boundedly rational 

than others, due to the ability to learn (ibid.). Uncovering the extent to how some firms are less 
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boundedly rational, or more procedurally rational in their decision-making processes can be 

identified through theoretical decision-making models, which will be explored later in this section. 

Uncertainty on markets leads to changes in the way businesses organize, leading to a higher degree 

of organizational complexity, which has many implications on planning and execution (Larsen et 

al., 2013). A higher degree of complexity negatively affects the strategic consensus between 

organizational divisions, as business units become increasingly dispersed (ibid.) Consequently, 

this might result in a higher level of bounded rationality in decision-making and thus a lower 

degree of decision-making effectiveness (Simon, 1982; Dean & Sharfman, 1996).  

In essence, decision-making effectiveness is highly affected by the level of uncertainty, as it 

directly relates to the level of bounded rationality in decision-making, which directly impacts the 

extent to which decision-makers can identify the potential outcomes of their decisions. Thus, with 

a high level of uncertainty, decision-making effectiveness can be mitigated, which results in 

poorer outcomes of strategic implementations (Dean & Sharfman, 1996). 

Organizational structure and decision-making 

A factor leading to a bigger focus on handling uncertainty and complexity is the way businesses 

are strategically organizing their structures. While decision-making remains an acknowledged 

aspect within the value creation of strategies today, it has priorly been considered as a simple 

addition to the fundamentals of value creation within strategy implementation, rather than acting 

as a crucial element in decision-making (Korniychuk, 2020). 

In the past, the approach to strategy was based on designing an organization on three fundamental 

pillars. In sum, the three pillars were based on political aspects, accountability and efficiency, 

where power-enhancing resources were allocated to managers, who were held directly 

accountable for their responsibilities, to ensure an effective workflow in the organization 

(Korniychuk, 2020; Hall, 1964). From a perspective of organizational analysis, this organizational 

design is very vertical, centralized and hierarchical, facilitating a high level of control. 

From a modern theoretical perspective, organizational design is still argued to have many 

implications on the optimization of business effectivity, as it is proposed that firms exist because 

they jointly make better decisions when acting as a single unit, resulting in better navigation and 

adaptation within complex environments and markets (Korniychuk, 2020). Today, this argument 
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remains to be the fundamental reason why firms spend time on understanding their organizational 

structures and how it affects their decision-making processes, e.g. through the distribution of 

decision-making power, especially with the presence of uncertainty. Thus, the core aim of 

organizational structures in decision-making is to maximize the quality of decisions, by 

identifying how a firm should organize, to facilitate decision-making effectiveness (Dean & 

Sharfman, 1996). 

Politics, power and decision-making 

Closely related to the two theoretical concepts of bounded rationality and organizational structure, 

politics and power is the last main factor that is argued to affect decisions making within 

organizations (Dean & Sharfman, 1996). In addition, this perspective relates heavily to one of the 

main theoretical decision-making models employed in this paper, which will be discussed later in 

this section. 

Firms that structure their organization in a way that facilitates politics and power in decision-

making are often argued to foster bounded rationality. When firms are structured as such, the 

organization is viewed as a power structure, which approaches its objectives, for example, its 

strategies, through the process of hierarchical decisions. The overall argumentation is that politics 

and power within organizations can negatively affect the probability that a decision is realized as 

it was desired (Dean & Sharfman, 1996).  

Concerning the priorly introduced fundamental pillars of political aspects, accountability and 

efficiency, the power inequality is determined by the control of resources that are delegated to 

specific actors within organizations (Hall, 1964). Therefore, the concept of organizational power 

aligns well with the aforementioned theory, as its structure is described as a hierarchy and a 

delegation of predetermined roles concerning decision-making. Here the organizations’ decision-

makers include those who, by participation, can alter the results of a decision, based on values 

that are established through formal social roles (Dean & Sharfman, 1996). Lastly, Hall (1964) 

argues that decision-making should be viewed as a series of relationships among decision-makers, 

their environment, their actions and their goals. Thus, the formal organization attains its strategic 

goals, through the distribution of power (Dean & Sharfman, 1996). 
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In sum, the decision-making within organizations is primarily affected by elements such as 

organizational structure and their internal power structure, as well as the consequence of these 

elements on bounded rationality and thus decision-making effectiveness (ibid.). It can be a 

challenge measuring whether an organization’s decision-making practices are, to an extent, 

affected by their organizational structure, power hierarchy and bounded rationality. Therefore, as 

mentioned, theory on decision-making processes will be employed, to facilitate a better 

understanding of how decisions are made, who is responsible for making decisions and how 

strategic possibilities are identified. 

Decision-Making Models 

The rational “root” model 

The root model, also known as the rational model, describes the decision-making processes, as 

being based on economic theory, where the evaluation of a decision occurs in a setting that 

considers every single scenario and with perfect information. Within this concept, it is argued that 

if the decision-makers believe that there are other possible solutions, then a decision can't be made. 

Thus, when a decision is made, the decision-makers believe that the chosen decision could not be 

made any differently (Lindblom, 1959). To be able to employ the rational model, an organization 

must have a considerable amount of information, as the decision-makers should be able to 

consider all advantages and disadvantages and every possible scenario, to ensure that the most 

rational and economic decision is made. Other challenges with the rational model include the fact 

that it is very hard to employ in practice, it requires the identification of many incremental costs 

in terms of time and resources, it provides too many alternatives, it highlights disagreements, and 

it does not consider the aspect of implementation (ibid.). 

Muddling through 

Compared to the rational “root” model, the branch model, also known as muddling through, is 

often considered to be more realistic and practical in a real-life setting. Instead of evaluating all 

possibilities and choosing the objectively most economic and rational decision concerning the 

challenge, the model expects that all decision-makers choose their goals and resources and 

hereafter make incremental and gradually enhanced decisions. In addition, the model argues that 

decisions can be based on practical experiences. Firstly, the focus should be on the current 
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situation and the overall goal should be smoothly defined without any specific considerations on 

where this strategy should lead to. Alternatives in combination with goals and resources should 

then be outlined, and then compared based on experiences with other similar decisions. Hereafter, 

a strategic consensus on the solution should be established. Lastly and important to note, it's not 

expected that every goal is fulfilled completely, but rather partially, where the processes and goals 

should be incrementally repeated, resulting in small additive steps to strategic value creation by 

learning through trial and error (Lindblom, 1959).  

The political model 

March (1962) proposes the political model, which advocates that the way decisions are reached 

are similar to what is seen in a political arena, e.g. in politics, meaning that agreements on final 

decisions are reached through negotiations and compromises.  

In short, the organization can be perceived as an entity that consists of several political coalitions, 

which have different opinions and therefore debate on the most optimal decision (ibid.). The 

political model proposes the existence of power structures in organizations, meaning that the 

decision-maker with the most decision-making power acts as the leader to moderate the debates 

as a “political broker” (ibid.). 

Garbage can model 

Different from the others, the garbage can model proposed by Cohen, March & Olsen (1972) does 

not attempt to definitively define the implications of decision-making in organizations, but rather 

propose that decision-making processes are affected by an interplay of four elements. Firstly, 

however, they argue that decision-makers are boundedly rational, which tends to pivot the focus 

decision-makers to satisfy stakeholders with the resources at hand, i.e. satisficing as proposed by 

Simon (1956). As argued by Cohen et al., (1972), the four elements that come into play in 

decision-making are problems, solutions and decision-makers, which lead to choice opportunities 

of decisions. Cohen et al. (1972) propose the concept of decision arenas, which argues that specific 

decision-makers get access to make decisions, to solve a specific problem. In addition, Cohen et 

al. (1972) also define the concept of access structures, which defines what kind of decision arena 

types are typically seen in organizations. In its essence, Cohen et al,. (1972) define three typical 

access structures, namely democratic, hierarchical and specialized. In a democratic access 
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structure, there is no restricted access, meaning that all stakeholders in an organization can partake 

in strategic decisions. In the hierarchical access structure, the access to the decision arena is 

restricted based on the hierarchical implications of the decision-makers. As an example, strategic 

decisions on the corporate strategy would be restricted to executives or board members, while 

smaller decisions, requiring fewer resources and governance, are less restricted. Lastly, in the 

specialized structure, the restriction to the decision arena is based on each decision makers’ 

expertise with the problem. The rationale of employing specialized access structures in decision-

making is that decision-makers working with the problem daily must be the most knowledgeable 

on the problem.  

Thus, if these decision-makers can solve the problem most efficiently by justifying their decisions 

based on the exploitation of their knowledge on the problem, this could imply a high level of 

rationality in decision-making (ibid.). 

Overall, the garbage can model proposes three different types of decision-making arenas that are 

all, to some extent, based on the provision of decentralization in decision-making authority. IT 

systems can support decentralized decision-making under virtual work arrangements, as they 

facilitate non-physical communication (Huber 2013; Hunter, 2018). Therefore, IT remote working 

will be reviewed in the next section. 

3.5. IT-Facilitated Remote Working 

Vertical and lateral interaction was found to be necessary for strategy implementation 

(Hambrick and Canella, 1989). IT remote working enables communication across departments, 

which is seen in studies that have found an increase in interdepartmental communications with 

system use (Saunders, 1981). There is an increasing need for information systems to support 

employee communication while remote working (Pich & Sardjono, 2020). 

Due to advances in technology and a shift in social trends, organizations are increasingly open 

to employees working offsite. Remote working arrangements have become increasingly 

prominent over recent years and have subsequently been increasingly popular in research 

(Hunter, 2018). This section will provide an overview of existing knowledge on remote 

working. Specifically, it will begin by addressing the uses of information and communication 

technology, provide the history of remote working and then describe the research on the shift to 
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remote working during the COVID-19 pandemic. Lastly, it will illustrate the relationships of 

remote working on decision making, uncertainty and strategy implementation based on previous 

literature.  

To begin, it is important to define the use of the term “remote working” in the context of this 

study. Remote working is defined as “a flexible work arrangement whereby workers work in 

locations, remote from their central offices or production facilities, the worker has no personal 

contact with co-workers there, but can communicate with them using technology” (Di Martino 

& Wirth, 1990, p. 530). 

Information and Communication Technologies 

There is vast research conducted on the topics of information and communication technology 

(ICT) and its use in organizations. Such technologies are pivotal to the facilitation of remote 

working. Many previous studies have focused on its impact on firm performance. IT in itself is 

not a homogeneous object as there are many forms and uses (Weill, 1992). Advanced 

information technologies are defined as devices that a) transmit, manipulate, analyze or exploit 

information; b) in which a digital computer processes information integral to the user's 

communication or decision task; and c) they have either made their appearance since 1970 or 

exist in a form that aids in communication or decision tasks to a significantly greater degree than 

did pre 1971 forms (Huber, 2013). 

The motivation for organizations to invest in IT surrounds the idea of returns through increased 

performance. Heavy use of strategic IT is correlated to high organizational performance (ibid.). 

Weill (1992) finds that total IT investment alone doesn’t equate to returns, but conversion 

effectiveness moderates such performance outcomes. Conversion effectiveness is a 

measurement of the quality of firm-wide management and commitment to IT (ibid.). The factors 

found to influence return on investment are top management’s commitment to IT, previous firm 

experience with IT, user satisfaction with systems and the turbulence of the political 

environment within the firm. This showcases that qualities within an organization’s internal 

environment, e.g. the behavior and policies of members of the organization, relates to its 

performance (ibid.).  
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History of remote work 

As ICTs have progressed in their capabilities and with greater accessibility to high-speed 

internet, the practice of remote working (also known as teleworking, telecommuting, distributed 

work, or flexible work arrangements) has established itself as a new way of working (Wang et 

al., 2020).  From the period of 1961 to 1964, Fred Brooks was responsible for developing the 

IBM System 360, which was the first commercialized computer that provided organizations 

advanced information management (Remoter, 2020). At the time, Brooks saw the potential for 

many different industries to use such computing devices.  

Research on the use of ICTs in communication and decision-making tasks indicates the many 

purposes of ICT (Huber, 2013). Concerning communication, the properties of ICT enable the 

individual or organization to communicate across time and geographical location easily and 

inexpensively (Rice & Bair, 1984). Further, ICTs allow knowledge and events to be recorded 

and indexed reliably and inexpensively (Culnan & Markus, 1987). For decision aiding, ICTs 

have properties that allow individuals and organizations to retrieve large amounts of information 

in a relatively quick and inexpensive way. ICTs also assist in rapid information collection 

external to the organization. Lastly, the recombination of information to create new information 

is made possible through ICTs, e.g. in financial analyses or forecasting models (Huber, 2013). 

An increase in the amount of information collected was found to assist organizations in coping 

with uncertainty (Saunders, 1981).  

Further, research indicates that with the use of management information systems, there is an 

effect on power, defined as the capability of one subunit through formal position or through 

perceived participation in organizational activities to exert influence on another subunit 

(Saunders, 1981). Information required for decision-making processes may be provided through 

a management information system (MIS), which indicates that certain subunits which may have 

increased access to information may have more influence in making organizational decisions. 

This was found to increase the perceived and actual power of the subunits (ibid.). 

Shift to Remote Working 

Before COVID-19, the use of remote working was less of a common practice (Kossek & 

Lautsch, 2018). Despite an increase in the number of US employees that work from home at 
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least half of the time growing from 1.8 million in 2005 to 3.9 million in 2017, remote working 

accounted for only 2.9% of the total US workforce. In Europe, 2% of employees teleworked 

mainly from home in 2015 (Wang et al., 2020). Remote working was known as a “luxury for the 

relatively affluent” (Desilver, 2020), as higher-income earners and white-collar workers, e.g. 

over 75% of employees who work from home earn an annual salary of $65,000 and over 40% of 

teleworkers are executives or managers. 

Due to the response of many organizations to shift fully to remote working during the COVID-

19 pandemic, employees were working from home to unprecedented extents (Wang et al., 

2020). With millions of employees turning to remote working, previous knowledge on remote 

working does not consider the contextual relevance of this crisis (ibid.).  

Benefits and Drawbacks 

Through the lens of flexibility, the advantages and disadvantages associated with the practice of 

remote working have been researched. Flexibility encompasses two aspects: a willingness to 

change, but also the ability to be moldable without breaking (Bal and Izak, 2021). Research 

finds that regardless of organizational or employee perspectives, the overall literature on 

flexibility is unequivocally in favor of this concept, e.g. accounting for 70% of studies (ibid.).  

Beyond flexibility, a gain of remote working for organizations is a productive workforce that is 

more cost-effective, e.g. less physical space is required. Concurrently, employees receive 

benefits from a better work-life balance, which is said to increase levels of job satisfaction and 

organizational commitment. These benefits are based on the social exchange theory, in which 

workers may work harder for the opportunity to work in flexible locations (Felstead and 

Henseke, 2017).  

From a work design perspective, the disadvantages of remote working for organizations and 

managers are the costs associated with monitoring employees (Wang et al., 2020). Challenges 

for the employees include ineffective communication and procrastination, which influence 

remote working outcomes, e.g. performance and well-being (ibid.). In the context of COVID-19, 

additional considerations such as social isolation, family interferences and financial pressures 

contribute to the challenges above associated with effective remote working (ibid.).  
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4. Analysis 

This chapter will present the findings and analysis of the primary and secondary data collected 

for this thesis to develop propositions that address the research question. This analysis is both 

within-case and cross-case, as it looks at the case organizations distinctively and comparatively 

to indicate the similarities and differences between them. Such comparisons are used to identify 

patterns between the cases and thus facilitate our understanding of the nature of strategy 

implementation while employees are remote working. 

This chapter will begin by presenting and analyzing how the case companies understand the 

process of strategy implementation. Then the analysis discusses four identified themes from the 

thematic analysis, whereby we prepared our data for analysis through transcription and coded for 

themes drawn from the data (Saunders et al., 2016). The first theme presented and analyzed is that 

of unintended consequences of remote work in coordination, motivation and learning capabilities. 

The second theme is strategy diffusion as a process of empowerment.  The following theme is 

autonomy leading to unintended behaviors of employees. The final theme is the role of 

decentralized decision-making authority on effective strategy implementation. Each section will 

provide the related findings, followed by an analysis to support the latter conclusions. Three 

propositions are developed to explain the relationships between the themes explored. The last 

section of this chapter summarizes the resulting conceptual framework.  

The propositions developed were built based on the theory that corroborates and explains the 

relationships between the findings (Cornelissen, 2017). Propositions are formal statements that 

represent causal relationships, which can be tested in the future (ibid.). One of the criticisms of 

this style of theorizing, e.g. proposition development, is that the formulated arguments are narrow 

in scope, as they only capture cause and effect relationships. However, as we are exploratory and 

inductive, we use propositions to formalize contingencies based on theories used to explain broad 

directions and implications for further empirical research (ibid.). 

Primary data was collected in the form of interviews. All four case companies are multinational 

enterprises headquartered in Denmark, that shifted to remote working arrangements during 

COVID-19 due to government restrictions. Additionally, all case companies were working within 

corporate strategies or business unit strategies that were realized during such remote working 
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arrangements. The respective strategies in the case firms will not specifically be analyzed 

themselves. Instead, strategies will be measured by their effectiveness, whereby the definition for 

decision-making effectiveness is “the extent to which decisions result in desired outcomes” (Dean 

& Sharfman, 1996, p. 1). To triangulate these findings, several sources of secondary data are 

collected and analyzed regarding existing practices used to implement strategy and their 

implications with the use of remote working arrangements. Secondary sources are internal if they 

are produced by the case companies (in our case, annual reports and the podcast, Huddle, from 

Mindshare Denmark) and external as these are developed independently from the organization. 

At the time of the writing of this thesis, only Novo Nordisk and Ramboll have released their 

annual reports for 2020. B&O released an annual report for 2019/20 and WPP (Mindshare’s parent 

company) in 2019 as the most recent report. The external secondary data sources are two webinars 

on remote working during the pandemic as well as a McKinsey report. 

The following table summarizes the case companies represented in our study, in terms of the 

organization’s size, industry, strategy to be implemented and whether it is a production or service 

firm. 

Case Company  Company Size Industry Department(s) 

Represented 

Firm Type  

Novo Nordisk  ~43,100 Pharmaceutical  Development Production  

Ramboll  ~16,000 Engineering  Operational 

Excellence; Clients, 

Communication & 

Marketing 

Service  

Bang & Olufsen  ~1,000 Retail  IT, Product 

Management, 

Creative 

Production 

Mindshare  ~9,300 Advertising Marketing Service 

Table 4: Overview of Case Companies 
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4.1. Case Background(s): Perspectives on Strategy 

Implementation 

Prior to the analysis based on themes, the way that strategy implementation is defined for each 

case company will be explained and analyzed to give perspective on the findings. The way that 

the case company views its processes can give insight to their recognition of uncertainty and how 

they cope with this uncertainty when realizing a strategy, i.e. intended aspirations of a planned 

strategy. All of the case companies addressed COVID-19 as a challenge to the strategic outlook 

of the firm in their annual reports. Additionally, all reports indicated the pandemic significantly 

impacted the firm, employees and society at large.  

To begin, this thesis recognizes strategy implementation as, “the operationalization of a clearly 

articulated strategic plan” (Wind & Robertson, 1983), recognizing that this requires a strategy to 

be formed before implementation. For Novo Nordisk, the implementation of strategy is a process 

of breaking down the strategic aspirations into tangible work processes. A mid-level manager 

states,  

...Strategy implementation is taking the big, fluffy, strategical aspirations, and making 

them into something that is tangible, where there are deliverables. So it's either tangible 

in a way that we have a reorganization or tangible in a way that we change a process of 

how we work (Appendix 1: Mid-Level Manager A, Novo Nordisk). 

This indicates that it is important for employees to understand the strategy to implement it. While 

theorists have deduced that there are many different definitions of strategy implementation, Novo 

Nordisk’s definition aligns mostly with Kotler’s (1984), which is “the process that turns plans 

into action assignments and ensures that such assignments are executed in a manner that 

accomplishes the plans stated objectives” (Noble, 1999, p. 120). The deliverables mentioned by 

a mid-level manager in Novo Nordisk are seen as the action assignments. This definition also 

aligns with the operationalization of a strategic plan as it enacts the strategic aspirations are 

realized through changes in their work processes. 

A mid-level manager in Novo Nordisk describes that the success of strategy implementation is 

not strictly defined in its success. She says, “There are some sorts of success criteria, they are 
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defined relatively loosely in such a way that the company can still follow... It's also 

dynamic. So you also revisit our success criteria annually” (Appendix 2: Mid-Level Manager B, 

Novo Nordisk). Therefore, she sees the implementation as a dynamic process.  

The process of realigning these relatively loose ambitions indicates that the strategy used at Novo 

Nordisk is neither purely deliberate, e.g. realized as planned, nor emergent, e.g. “realized despite, 

or in the absence of, intentions” (Mintzberg & Waters, 1985, p. 257). To be perfectly deliberate, 

an organization must realize three conditions: 1) there must be precise intentions in the 

organization, articulated in a concrete level, 2) as organizations require collective action, the 

desired strategy must be common to all actors, potentially regarding controls and 3) these 

collective intentions must be realized exactly as intended (Mintzberg & Waters, 1985). Novo 

Nordisk’s strategy implementation, as described by a mid-level manager, does not fulfill condition 

1) as the success criteria or ambitions of the strategy implementation are defined loosely, rather 

than in concrete detail. To some extent, condition 2) may be fulfilled as the mid-level manager 

mentions the company can be guided by these success criteria or controls. Condition 3) may also 

be fulfilled in that the success criteria are met, regardless of its loose definition. However, all 

criteria must be satisfied to be defined as deliberate, and without a clearly communicated intent 

at a concrete level, a purely deliberate strategy cannot be met (ibid.). For a perfectly emergent 

strategy, there needs to be consistency in action over time, without any intention about it (ibid.). 

In practice, however, we recognize that strategies can never be purely deliberate, as a result of 

bounded rationality, which suggests that all outcomes will never be realized exactly as intended 

(Simon, 1982; Larsen et al., 2013). Likewise, we recognize that strategies can never be purely 

emergent, as implementation follows formulation (Hrebiniak, 2006).  

Similarly to Novo Nordisk, a mid-level manager at Ramboll describes strategy implementation as 

a process of adaptation, “And then implementing that strategy, you have to be ready to pivot, and 

change and make adjustments along the way... and when you make an adjustment, you have to 

make sure that that fits back in with the strategy” (Appendix 4: Mid-Level Manager B, Ramboll). 

This finding is supported by B&O, where changes are inherent due to a quickly changing 

environment. An executive from B&O states, “But again, looking into a world where things are 

moving quite fast, it's quite difficult to lock down three, four or five years ahead. What will 

happen?” (Appendix 5: Executive, B&O). 
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Ramboll recognizes that there are changes to the initial strategy as it is implemented, aligning 

with the concept of emergent strategy, whereby patterns or consistencies are realized despite, or 

in the absence of, intentions (Mintzberg & Waters, 1985). This indicates that there are articulated 

intentions, but the realization of the intent is not as planned. The finding above also correlates 

with the proposition of Wind & Robertson (1983) which argues that strategy implementation is 

based on constant processes of iteration. Further, an uncertain environment, where there is an 

inability to assign probabilities to an event, is seen as the rationale for the need for employees to 

interpret the strategy and adapt (Milliken, 1987). This is corroborated by the annual reports, where 

uncertainty is highlighted as a result of COVID-19. Specifically, the economic instability of 

markets creates uncertain scenarios, which impacts the performance of the corporate strategy. 

B&O’s report for 2019/2020 explains, “The outlook for 2020/21 is subject to increased 

uncertainty due to COVID-19 and the impact it has on performance.” WPP’s 2019 report states, 

“Given the significant uncertainty over the coming months, we are taking prudent action now to 

maintain our liquidity and ensure that we emerge from this global crisis strong, secure, and ready 

to meet the continuing needs of our clients, shareholders and other stakeholders.” The case 

organizations recognize the uncertainty that may require adaptation to previously planned 

strategies.  

At B&O, strategy implementation is defined as: 

…A long ongoing process, with constant alignment. It goes both top-down and bottom-

up. So it's a collection of a lot of things that make sense for the employees and the business. 

There’s some outlook and forecast from the top management saying we'd like to go that 

direction that requires this and this. And from a bottom-up perspective, a lot of good ideas 

pop up during the process” (Appendix 5: Executive, B&O). 

This indicates that alignment is a necessary element of effective implementation. In the case of 

Mindshare Denmark, an executive states “culture eats strategy for breakfast, that's the first thing 

is that you can draw a map on where you want to go. But getting there and getting people to 

follow that map, that's the whole trick” (Appendix 9: Executive, Mindshare Denmark). This 

reiterates the need to align on people following the strategy.  

The process referred to by B&O first alludes to both views on strategy implementation, structural 

and interpersonal (Noble, 1999). It is structural whereby and the “top-down” and “bottom-up” 
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processes refer to the interpersonal interaction processes where managers specify the steps 

necessary for a strategic initiative to be well organized for action (ibid.). In the case of Mindshare 

Denmark, the strategy implementation process is described as an interpersonal process, in the way 

that it expresses the need for a process of facilitating a shared understanding for strategy, rather 

than using control mechanisms, e.g. KPIs, or organizational structure. Furthermore, the findings 

from Mindshare Denmark indicate that diffusion perspectives are important in that they look at 

the ways that information on strategy trickles down in the organization.  

While Novo Nordisk’s definition of strategy implementation aligned with the definition we use, 

Ramboll noted that there is uncertainty in strategy implementation, which results in the 

appearance of emergent strategies, where the strategy is not realized as intended (Mintzberg & 

Waters, 1985). A strategy is found to be planned, i.e. with an intended goal or aspiration, in all 

case companies. However, uncertainty causes an inability to assign probabilities to an event 

resulting in an emergent process of adaptation that occurs in the implementation (ibid; Milliken, 

1987).  

All firms notably address an emphasis on the use of IT but differ in the capacity that they describe 

this use. The two cases that are service companies address remote working for its employees. 

Ramboll’s 2020 Annual Report explains, “As a global company, we are well set up to work 

remotely, using our strong digital collaboration platforms and channels.” WPP (Mindshare) states, 

“To ensure the safety of employees and to help reduce transmission, we moved to a global policy 

of managed remote working in mid-March, and at the time of writing, approximately 95% of our 

people worldwide are working from home.” Both production companies in our study, Novo 

Nordisk and B&O, indicate that there is a focus on strengthening the use of IT during the 

pandemic. This warrants our research on strategy implementation processes to identify the 

weaknesses and strengths of these processes. In addition, the use of remote working practices can 

support or hinder these processes, which will be explored in the following themes.  

4.2. Theme #1: Hidden costs of coordination, 

motivation and learning 

The first theme that was identified relates to the consequences of remote working while realizing 

a strategy. The outcome of remote working arrangements on the implementation phase of strategy 
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was of interest in our semi-structured interviews, as we wanted to explore the ways that remote 

working can support or hinder strategy implementation. While the practice of remote working 

was found to provide personal flexibility and was noted as a sufficient working arrangement 

throughout the pandemic by all case companies broadly, a reoccurring finding across all 

companies, was the negative implications associated with remote working. Specifically, we 

analyze these negative implications and argue that they are costly, e.g. create delays or operational 

inefficiencies such as additional costs of administrative tasks that occurred in the 

operationalization of the strategy implementation but were not planned for. This aligns with the 

definition of a hidden cost as the discrepancy between the expected costs and the actual costs of 

strategy implementation (Larsen et al., 2013). 

Overall, three main types of implications on unintended, or hidden, costs were found throughout 

the nine interviews in the transcribed data, namely costs of coordination, motivation and learning 

capabilities. Overall, we believe that the aforementioned types of unintended costs are integral to 

understand, as they closely relate to the extent to which decision-makers can determine the 

outcome of a strategic initiative, i.e. decision-making effectiveness (Dean & Sharfmann, 1996).  

Larsen et al. (2013) suggest that neglecting these costs may undermine an effective strategy 

implementation. Ramboll’s 2020 Annual Report explains, “...the prolonged periods of remote 

working coupled with the general uncertainty of the COVID-19 crisis can take its toll.” Therefore, 

secondary data confirms the primary data, by insinuating that remote working to this extent may 

“take its toll” or cause negative outcomes that are costly to the employees and the organization.  

 Additional Coordination is Necessary with IT 

Remote Working 

Larsen et al. (2013) explain coordination in the context of offshoring, where it is described as the 

ability of headquarters to coordinate the subsidiary abroad and communicate strategy. In our case, 

we will be describing coordination as to facilitate strategy implementation, by communicating 

common strategic goals, as well as unifying and integrating group efforts. In this case, we 

therefore also incorporate cultural aspects as described by Larsen et al. (2013), i.e. the indications 

on how communication facilitates effective implementation, within our definition of coordination. 
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Firstly, negative implications, in the form of hidden costs of coordination were evident across all 

case companies. The first finding that indicated the evidence of hidden costs in coordination was 

uncovered from an interview with a mid-level manager in Novo Nordisk. Her responsibilities 

were primarily to support communication and strategy alignment throughout the organization. 

The mid-level manager stated,  

I think we're [ed. the Development department] sort of you know, trying to monitor the 

success of the overall aspiration of bigger, better, faster into the four areas we want to be 

bigger, better faster, and then under those areas, there are sort of projects that will ensure 

that success (Appendix 1: Mid-Level Manager A, Novo Nordisk). 

The mid-level manager in Novo Nordisk mentions that the strategy of the Development 

department would require a higher degree of coordination, or “monitoring,” as she coins it. This 

was stated to be a necessity in Novo Nordisk, due to the many dispersed internal business units 

working towards the same goals, calling for an increased need for coordination. A need for 

coordination was also stated by a mid-level manager in Novo Nordisk, who elaborates on the role 

of the departments responsible for facilitating a higher level of coordination,  

When you're in a strategy department you function as the strategy lead for different needs 

across the area, so each and every department should have their own strategy that nicely 

fits into the big umbrella. So, I'm going to have the overview of how the big umbrella is, 

and then, also you function a bit as an internal consultant in the sense that when there is 

a need, you can go and help and you can do that by having these umbrella glasses on 

(Appendix 2: Mid-Level Manager B, Novo Nordisk). 

Based on the finding above, the coordination of strategy through the assessment of how it relates 

to the overall strategy indicates that coordination is anticipated for, in the strategy planning 

process. With remote working, we find that it is more difficult to coordinate. The mid-level 

manager from Novo Nordisk explains,  

Right now you just need to see if the person is available in the calendar, book, that person 

in a calendar even for 15 minutes, phone call, and so on?... It makes it more difficult to 

see the person and to quickly spar... Is this something that we all believe in? Then it got 

even more important that we connect (Appendix 2: Mid-Level Manager B, Novo Nordisk). 
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Under remote working, this implies that coordination is increasingly important, as a bigger 

emphasis is needed to ensure that stakeholders in departments agree, to progress with 

implementation. Thus, remote working indicates that administrative processes prove to be time-

consuming and costly, which we assume was unforeseen in the sense that it was not likely to be 

accounted for in the making of the Development strategy. This unintended cost aligns with the 

theoretical definition of hidden costs on coordination (ibid.). This is argued, as we find that remote 

working fosters a sudden and unforeseen need for new managerial initiatives, e.g. a higher level 

of coordination to cope with the new level of uncertainty and complexity that remote working 

imposes as a result of COVID-19 (ibid.). 

Similarly, an executive of B&O states that the business must be reorganized to facilitate better 

coordination with remote working. Moreover, he also adds that much of the responsibility lies 

within his hands in relation to approving decisions. As a result, he often views himself as a 

bottleneck to diffusing strategic initiatives and coordinating subordinates.  

Because for me to avoid getting a bottleneck, then I have to push out the trust and the 

empowerment for the employees to take the decisions themselves... … It's almost 

impossible to be administrative on all things. Because it's not only IT, I'm a cross-

functional unit, which means that I have all 1000 employees asking for whatever 

(Appendix 5: Executive, B&O). 

Thus, we uncover hidden costs in coordination, as remote working has changed the emphasis on 

how managers must engage in approving decisions under remote working arrangements. This also 

indicates they have fewer resources to spend on realizing other responsibilities that directly 

support the overall KPIs. 

Further, the executive argues that remote working has resulted in an increase of meetings, which 

are needed to maintain the level of coordination. The executive from B&O states,  

It [ed. strategy implementation] is a long ongoing process, with constant alignment… If 

the structure is quite hierarchical and there's a long road for decision making into 

adapting and understanding, and every time you communicate through different kind of 

layers, something gets lost in translation... …. Of course, depending on the size of the 
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company, a flat structure in some areas could be beneficial - fast communicating, fast 

understanding and fast feedback (Appendix 5: Executive, B&O). 

Based on the statement above, we, therefore, uncover additional hidden costs of coordination in 

the sense that remote working calls for a higher need of a focus on lateral communication by 

management. We assume that these costs are unaccounted for. 

Furthermore, the above was also corroborated by the increase in interaction processes between 

stakeholders in all case companies, which was noted as an important element to the effective 

implementation of strategies. All cases reported a large increase in online communication and 

virtual meetings. As a result, remote working largely impacted communication as an element of 

effective strategy implementation. An executive in Mindshare Denmark elaborates,  

Communication has become number one. I mean, especially when we sit when we're not, 

you know, it's not possible just to look over at the other desk or just go into another room 

or whatever, when actually behind the screen communication, the need for communication 

is just increasing to an extreme (Appendix 9: Executive, Mindshare Denmark). 

Furthermore, interaction processes between stakeholders in all case companies were indicated as 

an integral element to the effective implementation of strategies. This reiterates the importance of 

communication under remote working arrangements. An executive from Mindshare Denmark 

describes that before COVID, there were two weekly meetings and with remote working, this 

turned to one or two daily virtual meetings. The executive attributes the increase in the frequency 

of communication to the inability of virtual communication to encapsulate the extent of 

communication as could occur in person, 

The bandwidth of communication, when you're face to face is just hundreds and hundreds 

of times bigger than when you communicate via a device like this [ed. online meeting via 

Microsoft Teams], because we can’t see each other. The bandwidth of the human body, 

communicating is just so big, just the words or the picture is something else (Appendix 9: 

Executive, Mindshare Denmark). 

We argue that the statements above also showcase hidden costs concerning coordination with 

remote working. This is argued, as organizations realized the importance of facilitating 

communication, as the frequency of interaction had to be increased, to mitigate the negative 
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effects of virtual communication vs. in-person interaction. This is assumed to result in 

unanticipated costs of time and resources spent on coordinating. 

Expanding on this, the main negative effects of communicating virtually, included slowed 

information flows. Slowed information flows were addressed as an important part of strategy 

implementation as it pertains to ideation and decision making. B&O says,  

And I would definitely say that the flow of information and the way we discussed things 

were much better, much clearer, more understandable in person because I mean, we sat 

next to each other. If we had a question, we would go straight to the person that asked 

them and get a response immediately. Now, working from home, the only way to get in 

contact is actually sending an email or sending a text. And that is not the same sense of 

urgency or the need to reply immediately. Because I mean, you have it in text, you can 

always reply at a later time for example (Appendix 7: Junior Level Employee, B&O). 

Thus, we argue that the hidden costs of coordination were also evidently embedded in the social 

aspects of communication, as communication processes were slowed through delays in the 

progression of the strategy implementation. The example here is delays in email responses 

resulting in an inability to progress in the strategic initiative, which can result in lost focus and 

time as later found by a junior level employee from B&O. 

An additional argument that explains the result of slowed communication process flows, was the 

result of a heavier workload when working remotely. The junior level employee from B&O also 

states,  

I could definitely feel that once we went home to work, people were a lot busier and had 

a long time replying. It's really hard to communicate the next steps in a coherent fashion 

in a timely fashion, as well, I think that was the worst part was that the communication 

slowed down except for like urgent things like we need to get this done by today… So pretty 

much urgent tasks that are pushed, while long-term objectives only came in once in a while 

when we discussed how they were they were coming along (Appendix 7: Junior Level 

Employee, B&O). 

This implicates that hidden costs of coordination in the sense that operational inefficiencies are 

evident, as the shift to remote working has negatively affected, or disrupted the workflow of 
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employees. This argument is also supported by a mid-level manager from B&O, who states that 

productiveness in the long run diminishes, “[ed. with remote working] I feel I am more effective 

in the short run” (Appendix 6: Mid-Level Manager, B&O). 

Apart from slowed information flows, we found hidden costs on coordination due to a lack of 

informal conversations. 

All case companies mentioned that informal or spontaneous conversations are lacking to a great 

extent while IT remote working. One of the negative effects is the absence of informal chats, 

which negatively affects stakeholders’ ideation on strategic decisions amongst each other outside 

of formal meetings as easily, if at all. These informal interactions are found to be significant in 

the implementation of a strategy. A mid-level manager from B&O states,  

With corona and remote working, I think this has become a bit of a challenge, however. 

You don’t have the informal talks or eavesdrop on something that in some way facilitates 

a new idea or approach to the thing you are working on. I also think everything has 

become much more silo-like. It is not often that you get information from the other 

departments, which can make it hard to align on goals on the overall strategy – for 

example, I have to book a meeting every time I want to meet with someone, and I also 

believe there is a need for presence with top management (Appendix 6: Mid-Level 

Manager, B&O). 

To some extent, this indicates that the alignment on the overall strategy occurs in the informal 

interactions to some extent and that hidden costs of coordination are evident in the way remote 

working has negatively affected the frequency of informal conversations. This is also supported 

by a mid-level manager from Ramboll who states,  

There are no informal moments around that, you know, create a little bit more 

understanding or desire or, you know, address some of those concerns that people might 

have. So, I think a lot of things do get handled outside of regular meetings often (Appendix 

3: Mid-Level Manager A, Ramboll) 

From this perspective of this mid-level manager, informal interactions also serve the purpose of 

flagging concerns to strategic implementation. Once again this implies hidden costs in 
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coordination concerning communication, as if impromptu conversations are lacking, then 

concerns are not as easily mentioned to inform on the success of strategy implementation. 

Internal secondary data from a podcast from Mindshare Denmark, called “Huddle,” confirms the 

importance of informal interactions, as it was also important to make sure that informal activities 

were still evident in the organization, to maintain the level of knowledge sharing, even when 

employees didn't meet each other physically. Lastly, the CEO states that it was integral to have 

an open leadership style, as he argued that there are no patent solutions to the strategic 

environment that we see today (Radioplay, 2020). 

Lastly, all represented case companies addressed that flexible working arrangements are likely to 

be used in the future but also noted that it limits communication. Mindshare Denmark states, 

 And then there's no doubt that we will have a more flexible workforce and working 

relationship going forward, but we will never be as efficient as we sit here. Now, 

organizational closeness, and actually, physical closeness is directly linked to efficiency 

and strategy implementation (Appendix 9: Executive, Mindshare Denmark) 

The future use of remote working is also corroborated by an external report by McKinsey, which 

states that flexible working arrangements will persist post-COVID-19, due to the expectations of 

employees (See Appendix 12). In addition, this report also finds that clear communication directly 

correlates with employee well-being, which is a central theme in the next section (ibid.). Overall, 

we find that remote working has a negative impact on coordination of managers and information 

flows. Without proper coordination, firms are therefore unable to efficiently communicate which 

we consider invaluable to strategy implementation, especially during remote working. 

 Lacking Motivation Hinders Goal Commitment 

As presented by Ryan & Deci (2000), motivation has a significant impact on the outcome on the 

realization of strategies. Intrinsic motivation is defined as a type of motivation that is cultivated 

by internal drivers, such as enjoyment, interest and passion. In other words, it is the type of 

motivation that is not driven by external factors, e.g. external rewards such as money, grades, 

titles or fame (ibid.). Intrinsic motivation facilitates goal commitment, which is the determination 

a person uses to achieve an accepted goal (Locke et al., 1988). Thus, intrinsic motivation drives 
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employees towards goal commitment, as they possess an internal aspiration and desire to fulfill a 

given task. One of the main drivers of intrinsic motivation is well-being and the sense of belonging 

(Ryan & Deci, 2000) Thus, to enable effective strategy implementation, the development and 

facilitation of motivation are vital, especially for those who responsible for the actual 

implementation (Kvint, 2009). Based on the above, we propose that the lack of motivation and 

thereby goal commitment can facilitate operational inefficiencies, as employees might be less 

productive or stray from the intended strategy.  

Thus, while motivation and its relation to goal commitment is not a type of hidden cost that is 

proposed in research conducted by Larsen et al. (2013) in the context of offshoring, we find it an 

integral element in the realization of effective strategy implementation concerning remote 

working. We find that there are implications of motivation on strategy implementation. As we 

argue that the well-being and motivation of employees are diminished to some extent under 

remote working arrangements throughout our primary findings, we integrate motivation and goal 

commitment as a central theme in hidden costs for effective strategy implementation.  

Overall, we find that hidden costs in relation to motivation are seen in Novo Nordisk, B&O and 

Mindshare. 

Throughout our findings, we uncover that motivation has been affected negatively, partly as a 

result of the solitude with remote working. Mindshare states, “Also, I enjoy the quietness, as being 

at the office is often very loud and hectic. However, I can also feel lonely sometimes” (Appendix 

8: Mid-level Manager, Mindshare Denmark). Moreover, Mindshare describes that the pandemic 

is taking its toll on the younger employees who have been lacking informal conversations. Thus, 

we find that the motivation to engage in strategic initiatives is lacking with remote working, 

especially at the lower level, where employees are students or newly-graduates. 

As described above, remote working facilitates a sense of solitude which implies that employees 

might not feel a sense of belonging, thus impacting their well-being and motivation. As a result, 

we find clear indications that remote working implicitly impacts operational efficiencies, such 

that it may affect the progression of a strategy or strategic initiative. Thereby, we define hidden 

costs of motivation, as the costs of lacking motivation, as diminishment in motivation negatively 

affects goal commitment (Ryan & Deci, 2000). In addition, we find that this might negatively 
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impact decision-making effectiveness, as a lack of goal commitment might result in employees 

straying from strategy (Dean & Sharfman, 1996). 

A junior level employee from B&O also corroborates the statement of a decrease in motivation. 

However, he does not only imply that a lack of motivation is a product of well-being, but also 

because employees face more distractions at home. The junior level employee from B&O states, 

We are less motivated to work from home, at least after a while. You take a lot of focus 

from doing actual work, you would watch TV, or you will have all these distractions at 

home, that at least is for younger people who live in small apartments. I mean, if you have 

your own office, it's a lot easier to get rid of distractions (Appendix 7: Junior Level 

Employee, B&O). 

This indicates that remote working not only facilitates hidden costs in terms of employees having 

less goal commitment but also implies operational inefficiencies in the sense that employees, 

especially younger workers, are impacted by a decrease in productivity, as a result of an increase 

in distractions.  

In Novo Nordisk, we find that remote working provides efficiency for explicit tasks in the short 

run. In the long run, however, it has a negative impact on productivity, as motivation is 

deteriorating due to a lack of a sense of belonging. 

Especially about, you know, the feeling of not belonging or not. So no, I don't remote 

working has [ed. affected motivation positively]. It is nice with the occasional work-from-

home day, but I do see the benefits of us going back to work (Appendix 1: Mid-Level 

Manager A, Novo Nordisk). 

Concerning a sense of belonging, a junior level employee from B&O mentions that even though 

he was a student worker, he could identify the impact of his responsibilities and his role in B&O 

in the bigger picture. The junior level employee states,   

I could see like my work had an impact on the company and just that was a great reward 

for me. I can point at some speakers and say, look, I launched and developed that speaker, 

that was me who did that, and so on. And people who worked longer in the company, they 

feel this identity a lot stronger than I did (Appendix 7: Junior Level Employee, B&O). 
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Interestingly, we, therefore, find that B&O, knowingly or unknowingly, mitigates remote 

working's negative impact on intrinsic motivation, by providing the employees a sense of 

belonging in the projects they participate in, e.g. the products they develop. As a result, this 

suggests that B&O drives its organization towards motivation and goal commitment, as their 

employees have an internal ambition and aspiration to fulfill their given tasks (ibid.). 

In Mindshare Denmark, the importance of motivation was acknowledged as important. We argue 

that this indicates that the hidden costs of motivation are goal commitment, as employee 

satisfaction had become integral to strategy implementation and the achievement of overall KPIs 

with remote working. An executive in Mindshare states,  

If you create high employee satisfaction, it will generate high client satisfaction… We've 

had a weekly or biweekly survey on how people are, we call it “Humørbarometret,” you 

know, the barometer of how you are feeling, and it’s not anonymous, so to follow up, we 

can see as managers who are actually, on a one to five scale, a one and two, and then we 

need to do something, and we need to follow up (Appendix 9: Executive, Mindshare 

Denmark). 

Thus, we find that senior management in Mindshare Denmark acknowledges the negative 

implications of remote working on employee well-being and thus actively tries to mitigate the 

negative effects it has on the bigger picture, such as motivation’s impact on client satisfaction. 

We, therefore, find that communication is of utter importance, as it is mentioned by the executive 

in Mindshare Denmark that the need for communication has become the number one priority to 

successfully implement strategies. In extension, this statement is also corroborated by the 

McKinsey report as mentioned earlier, where it is found that lateral communication is integral to 

ensure motivation and goal commitment (See Appendix 13). 

Apart from facilitating employee satisfaction, Mindshare Denmark also acknowledges the 

importance of organizational trust under remote working. Mindshare Denmark elaborates, 

Empowerment becomes extremely important as well, because I mean, everybody's kind of 

remote. So, if you want something done, you need to empower and create trust. Because if 

you don't have trust, people will not engage. And then empowerment won't work, and 

nothing will be done (Appendix 9: Executive, Mindshare Denmark). 
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Overall, we find that remote working has implications on the motivation and subsequently goal 

commitment of employees. Without recognition, communication and action from management, 

this negatively affects the ability of firms to implement strategies, as a result of hidden costs in 

motivation and goal commitment and the operational inefficiencies that follow (Appendix 13; 

Locke et al., 1988). Thus, we find that the link between wellbeing and the ability of the firm to 

provide strategic aspiration is invaluable during remote working. Without goals and aspirations, 

employees would lack structure and an internal ambition to implement strategies (Locke et al., 

1988).  

Lastly, concerning the next section on hidden costs of learning capabilities, Ryan & Deci (2000) 

argue that intrinsic motivation is specifically important to facilitate creativity and learning. 

 Hindered Learning Capabilities Impact the 

Implementation of Strategy 

As argued by Larsen et al. (2013) the ability of a firm to learn and exploit its knowledge based on 

its experience, is crucial in offshoring. We find this argument to be just as valid in strategy 

implementation, as learning establishes the foundation in which experience can be facilitated to 

think strategically at the individual level, to facilitate problem-solving for complex issues (Moon, 

2013). Therefore, we also find learning to be a crucial factor in strategy implementation, as it 

relates to how organizations improve decision-making effectiveness through experience with 

prior decisions and implementations (Dean & Sharfman, 1996). 

For the last section, we uncover hidden costs in relation to learning capabilities in Ramboll and 

B&O, in the context of onboarding and training. In Ramboll, we find hidden costs in learning, as 

a result of the limitations to virtual meetings. A mid-level manager from Ramboll states, 

For our implementation, where we're doing a lot of training in a system, there could have 

been some elements of the onboarding and training that could have been done in person. 

I think language starts to become difficult, it seems that it's harder to understand less 

strong in English people [ed. in virtual meetings]. It's harder for them to kind of keep up 

with, with stuff in actual training, that sort of thing. So, I think we're kind of finding that 

was one of the drawbacks (Appendix 3: Mid-Level Manager A, Ramboll) 
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As showcased above, remote working indicates that virtual meetings result in limitations to 

communication in the sense of language barriers, which indicates the hidden costs of learning. 

Likewise, we also find limitations of social elements with virtual arrangements. An executive 

from B&O states, 

The way you onboard a new employee, then it has some magic to have some kind of 

physical interaction, that you don’t have on a two-dimensional Teams meeting. It's very 

hard to onboard a new employee, you have never seen you never met. It's difficult. But it's 

a possibility. And it's the best possibility of the conditions we have during to COVID 

(Appendix 5: Executive, B&O). 

Thus, as a result of the general lack of communication as found in the hidden costs of coordination, 

we also argue that learning might be affected in the same manner. This implication is corroborated 

by Beer & Eisenstat (2000), which argue that the quality of learning is directly influenced by poor 

vertical communication. Thus, a lack of lateral communication which facilitates bounded 

rationality might hinder decision-making effectiveness and thereby effective strategy 

implementation, as decision-makers cannot identify and learn why prior implementation 

approaches are ineffective (Dean & Sharfman, 1996). 

Overall, we find that remote working has a negative impact on the ability of organizational 

stakeholders to learn and thereby encapsulate the use of experience which we consider important 

in solving complex problems. In extension, without lateral communication under remote working, 

stakeholders are unable to efficiently share knowledge, which we consider invaluable to strategy 

implementation.  

Based on our analysis of the hidden costs of coordination, motivation and learning above, we 

argue that remote working negatively affects strategy implementation. This is argued, as we find 

these hidden costs increase the difficulty in which managers can communicate, facilitate goal 

commitment and efficiently share knowledge with virtual communication. As a result, we argue 

that the ability of decision-makers to identify the outcome of their decisions is hindered, which 

negatively affects decision-making effectiveness, which we argue to be a central theme in 

determining the success of strategy implementation. In the table below, we illustrate where the 

three types of hidden costs can be identified in the respective case organizations. 
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  Novo Nordisk  Ramboll  Bang & Olufsen  Mindshare  

#1: Additional Coordination is 

Necessary with IT Remote 

Working 

X X X X 

#2: Lacking Motivation 

Hinders Goal Commitment 

X   X X 

#3: Hindered Learning 

Capabilities Impact Strategy 

Implementation 

   X  X   

Table 5: Overview of Findings on Theme 1: Hidden Costs 

Based on the implications of the three types of hidden costs as identified in the findings, we argue 

that understanding the costs of coordination, motivation and learning is integral to successful 

strategy implementation during remote working. As a result of COVID-19 and the shift of 

workspaces from physical to remote, the case organizations are unable to anticipate all costs 

associated with the use of remote working arrangements in the realization of strategy. Rather, the 

organizations realize unintended costs, which are hidden costs, which is due to the uncertainty of 

the COVID-19 pandemic and the use of remote working arrangements. 

Thus, as a result of a higher level of uncertainty and organizational complexity with remote 

working, we argue that decision-makers are subject to bounded rationality (Simon, 1982). 

Bounded rationality leads to the inability of decision-makers to identify the potential outcomes of 

their decisions, due to incomplete information, time constraints and cognitive limitations, which 

results in a decrease in decision-making effectiveness (Larsen et al., 2013; Dean & Sharfman, 

1996). As discussed earlier, previous literature argues that decision-making effectiveness is used 

to assess effective strategy implementation. This implies that with the evidence of hidden costs in 

the studied case organizations, we argue that decision-makers are boundedly rational, which 

negatively affects decision-making effectiveness and thus effective strategy implementation 

(ibid.). Based on the above, this leads us to our first proposition: 

Proposition 1: With remote working, there are increased hidden costs of 

coordination, motivation and learning, which negatively impact strategy 

implementation. 
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4.3. Theme #2: Diffusion of Strategy 

The second theme relates to how strategy and strategic initiatives are diffused in the case 

organizations, particularly under remote working arrangements. The process of diffusion of 

strategy is described as how a strategic initiative is communicated to employees in an organization 

(Noble, 1999). Diffusion perspectives are researched as an interpersonal process, under the 

interpersonal school of thought on strategy implementation (ibid.). Further, diffusion research 

looks at how organizations adopt or reject a strategy (Gatignon & Robertson, 1989). However, 

the previous research on diffusion relates to the adoption of innovations and technology (Noble, 

1999). While we do not study the adoption of IT systems themselves during COVID-19, we 

instead look at how the use of IT-facilitated remote working has implications on the adoption of 

a strategy. This is because both IT adoption, seen in previous literature, and strategy, as 

implemented by the case companies, are seen as a strategic decision, in that they require a 

significant commitment of resources and are not easily reversed (Grant, 2016). 

The second theme is based on a pattern of findings that explain how strategy was translated 

throughout an MNE, which we found to be influenced by remote working arrangements. The case 

findings that will be analyzed in the proceeding section are that: 1) the purpose of diffusion is 

creating a shared understanding, 2) diffusion is a top-down approach, 3) management empowers 

subordinates to greater extents under remote working and 4) leadership commitment and 

organizational structure impact implementation. Additionally, this process of communicating a 

strategy is interesting, as it relates to how all employees understand the strategy to implement it. 

All the case companies are mid to large-sized organizations, which indicates that there are many 

employees that the strategy needs to be trickled down to. 

In relation to the first finding, both executives that we interviewed indicated the importance of 

creating an understanding of the strategy throughout the organization, which will be explored to 

describe the purpose of diffusing strategy. 
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 The Purpose of Diffusion is Creating a Shared 

Understanding 

The first finding within the theme of the diffusion of the strategy was related to the purpose of 

diffusion. That is, we found that the rationale for communicating a strategy across an organization 

was to facilitate a common understanding of said strategy, or strategic initiative. An executive at 

B&O states, “When you have a strategy, it's just a piece of paper. So the hard thing is to 

communicate, to align, to embrace, and to have the last employee to understand the benefit of 

going on that journey.” Further, the executive also says: 

The implementation is impacting deep in the organization. That’s why it's so important for 

people to understand why we do this strategy. Otherwise, it will be a missed 

implementation. And we will do things that are not healthy for the company (Appendix 5: 

Executive, B&O). 

This showcases that the exercise of communicating the strategy to an organization is one of great 

significance to the success of an implementation. Mindshare Denmark corroborates the idea that 

a shared understanding of the strategy within the organization is integral to effective strategy 

implementation.  

Culture eats strategy for breakfast, that's the first thing is that you can draw a map on 

where you want to go. But getting there and getting people to follow that map, that's the 

whole trick... Strategy without implementation is waste of time and wasted money 

(Appendix 9: Executive, Mindshare Denmark). 

Both findings align with theory in that communicating a strategy is important to generate a 

willingness to adopt the strategy (Noble, 1999). B&O states that the diffusion of strategy, i.e. the 

facilitation of understanding of the strategy across an organization, cannot occur without:   

...a lot of information, a lot of interaction and a lot of understanding on why do we do 

this? And why is it important to do this, because there are also a lot of other ideas that we 

do not pursue. Because you can't do anything and everything in this world (Appendix 5: 

Executive, B&O). 
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Thus, B&O states the importance of communication in the strategic choices made, as well as the 

rationale for those choices. This relates to the concept of strategic consensus, which Noble (1999) 

defines as the shared understanding of the nature of implementation and the strategic initiatives. 

Thus, we find that the findings align with theory, in which the purpose of the diffusion of strategy 

is to facilitate strategic consensus (ibid.). The potential negative outcomes of not achieving such 

consensus are seen to result in behaviors that are not “healthy” for the company as stated by B&O, 

which we interpret as the potential to deviate from strategy. These deviations from such intended 

strategy, or strategic initiatives, will be explored in the next theme (4.4. Autonomous Strategic 

Behaviors). Further, wasted resources, e.g. time and money, can occur from the inability to get 

stakeholders to follow stated by Mindshare Denmark, which we interpret as the rejection of the 

strategic initiative (Gatignon & Robertson, 1989). As a strategic consensus influences the 

understanding and commitment from stakeholders in realizing the planned strategy, the process 

of diffusion influences effective implementation (Noble, 1999). Tracy (2015) suggests that 

without communicating, or diffusing the strategy successfully, the strategy will “die on the vine”, 

meaning the implementation will fail at an early stage. However, it should be noted that achieving 

too high of consensus does not necessarily lead to better outcomes, as it can result in groupthink, 

where there is total consensus. Having a healthy environment that is facilitated by several different 

opinions has been suggested to lead to more effective strategic decisions (ibid.). 

While we do not suggest whether one firm is better than another at creating a shared 

understanding, we do demonstrate that the diffusion, or adoption, of a strategic initiative,  

influences effective implementation. The finding that diffusion creates a shared understanding is 

seen in Novo Nordisk, B&O and Mindshare Denmark. Without a shared understanding, a strategic 

initiative may be rejected (Noble, 1999; Gatignon & Robertson, 1989).  

 Diffusion is a Top-Down Approach 

The process of how strategy is diffused was similar throughout all cases in that it is a top-down 

approach top executives who set the corporate strategy are responsible for communicating it and 

that those lower in the hierarchy were involved at a later point in time. This top-down approach 

of diffusion can be seen when a mid-level manager at Ramboll said, “As you know, we set our 

goals of the strategy, we put our goals in place, and they implement their goals. In the Americas, 
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the strategy is set by leadership. And then that strategy is cascaded down into the organization” 

(Appendix 4: Mid-Level Manager B, Ramboll). 

An executive of Mindshare Denmark says,  

I think we [ed. top management] do a lot of work with the head of the initiatives prior to 

[ed. regarding the trickling down of strategy] and prepare a lot before we involve more 

people in the organization we need, we would like it to be a little more finished work unless 

we need people involved to get feedback (Appendix 9: Executive, Mindshare Denmark). 

The above creates a distinction that the process begins at the top of the hierarchy before cascading 

throughout the lower levels of the organization. Moreover, the executive states 

And it's sequencing the communication. So, you know, just because you decide something 

in a management group does not mean that it will ever happen unless that you think about 

how to cascade the communication in with the right timing and making sure that it's that 

is understood and perceived and acted on accordingly. So, communication and 

stakeholder management are key to be as concrete as possible (Appendix 9: Executive, 

Mindshare Denmark). 

To explain why the stakeholders differ between strategy making and strategy implementation, 

Novo Nordisk states that the corporate strategy sets the direction. The reason for this top-down 

approach is due to the inability of all employees to be “at the table” in terms of setting the strategy. 

A mid-level manager from Novo Nordisk argues,“...people who know the capabilities and the 

resources, what's possible to do and so on, those would always be at the table to decide what has 

to be implemented” (Appendix 2: Mid-Level Manager B, Novo Nordisk). 

This top-down approach seen in the case aligns with the conceptualization of the diffusion 

perspective of strategy implementation where senior management, or the center of authority, are 

thought to formulate the intentions of the strategy, and then communicate this to middle 

management who communicates it to subordinates in a “trickle-down” manner (Noble, 1999; 

Mintzberg & Waters, 1985). The initiated corporate strategy seen at all case companies represents 

the intended strategy, as these plans are conceived by key stakeholders that engage in a planning 

process for the firm (Mintzberg & Waters, 1985). 
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 Management Empowers Subordinates to Greater 

Extents Under Remote Working 

Another finding seen across all case companies is that diffusion of strategy had changed with 

remote working. We find that under remote working arrangements, middle management and 

employees below them were not given concrete and explicit directions regarding how to 

implement the strategy. Rather, all non-executive level interviewees except for one stated that 

they were able to define the approach, KPIs and/or measures to enable the overall corporate 

strategy. Moreover, they noted that strategy provided the direction and that they were empowered 

to take decisions on how it would be reached. The outlier was one interviewee who stated that the 

KPIs were set by top management and had felt that targets were pushed down on them and that 

clear directions were given on how to approach them. This interviewee was the only entry-level 

employee interviewed, which may indicate that there is more direction about how to meet targets 

given to lower-level employees (Appendix 7: Junior Level Employee, B&O). Executive 

interviewees stated that they try to empower middle management to take ownership in the 

implementation process. A mid-level manager at Novo Nordisk summarizes, 

There is a movement in Novo that I feel more and more towards ownership and giving 

ownership. When you get a corporate strategy in place, it's going to have the right level 

of abstraction, or the right level of direction to give freedom to the departments under it 

to, define how they want to reach that, right. The corporate strategy is going to tell you 

where to go. And the departments below they have the freedom to choose how to go there, 

at least this is how I've seen it so far (Appendix 2: Mid-Level Manager B, Novo Nordisk). 

A finding on the impact of empowering employees on how they reach the strategy allows for 

employees to take responsibility. A mid-level manager at Novo Nordisk explains, “I have a role 

in this, I have ownership, I have a responsibility in implementing this... I think management is key 

in sort of, not pushing it down, but allowing it to grow from below” (Appendix 1: Mid-Level 

Manager A, Novo Nordisk). Similarly, an executive from Mindshare Denmark says, “I need and 

like to empower people and set them free. If you set them free, they will deliver great value for 

you. And that's an extremely important part of how we manage our business” (Appendix 9: 

Executive, Mindshare Denmark). This has led to positive outcomes concerning a strategy 
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implementation. Moreover, a mid-level manager at Novo Nordisk explains that empowering 

employees leads to a sense of ownership. She further states, 

We need to create this feeling of ownership, we need to do something more than just an 

extra fluffy PowerPoint that ends up in a drawer, we need to have something that people 

feel that they own. So it was very much hands-off from management (Appendix 1: Mid-

Level Manager A, Novo Nordisk). 

As employees are enabled to make strategic decisions regarding the implementation of strategy, 

or strategic aspirations, we identify that there is a delegation of decision-making rights (Noble, 

1999). This is found as lower-level employees can take responsibility for decisions on the 

approach to reaching and implementing the strategy to achieve the objectives (ibid.). Neilson et 

al. (2008) suggest that clear decision rights improve information flow, which we identify as the 

reason for the delegation of decision-making rights under remote working arrangements. 

The need for a “hands-off” approach, as described by Novo Nordisk, was found to have even 

greater importance during COVID. As mentioned previously an executive at B&O says, “What 

has changed during COVID is what we call employee empowerment, because for me to avoid 

getting a bottleneck, then I have to push out the trust and the empowerment for the employees to 

take the decisions themselves” (Appendix 5: Executive, B&O). These statements show that 

empowerment is a focus and an increasing one at B&O during COVID. The explanation found, 

in the case of B&O, for providing increased empowerment is that there is a need to eliminate the 

bottleneck of the executive approving of all decisions. The executive in B&O also states, “…the 

empowerment is not necessary only for a manager towards the employee. It's also from the top 

management to the middle managers. Trust that they take the right directions” (Appendix 5: 

Executive, B&O). Therefore, it appears that empowerment is given throughout several 

hierarchical relationships at B&O. Hrebiniak (2006) states that ownership is mandated at all levels 

in the execution of strategy. Ownership is suggested to be vital to an execution’s success, as it 

ensures that employees at all levels are committed to realizing the strategy, yielding increased 

goal commitment (ibid.; Locke et al., 1988). 

We find that at B&O, another reason for empowering subordinates, or providing ownership and 

decision-making authority regards lessening the time it takes to create a shared understanding 
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around an initiative. This is seen in the B&O executive's description of implementation as a 

process of change management: 

Once everybody has understood why we do this, you change it. And they will look at you 

say, we just learned why we do this, and now you change it… And you look at them and 

expect feedback wants to instantly and say, okay, that's a good idea [ed. executive's name]. 

They will have to sleep over and over again for one two or three months to adapt to why 

it is a good idea because they need the same retention time to understand as I did 

(Appendix 5: Executive, B&O). 

Change in execution processes also requires ownership, and thus commitment, to the actions of 

the strategy to be implemented (Hrebiniak, 2006). Therefore, by providing decision-making rights 

to employees, they are said to be more committed to effective implementation (ibid.). The finding 

at B&O showcases that diffusing a strategy from top management to the employees below requires 

time to understand and adopt the change, as a result of the change management necessary to 

demonstrate the strategic initiative to lower-level employees (Noble, 1999). Furthermore, 

previous research on diffusionary perspectives indicates that management impacts strategy 

implementation, as larger changes in the implementation efforts result in slower rates of adoption 

(Robertson and Gatignon, 1986). This can be attributed to the need to achieve some extent of 

strategic consensus, to get employees to be committed to realizing the strategy as intended (Noble, 

1999). While change management itself is not in the scope of our study, we argue that the result 

of a top-down approach to strategy diffusion requires time and effort regarding change 

management.  

Vertical and lateral communication are assumed to positively influence the rate of adoption of a 

new strategy (Noble, 1999; Fidler and Johnson, 1984). Therefore, we highlight that 

implementation processes are more effective if employees can understand the strategy despite the 

challenges of communication in strategy implementation. We find that an understanding of 

strategy can be assisted by having more ownership over strategic initiatives. This indicates that 

ownership can lead to greater commitment to a strategic directive, which is one element of 

strategic consensus (ibid.). IT remote working is a flexible working arrangement, where 

employees communicate with colleagues over IT systems that can facilitate communication in the 

strategy implementation process (Di Martino & Wirth, 1990; Saunders, 1981; Pich & Sardjono, 

2020).  However, as analyzed in the previous theme, remote working has led to increased 
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coordination costs, whereby operational inefficiencies result from the need to book meetings to 

communicate and coordinate actions for implementation. The coordination that is required from 

mid-level and senior management under remote working, seen in the analysis on hidden costs of 

coordination, warrant the change in diffusion processes. 

Furthermore, secondary data triangulates the use of autonomy in strategy implementation. 

Specifically, McKinsey finds that companies perform better when they are faster, e.g. “increase 

the speed at which they adjust strategic direction, make and implement tactical decisions, and 

deploy resources” (De Smet, Mygatt, Sheikh & Weddle, 2020). This is supported by a report from 

Planview, an organization providing solutions to create organizational focus on strategic 

outcomes via Portfolio and Work Management systems. Research from this report, conducted on 

findings from a survey commissioned by Planview with 1,000 responses by business and 

technology professionals, finds that corporate governance is one of the biggest barriers to 

executing with speed. This is due to corporate governance indicating how organizations work and 

make decisions. Planview found that streamlining governance and approval processes were key 

to delivering quickly.  

“Companies faced with uncertainty and digital transformation require more adaptive 

governance approaches that achieve accountability and effectiveness by focusing on 

outcomes, emphasizing visibility, and using incremental funding tied to periodic reviews. 

With this shifted focus, traditional governance processes (such as multiple signoffs and 

detailed risk tracking) can be lessened and rethought” (See Appendix 10).  

This aligns with B&O in that it reiterates the need for streamlined governance, where employees 

have the autonomy to make decisions to execute quickly, mitigating the risk of senior management 

becoming a bottleneck of decision approvals. 

The diffusion processes used at all case companies are seen to incorporate less “concrete detail” 

than the notion of intended strategies (Mintzberg & Waters, 1985). Thus, while the diffusion is 

top-down, aligning with this theoretical perspective of implementation, an interesting finding was 

that middle managers are given more authority or ability to define the requirements to achieve the 

overall strategic aspiration. With more autonomy and responsibility to identify how a strategic 

aspiration can be achieved, stakeholders are more committed to realizing effective strategy as they 
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more readily understand the strategic initiative (Locke et al., 1988). Therefore, under remote 

working, the provision of autonomy influences effective strategy implementation.  

This is corroborated by a webinar on “Managing through Crisis” from Copenhagen Business 

School which indicates that providing such autonomy had positive performance effects. Research 

indicates that autonomy was given to employees when remote working, meaning that 

organizations that already provided autonomy through their organizational values have survived 

better during the rollout of the pandemic (Oliveira, 2021).   

 Leadership Commitment and Organizational 

Structure Impact Implementation 

Leadership commitment was highlighted as important to the diffusion of strategy. A mid-level 

manager states that the most important factor to the effective implementation of strategy at 

Ramboll is: 

Commitment from leadership and like the top level is an element that makes a strategy 

successfully implemented], support and showing that this is something important that's 

coming from the top, and that they are committed, and they believe in it, and that they 

want this to happen. I think that's the number one most important thing (Appendix 3: Mid-

Level Manager A, Ramboll). 

Leadership commitment is also noted as a prerequisite for strategy implementation, which is found 

at Ramboll (Woolridge & Floyd, 1989). As aforementioned, the concept of ownership over 

strategic initiatives leads to greater commitment and thus facilitates strategic consensus (Noble, 

1999). Moreover, leadership commitment can facilitate effective implementation. According to 

Woolridge and Floyd (1989), a shared understanding without commitment from management can 

result in a “counter-effort” of diffusion of a strategy, where efforts might be placed on 

communicating a strategy while the realized strategy may still stray from intention, resulting in 

negative performance. 

It was also noted that organizational structure was an integral element to the diffusion of strategy. 

All of the interviewees representing the case companies experienced a flat hierarchy, despite the 

formal structure, e.g. matrix. B&O described the benefit of a flat structure as providing “Fast 



 
85 / 133 

 

communicating fast understanding fast feedback” (Appendix 5: Executive, B&O). The executive 

elaborates by saying, 

The kind of flat structure with a very short, very short way to decisions, which means that 

everybody is reporting directly to me. So I don't have a hierarchy with X amount of 

managers in between me and all the workers and employees. So that makes it also faster 

time to market in sense of taking decisions, pulling out directions and stuff like that and 

change also the way we prioritize this, it is done quite fast (Appendix 5: Executive, B&O) 

Mindshare corroborates the finding that the value of flat structures provides faster diffusion of 

strategic decisions. 

Our structure is very flat. One of our forces is that we have a value of speed. When we do 

something, everything is done swiftly, there is not a lot of time going from the bottom to 

the top, we make effective and fast decisions (Appendix 8: Mid-level Manager, Mindshare 

Denmark). 

Organizational structure plays a role in the implementation of strategy, as studied in the structural 

school of thought (Noble, 1999). The benefits of flat structures as described above, align with the 

research of Drazin and Howard (1984), who suggests that decentralized structures produce higher 

levels of effectiveness. Cultural differences were also noted as a potential explanation for the 

emphasis on empowering employees as an integral part of the implementation. An executive from 

Mindshare Denmark notes, “What you see in some Danish companies is that it's very flat” 

(Appendix 9: Executive, Mindshare Denmark). This indicates that flat hierarchies seen in all case 

companies are influenced by local culture.  

The findings and analysis of the theme on the diffusion of strategy show the importance of 

diffusion on the effectiveness of the strategy implementation process. Furthermore, with IT 

remote working, the diffusion of strategy has increasingly taken a bottom-up approach, in the 

sense that middle management and lower-level employees have more authority in defining how 

the strategy is to be implemented. We explain that the reason for this may be that vertical and 

lateral communication in strategy diffusion is necessary (Noble, 1999; Fidler and Johnson, 1984). 

However, as indicated in section 2.2, hidden costs of coordination are unanticipated costs of 

additional time and resources spent on communication via remote working arrangements. To cope 
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with these hindrances to communication, we find that senior and mid-level management attempt 

to provide more autonomy. This indicates that with remote working, more autonomy is given to 

employees by way of strategic aspiration without the explicit directions, resulting in a changed 

process of diffusion. Such a diffusion results in increased autonomy given to subordinate levels 

of employees. The findings from this theme are visualized as follows: 

  Novo Nordisk  Ramboll  Bang & Olufsen  Mindshare  

#1: Diffusion is about Creating a 

Shared Understanding 

X    X  X 

#2: Diffusion is a Top-

Down Approach  

 X  X  X  X 

#3: Management Empowers 

Subordinates to Greater Extents 

Under Remote Working 

 X  X  X  X 

#4a: Leadership Commitment 

Impacts Implementation  

 X   

#4b: Organizational Structure 

Impact Implementation  

  X X 

Table 6: Overview of Findings on Theme 2: Diffusion of Strategy 

4.4. Theme #3: Autonomous Strategic Behaviors 

The third theme of findings relates to activities or tasks that employees engage in that are not 

planned at the initiation of a strategy. Autonomous strategic behaviors can be defined as 

deviations from the intended strategic initiative (Noble, 1999). This assumes that strategy 

formulation occurs before its implementation (ibid.; Mintzberg & Waters, 1985). Mirabeau and 

Maguire (2013) suggest that autonomous strategic behaviors are a precursor to emergent strategy, 

which is the realized strategy despite the intention, as autonomous projects eventualize as a part 

of the realized strategy (ibid.). However, in our thesis, we measure the effectiveness of strategy 

implementation based on decision-making effectiveness, e.g. if a strategy is realized as intended 

(Dean & Sharfman, 1996). Therefore, we view these behaviors as having a negative consequence 

on the effective implementation of strategy.  
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While most previous research explains the negative consequences of autonomous strategic 

behaviors on strategy, a positive view on these also exists (Noble, 1999). This indicates that 

autonomous strategic behaviors may result in positive performance outcomes in the face of 

challenges where firms need to innovate to address emergent issues (ibid.; Bonoma, 1986). 

Therefore, we recognize that there may positive performance outcomes from autonomous 

strategic behaviors. In theory, autonomous strategic behaviors are said to arise in organizations as 

a result of lacking strategic consensus, where organizational members may intentionally diverge 

from the strategic initiative “to pursue their own desired ends” (Noble, 1999, pp. 121). With the 

trend towards flatter organizational structures, top management coaches and gives more decision-

making authority to line employees, in which middle managers act out subversively to retain their 

power and statuses if they feel it is “slipping away” (Connors and Romberg, 1991). 

Under remote working, we find that there is more potential for employees to stray from the 

intended strategy. In all our case companies, it was found that employees engage in activities that 

are not planned for and therefore are not aligned with the strategy to be implemented. There are 

various reasons for the actions or behaviors that deviate from strategy, which are mostly found to 

differ per organization, except for one shared explanation for two case companies. This is 

interesting as this finding showcases that these behaviors occur, with alternative explanations of 

the origins of these behaviors. In this section, we present and analyze the following findings that 

indicate: 1) lacking consensus impacts implementation, 2) additional time is a source of 

autonomous actions, and 3) self-interest leads to straying from the strategy.  

 Lacking Consensus Impacts Implementation  

The first finding, seen in B&O and Novo Nordisk, shows employees have disagreements on which 

strategic initiative should be taken, which we interpret as lacking strategic consensus. As Noble 

(1999) indicates, a lack of consensus may mean that employees do not operate with the same goals 

of the intended strategy. This finding does not necessarily demonstrate that employees have bad 

intent. Rather, it indicates that employees that disagree may impact the implementation itself by 

slowing its progress or potentially taking actions out of self-interest (ibid.). Alternatively, 

employees may genuinely believe that their way, or approach to implementation, is the best 

decision (ibid.).  
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At B&O, a flat hierarchy is given as a reason for lacking agreements on the approach to 

implementation. A mid-level manager from B&O states:  

It [ed. a flat hierarchy] sometimes can be a bit inefficient in the way that many 

employees disagree and we sometimes don’t get that far with our implementation. 

Sometimes I feel like it would be better if it was a structure that just made everyone have 

a consensus, where no one could argue. Overall, people have their opinions and people 

question things and that is good, as I believe this alleviates the strategy, but sometimes it 

is too much, as everyone needs to be on the same page (Appendix 6: Mid-Level Manager, 

B&O). 

This showcases that a lack of agreement, expressed in flat hierarchies, on how to approach 

implementation impacts the ability to implement. In an environment where there is a lack of 

strategic consensus, Noble (1999) suggests that managers may intentionally deviate from a 

strategic initiative. As indicated by B&O, this may lead to operational inefficiencies, such as 

delays in the progression of the implementation of strategy. Similarly, a mid-level manager at 

Novo Nordisk discusses disagreements with the context of remote working, 

I think that's one of the biggest pluses and the minus of not seeing people, is not having 

this negotiation eye to eye. When you have to take all these decisions and you just see a 

couple of pictures on a screen and you don't see, you don't smell, you don't you know 

understand the body language, you don't see the question on the face, I mean there are 

lots of things that happen in negotiation (Appendix 2: Mid-Level Manager B, Novo 

Nordisk) 

This showcases that the negotiations for strategic decisions are impacted by remote working. With 

the limitations of virtual meetings in remote working arrangements, there is less of an ability to 

communicate effectively, relating to the hidden costs of coordination, seen in section 4.2. 

Therefore, the facilitation of a shared understanding or the ability to achieve strategic consensus 

is hindered, meaning that may be less committed to achieving the objective of the strategy, or 

strategic aspiration (Locke et al., 1988).  

As previously mentioned, lacking strategic consensus can lead to autonomous strategic behaviors 

(Noble, 1999). As seen in B&O, the lack of agreement on the strategic initiative resulted in 
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delayed implementation. In the case of B&O, the lack of strategic consensus came from the flat 

organizational structure, which makes it easier for colleagues to express disagreements (Appendix 

6: Mid-Level Manager, B&O). This indicates that there is a balance that needs to be achieved 

between giving employees a sense of ownership, described as decision-making rights, under 

remote working to increase strategic consensus and too much autonomy, which may result in the 

adverse effect of decreased strategic consensus. An autonomous strategic behavior is a deviation 

from the intended strategy and may be due to a positive intention, e.g. of doing what one believes 

to be the best for the firm or to pursue self-serving purposes, e.g. like protecting one’s power 

(ibid.). Based the mid-level manager’s previous description of negotiations in Novo Nordisk, we 

interpret that strategic consensus is hindered when remote working. 

The implications are that employees who disagree with the strategic initiative may engage in 

active behaviors, such as engaging in verbal arguments or creating coalitions, or passive behaviors 

like “foot-dragging” which can inhibit the realization of strategy through intentional delays. 

Another impact could be an intentional reduction of the quality of the implementation, e.g. putting 

in less effort or even sabotage of the implementation (ibid.). Thus, literature on autonomous 

strategic behaviors focuses on the negative consequences of these actions (Noble, 1999).  

 Additional Time is a Source of Autonomous Actions 

We find that another source of autonomous actions, in which employees may stray from the 

intended strategy is the additional time of employees under remote working. We find that 

Mindshare has realized the positive outcomes of remote working as some employees can reduce 

the time they spend on their work in a given workday, through saved time spent commuting and 

being able to work efficiently. Mindshare Denmark explains that employees have additional time 

in the workweek from increased productivity on focused tasks. This additional time can be spent 

discovering and implementing strategic initiatives that are not necessarily planned for.  

It’s not like you should feel bad if you are done with your work after four hours or five 

hours. Or if you are inspired, then we should give them the opportunity to then use the 

spare time to involve themselves in other stuff... it could be new development projects for 

clients, and so on. So we had a lot of young people who are involved in these kinds of 

initiatives… they kind of developed, you know, services or points of view, surveys and so 

on, that is products that we can sell or our service our clients with, so they could use their 
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spare time or the time that's come to them because they're more efficient... that makes 

some of them happy (Appendix 9: Executive, Mindshare Denmark). 

In the case of Mindshare Denmark, this additional time allowed employees to work on products 

that relate to the goal of growth. This relates to the process of autonomous strategic behaviors 

leading to emergent strategies, as autonomous projects will be taken up, which are then realized 

as the emergent strategy (Mirabeau and Maguire, 2014). Emergent strategies are those that are 

implemented in the absence of intention, and therefore, are found in the case of Mindshare 

Denmark with the development of new initiatives (Mintzberg & Waters, 1985).  

Autonomy results from having additional time to pursue new strategic initiatives, which theory 

suggests may result in behaviors that stray away from intended strategy due to self-interest (Noble, 

1999). Additional time is the result of increased productivity in certain tasks that are described as 

not requiring sparring or creativity. While the pursuit of actions to develop strategic initiatives by 

employees with additional time may be genuinely conceived as well-intended strategic actions 

that are believed to be in the interest of the business, such behaviors by definition, stray from the 

intended strategy (ibid.). Thus, if the strategy is not realized based on its intent, this leads to a 

decrease in decision-making effectiveness (Dean & Sharfman, 1996, Eisenhardt & Zbaracki, 

1992). Based on the use of decision-making effectiveness to assess an effective strategy 

implementation, autonomous strategic behaviors that arise from the potential to engage in new 

strategic initiatives, pose the risk of negatively impacting strategy implementation. While this 

does not necessarily lead to worse-off outcomes for the realized strategy, autonomous strategic 

behaviors are those that stray from the intended strategy and impact strategy implementation 

negatively, as measured by the extent that decisions resulted in desired outcomes. Ramboll and 

Novo Nordisk indicate that they do not feel that implementation has failed if the intended strategic 

objectives are not fully achieved, but rather they aim to achieve the intended plans. 

 Self-Interest Leads to Straying from the Strategy 

At Ramboll, we found that some employees have a strong sense of ownership over their 

department. In this case, employees may stray because they have an idea of how to complete an 

activity or task that might unintentionally differ from the strategic goal. A mid-level manager at 

Ramboll states:  
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In some cases, it's [ed., straying from strategy has] been where people have their business, 

[ed. it’s] my business so don't touch my business… But we're asking people to be more 

client-centric. So within their business, we might come in and tap into their business… So 

their vision of a KPI doesn't really align with the strategy per se, because it doesn't align 

with client centricity (Appendix 4: Mid-Level Manager B, Ramboll). 

Therefore, in this case, employees may have their own idea of how a KPI could be met due to the 

ownership they may have in achieving it. However, the approach to implementation may not align 

with the strategy, if the KPI itself does not align with the strategy at hand.  

Based on our findings from the interviews, one reason explaining employees straying from the 

strategy was competing priorities of different stakeholders across the business. Specifically, the 

matrix structure of Ramboll was noted as a reason why KPIs may differ. A mid-level manager 

from Ramboll mentions the competing priorities across business units in a matrix organizational 

structure is challenging, “there's always a challenge of like, competing priorities. So things like 

having the necessary resources and budget and leadership commitment, that's always something 

that can be a little bit challenging to get” (Appendix 3: Mid-Level Manager A, Ramboll). Thus, 

some autonomous actions may result from employees who have their own priorities. 

We identify the autonomous strategic behaviors, or the deviations from intended strategy, as the 

result of self-interest. Based on both statements from Ramboll in which stakeholders have 

ownership, e.g. believe they know what is best, or express competing priorities, it can be seen that 

self-interest may facilitate autonomous strategic behaviors. That is, middle management are said 

to engage in self-interested interventions, or autonomous strategic behaviors, when their goals do 

not align with the objectives of the strategy, or when they assert power (Connors & Romberg, 

1991). In the case of Ramboll, there may exist assertion of power in the role of middle 

management indicating that there is claimed ownership from business units that has their approach 

to achieving the objective, even if the objective may not align with the strategy. 

Autonomous actions, e.g. behaviors that stray from intended strategy or strategic initiatives, have 

shown to be taken at all of the case companies but for various reasons. The findings indicate that 

there is more potential for increased autonomous strategic behaviors when remote working, due 

to a lack of consensus, which is in line with theory (Noble, 1999). A lack of strategic consensus 

may occur with negotiations over virtual communication, as hindered by the communication of 
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strategy (Appendix 2: Mid-Level Manager B, Novo Nordisk; Appendix 7: Junior Level 

Employee, B&O). The findings also indicate that there are more sources of autonomy that may 

result in autonomous strategic behaviors, including additional time to pursue new strategic 

initiatives which, by definition, strays from the intended strategy, and self-interest, e.g. middle 

management’s subversive actions to assert power. The following table summarizes the findings 

from the analyzed theme: 

  Novo Nordisk  Ramboll  Bang & Olufsen  Mindshare  

#1: Lacking Consensus 
Impacts Implementation  

 X    X  

#2: Additional Time is a 
Source of Autonomous 
Actions 

       X 

#3: Self-Interest Leads to 
Straying from the Strategy 

   X     

Table 7: Overview of Findings on Theme 3: Autonomous Strategic Behaviors 

The second theme on the diffusion of strategy (4.3), in addition to the third theme on autonomous 

strategic behaviors (4.4) are combined to develop the second proposition. Together, a shift to a 

more autonomous approach to the diffusion of strategy leads to an increase in the potential of 

autonomous strategic behaviors, which negatively impacts decision-making effectiveness. As 

previously mentioned, we find that the autonomous approach to diffusion entails giving an 

aspiration to achieve objectives, rather than explicit directions on how to implement the strategy, 

as seen in all cases. With autonomy, characterized by the enablement of creative and innovative 

activities, employees can approach new autonomous projects and deviate from the intended 

strategy (Linder & Torp, 2017). However, as decision-making effectiveness is used to measure 

the extent to which strategy implementation results in the intended outcome, the potential to stray 

from strategy from increased autonomy indicates that strategy implementation is negatively 

affected due to autonomy when remote working (Dean & Sharfman, 1996). 

With remote working, the diffusion of strategy is less explicit in the direction given of how to 

achieve the strategy’s objectives. Therefore, it is a process that provides lower-level employees 

more autonomy. This autonomy, in the absence of guidance, to ensure that subordinates align with 
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the overall strategic aspiration, may lead to increased autonomous strategic behaviors. These 

actions may be well-intended or due to self-interest (Noble, 1999). Regardless of the intent of 

such activities, autonomous behaviors cause a deviation from the intended strategy, which are 

argued to negatively impact strategy implementation as measured by decision-making 

effectiveness. This results in the following proposition: 

Proposition 2. The diffusion of strategy has shifted to a more autonomous process 

during remote working, which leads to autonomous strategic behaviors that 

negatively impact strategy implementation. 

4.5. Theme #4: Decision Making 

This section will discuss the implications of remote working on decision-making processes, as 

found through the interviews with the case companies studied in this thesis. This includes the use 

of experience and constructive debates in decision-making and the provision of decentralized 

decision-making authority for strategy implementation. 

Decision-making was of interest as it relates to how a firm can achieve decision-making 

effectiveness, which measures that the strategy is implemented as intended. The decisions that we 

use to describe in the findings are strategic decisions, which are those that are resource-intensive 

and are not easily reversible (Grant, 2016).  

 The use of experience is important for decision-

making in strategy implementation 

Firstly, it was found that some of the case companies base their decisions on experience with prior 

strategy implementations. In Ramboll, it was found that the use of experience is considered 

integral in ensuring guidance in strategy implementation, as it acts as a support tool for learning, 

thus facilitating tangibility for decision-makers to learn from past mistakes and identify what tends 

to work in practice.  

 I think the prior experience becomes more just of a factor that we keep in mind to make 

sure we have learned from or make sure we have we keep particular focus on if this kind 

of thing has failed in one part of the organization before then we make sure we have you 
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know, keep a close eye on them. So it's not so much guiding the decision, but more guiding 

the implementation (Appendix 3: Mid-Level Manager A, Ramboll). 

The statement of Ramboll indicates that experience has become an element that they use in 

decision-making to guide the implementation. This finding aligns with theory on decision making, 

specifically on the importance of the use of experience to mitigate bounded rationality (Larsen et 

al., 2013). As an example, decision-makers can use the knowledge they have from the outcomes 

of prior decisions to guide the evaluation of a new decision. Thus, decision-makers establish 

cause-effect relationships of prior decisions to enhance their decision-making abilities. This can 

result in the likelihood of a decision to result in the intended outcomes, thus facilitating decision-

making effectiveness (Dean & Sharfman, 1996) and thereby strategy implementation. In Novo 

Nordisk, it was stated that while experience also can provide a sense of tangibility, management 

was careful of evaluating decisions based on experience, proactively trying to take a case-by-case 

approach instead, to approach the strategic decision more objectively without prejudice.  

 I think it's human nature, to use experiences. I do think that we, as a company are 

consciously moving away from that. I think that you're working against a need to [ed. use 

experience in decision making] because it's very easy for all of us to make decisions based 

on experience. And what you know from before and take that to the extreme you have 

prejudice, right, so we actively try to not do that, and try to be more open (Appendix 1: 

Mid-Level Manager A, Novo Nordisk). 

This statement might suggest that the exclusive use of experience in decision-making might also 

create biases in evaluating decisions. In addition to the context of uncertainty, we argue that the 

use of experience, meaning the application and use of past acquired knowledge to guide 

implementation, in the context of a black-swan event, an event that is, to some extent 

unpredictable, is complicated. This is found, as a black swan event suggests that the use of existing 

knowledge might not correlate with the turbulence of a new strategic environment, e.g. one in 

which strategy implementation occurs under remote working arrangements (Taleb, 2007). On the 

other hand, the use of experience might suggest that employees experience and learn what 

implementational approaches work best over time. This relates to procedural rationality which, 

all else equal, has a positive effect on decision-making effectiveness Dean and Sharfman (1996). 

Thus, we find that the use of experience to guide strategy implementation might result in a higher 

extent to which expected outcomes result in the intended outcomes. 
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The findings on the use of experience with prior strategy implementation in decision making were 

not found to be affected by remote working, as the use of experience in decision making was not 

more or less frequently used. Based on the context of a black swan event, however, we still argue 

experience to be an important implication in the context of decision making.  

 Constructive debates are important to decision-

making effectiveness 

Another reoccurring statement found throughout the interviews was that decisions are often based 

on evaluations, where all organizations experience disagreement to some extent. These arguments 

were based on a mix between an objective approach building on strands of concrete data, and a 

pragmatical approach. A pragmatical approach, as described by Ansell and Boin (2017), explains 

how pragmatism in decision-making can help decision makers in providing the building blocks 

for a theory of effective strategic crisis management. This theory suggests that a pragmatic 

approach reduces the information-processing demands on decision-makers, for example when 

evaluating decisions based on data. This directs their attention towards a higher degree of creative 

solutions to conflicts, such as when faced with a black swan event. In Novo Nordisk, conflicting 

opinions are welcomed and a mid-level manager states: 

We have a lot of people with different opinions... We have people that are, you know, are 

very data-oriented, very concrete. But we also have the more pragmatic, and the more 

extrovert coordinators that drive things forward, we have both in all different kinds of 

combinations. So different opinions are definitely voiced (Appendix 1: Mid-Level 

Manager A, Novo Nordisk). 

Based on the above, decision-makers with differing opinions on how to approach a strategy lead 

to more constructive discussions, which theory suggests mitigates bounded rationality, as more 

input relates to a higher level of knowledge sharing and complete information, in the evaluation 

of available decisions (Simon, 1982). 

In B&O, it was stated that different inputs in the evaluation of decisions were able to facilitate a 

more holistic understanding of how a given decision would affect the strategy. In addition, it was 

argued that different opinions often stem from people with different professional backgrounds. A 

Mid-level manager from B&O states, 
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You can feel peoples’ professional backgrounds and I feel that is amazing. There is no one 

truth to the things that we do. I think that the different inputs really help us facilitate a 

more holistic understanding of the products, as well as where we will be taking the 

strategy. For example, some data-driven people will know that specific consumers react 

more positively to brighter colors, and that will help the creative team, in making 

visualizations, etc. (Appendix 6: Mid-Level Manager, B&O). 

Based on the above in relation to theory on decision-making processes, we find that a higher level 

in the input of knowledge might facilitate a better understanding of a decision’s causal effect on 

the outcome. In addition, we argue that the use of a pragmatical approach during a black swan 

event with enforced remote working is rational, as it reduces the information-processing demands 

on decision-makers. As information-processing demands are a central element for the existence 

of bounded rationality, we, therefore, argue that a pragmatic approach can mitigate the level of it 

(Ansell & Boin, 2017; Simon, 1982). Therefore, a pragmatical approach to decision-making might 

imply an increase in decision-making effectiveness (Dean & Sharfman, 1996). In relation, we also 

further argue in the use of a pragmatical approach when considering the specialized access 

structures, decision arenas that employ specialized knowledge, that we find in the studied case 

organizations (Cohen et al., 1972).  

However, B&O also argues that valuable discussions only enhance the decision-maker's 

understanding of a strategic decision, if they were to be moderated in a manner that ensured 

progress in strategic meetings. If not, meetings could go off-track, leading to no progression on 

how to approach a strategy: 

Overall, people have their opinions and that is good, as I believe this alleviates the 

strategy, but sometimes it is too much, as everyone needs to be on the same page. We have 

our EVP who questions the actions that we take, and our manager will base his overall 

decision on that. With everyone having to agree and meeting a compromise, it often takes 

more time to come to anything conclusive, and that is why we have the EVP and the 

manager to help us get there (Appendix 6: Mid-Level Manager, B&O). 

Thus, concerning decision-making, we also find that debates can lead to inefficiencies in terms of 

progressing to reach a final decision. On the one hand, we argue that democratized access structure 

can be considered viable, as it results in an abundance of inputs for the evaluation, which can 
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mitigate bounded rationality, due to a high level of knowledge sharing (Cohen et al., 1972; Simon, 

1982). As mentioned in section 4.3. Autonomous Strategic Behaviors, the implications of 

decentralized decision-making are that that too much delegation of decision-making authority can 

result in an increase of disagreements on the strategic initiative. This might result in the creation 

of coalitions or “foot-dragging” which can result in negative consequences such as autonomous 

strategic behaviors (Noble, 1999). This implies that there is a balance to how many decision-

makers should have access to a decision-arena, meaning how many decision-makers should have 

decision-making authority to a given problem, in the studied case organizations (Cohen et al., 

1972). 

 Decentralized decision-making is important for 

supporting strategies 

Through the thematic analysis of the case companies, it was also evident that decision-making 

authority, meaning the right to make decisions on implementation, was given in strategies that 

support the overall strategy. As an example, in Novo Nordisk, autonomous project teams in the 

development- and commercial departments are set up and empowered to make decisions on how 

they wish to approach and support the corporate strategy.  

A mid-level manager Novo Nordisk stated that such an approach is the most viable, as the ones 

working with the actual implementation in the respective business units, must be the most 

knowledgeable about how the strategy should be approached from the specific department, to 

optimize the implementation processes in terms of realizing the strategy.  

So, in a project team, you have one of us in this area and one from that area and one from 

this department. And these projects, they are quite autonomous. So, for this project, then 

you have a project group that is very sort of empowered to make the best decisions for that 

project, as you will have these people, a medical doctor being the medical specialist in an 

area. They choose how they will proceed in this project when considering the strategy for 

the project (Appendix 1: Mid-Level Manager A, Novo Nordisk). 

Based on the above, we find that Novo Nordisk strategically diffuses its supporting strategies in 

a manner that exploits specialized knowledge to enhance decision-making and implementation of 

strategies. This aligns with the theory of Neilson et al. (2008), which argues that to strengthen 
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decision making, clear decision rights must be communicated. This means that the clarification 

of decision rights in organizations can facilitate an understanding of the decisions and actions that 

employees are responsible for, to guide implementation (ibid.). 

Likewise, in Mindshare, it was found that a group that works with the management of customers 

daily are hosting strategic meetings on which customers to target and how they should be 

managed. This correlates with the view in Novo Nordisk, as it showcases that the power to make 

smaller incremental decisions are delegated to the actors in the organizations who are the most 

knowledgeable on the subject. 

We have a strategy group, which is a group that is very customer-oriented. They are 6-7 

people talking customer strategy and have 8 meetings a year. They are the ones 

responsible on deciding which customers to target, and if some current clients should be 

serviced differently than now etc. The strategy group makes good sense to have, as the 

people in the group are the closest with the customers and know-how resources should be 

spent the best (Appendix 8: Mid-level Manager, Mindshare Denmark). 

The two statements from Novo Nordisk and Mindshare also align with a specialized access 

structure as mentioned earlier (Cohen et al., 1972). This is often argued to be a rational approach 

to decision-making, as the access to decisions is exclusive to the decision-makers who have the 

most practical, and thus most procedurally rational input (Simon, 1976; Cohen et al., 1972). 

Throughout our interviews, we found that remote working from an international perspective can 

provide a benefit of decision-makers having equal footing in various geographic locations when 

a strategy might be lead and controlled by the headquarters. This finding was case-specific in 

Ramboll where a mid-level manager states,  

If you are in a team like I am, split over countries and maybe the majority are in one 

country, but you have a couple of people in another place, I think it is kind of nice to 

everyone is on the same basis so that there are not five people always together and then 

two, kind of, on the outskirts sitting in another country. It’s good that it's equal footing for 

everyone, whereas often in these sorts of projects, it's very Denmark-Central, and then the 

ones outside of Denmark have difficulty really getting the same equal part of the team 

sometimes (Appendix 3: Mid-Level Manager A, Ramboll). 
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With remote working, we once again find a specialized access structure in decision-making, when 

implementing a strategy across disparate geographies. Thus, we argue that remote working 

benefits rational decision-making, as the decision-makers from the various geographical locations 

might be the most experienced and knowledgeable on their own markets (Larsen et al., 2013). 

Thus, with more knowledge and practical experience in what tends to work in implementation, 

decision-makers can enhance their decision-making effectiveness to facilitate effective strategy 

implementation (Dean & Sharfman, 1996). 

 Remote Working Requires Decentralized Decision-

Making Authority 

The last findings that were evident based on the interviews, is how remote working directly 

impacts decision-making processes. One of IT remote working’s implications on decision-making 

processes is that decision-making empowerment has been pushed out in all of the studied case 

companies. This was done to mitigate the extreme flow of incoming information to managers, 

which has facilitated bottlenecks in decision-making processes and coordination.  As previously 

mentioned in section 4.2, an Executive at B&O empowered his employees by giving them 

decision-making rights, thus simplifying the governance structure, e.g. requiring fewer approvals 

to implement. 

Similar to the section on the unintended consequences of COVID-19, it was found that remote 

working, e.g. virtual meetings facilitate social and technical limitations that not only hinder 

optimization of organizational efficiencies based on coordination, motivation and learning 

capabilities but also decision-making processes. A junior level employee in B&O explains, 

It's definitely a lot harder to have discussions when you're not in person. Discussions 

aren't as fluent, I think people can tend to be a bit more bitter. At least I several times told 

my boss, yep, we need to come into the office tomorrow because I cannot show you this 

model over Zoom without making sense. We need to have a proper discussion, where we 

can draw things on a whiteboard (Appendix 7: Junior Level Employee, B&O). 

As found above, virtual communication arrangements hinder input for the evaluation of strategic 

decisions. From a theoretical perspective, this could imply that the technical limitations of virtual 

meetings and remote working, in general, has a negative impact on overall communication. With 
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impairment in communication, we argue that decision-makers might be more boundedly rational 

towards the evaluation of decisions, as a result of less knowledge sharing (Simon, 1976). In 

extension, a decrease in knowledge sharing could imply the facilitation of bounded rationality, 

which could lead to a negative impact on decision-making effectiveness and thus strategy 

implementation (Simon, 1982; Dean & Sharfman, 1996). 

The finding was also supported by Mindshare and Ramboll, which stated that the social and 

technical limitations also might hinder discussions, as people are less inclined to be proactive in 

voicing their opinion in virtual meetings. In addition, the virtual work environment does not have 

the same teamwork “atmosphere” Mindshare states: 

Yes, in physical meetings, more people seem to disagree because they express it more 

frequently. Also, as you have body language. I believe disagreements often lead to 

something good for making the right decisions. When we are virtual, we have shorter and 

more effective meetings, which don’t lead to many discussions, which can be a problem 

as well (Appendix 8: Mid-level Manager, Mindshare Denmark). 

A mid-level manager at Ramboll supports, “You don't have group work in the virtual work 

environment and atmosphere. You don't have the chances to put in moments where you kind of 

celebrate or sit together to solve a problem” (Appendix 3: Mid-Level Manager A, Ramboll). 

Based on the above, we uncover that virtual meetings seem to mitigate the level of interaction. As 

a result, like the findings on the technical limitations, we also find decision-making-related 

implications to the social aspects of virtual meetings. If decision-makers tend to be less proactive 

in the debates, as a result of being online, this could suggest that we find another aspect that lowers 

the level of knowledge sharing, leading to more bounded rationality and thus negative effects on 

decision-making effectiveness (Simon, 1982; Dean & Sharfman, 1996). 

Overall, this may suggest that implementation of decentralized decision-making power can be 

considered valuable, as this might imply a decreased need for constant meetings on strategic 

alignments, which additionally prove to be ineffective when conducted virtually as uncovered in 

our findings. 

In sum, we identified several tendencies in the decision-making processes of the studied case 

organizations, that facilitate decision-making effectiveness. This includes 1) the use of experience 
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is important for decision-making in strategy implementation, 2) constructive debates are 

important to decision-making effectiveness, 3) decentralized decision-making is important for 

supporting strategies. Lastly, we uncover that 4) remote working requires decentralized decision-

making authority, which is an important element in supporting business units’ strategies. Thus, 

remote working might implicate that the use of decentralization in decision-making power could 

be viable, as virtual meetings constitute inefficient communication and coordination, which 

diminishes effective strategy implementation, in relation to the processes of decision making. The 

findings from this section are summarized below: 

  Novo Nordisk  Ramboll  Bang & Olufsen  Mindshare  

#1: The use of experience is 

important for decision-making 

in strategy implementation 

X X  X 

#2: Constructive debates are 

important to decision-making 

effectiveness. 

X  X X X 

#3: Decentralized decision-

making is important for. 

supporting strategies 

 X  X  X  X 

#4: Remote working requires 

decentralized decision-making 

authority 

X X X X 

Table 8: Overview of Findings on Theme 4: Decision Making 

Based on the analysis of the decision-making implications in the organizations studied in this 

paper, we find that decentralization of decision-making authority is integral with remote working.  

This argument is supported, as specialized access structures, where employees working with the 

actual implementation are given decision-making authority, as they are the ones most 

knowledgeable on the practicalities of the most viable approach, which facilitate rational decision-

making when provided strategic aspirations and managerial coaching (Cohen et al., 1972; Neilson 

et al., 2008; Woolridge & Floyd, 1989). Thus, providing autonomy and decision-making authority 

lets employees learn what works in practice and use this experience to make the most rational 
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decisions on implementation, thereby fostering procedural rationality (Dean & Sharfman, 1996). 

We especially emphasize the importance of the use of experience, when there is no existence of 

historical data on a black swan event. 

In extension, we also emphasize the importance of providing decision-making authority with 

guidance, e.g. managerial coaching to ensure that subordinates align with the overall strategic 

aspirations, as it can help organizations mitigate autonomous strategic behaviors which in its 

nature diminish decision-making effectiveness (Woolridge & Floyd, 1989; Dean & Sharfman 

1996). 

Based on our findings and analysis, this leads to our third and last proposition: 

Proposition 3: With remote working, providing decision-making authority with 

guidance is integral to successful strategy implementation. 

4.6 Conceptual Framework Development 

This section will present the conceptual framework of the analysis to illustrate and explain the 

relationships between our developed propositions. This section aims to connect the theories used 

in the analysis and provide a holistic understanding of how the propositions fit into the context of 

the greater, existing research. As this study was exploratory, these propositions and the subsequent 

conceptual framework need to be tested to be validated. By using the inductive approach, we 

suggest propositions based on our primary and secondary data findings and analysis. However, 

the causal relationships and conditional relationships of our propositions were not empirically 

tested in our study. One criticism of multiple-case studies is an inability to generalize conclusions 

(Yin, 2018). However, case studies are generalizable to theoretical propositions, rather than to 

populations (ibid.). Additional statistical studies in the future may formally test the propositions, 

whereas our case study allows us to explain the underlying processes of the relationships proposed 

(ibid.). This section begins with highlighting the concepts explored in our study to contextualize 

how our research fits in established literature streams (Figure 4: Overview of Concepts Explored). 

It is followed by defining the relationships between the propositions, which then build and lead 

to the developed conceptual framework (Figure 5: Developed Conceptual Framework).  
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To begin, the purpose of our research was to uncover the relationships between remote working 

and strategy implementation. Additionally, as we define effective strategy implementation 

through the decision-making effectiveness, decision-making processes was a proxy to represent 

the intermediary effects of remote working on decision making and thus its relationship to strategy 

implementation. By defining the relationships between our propositions, we will develop a more 

detailed conceptual framework to conclude this chapter. The following figure displays the fields 

of research found and explored within this thesis: 

 

Figure 4: Overview of Concepts Explored 

Throughout the analysis, the analysis indicates that IT remote working has unintended 

consequences that directly impact the implementation of strategy. We identify these unintended 

consequences as hidden costs, which are defined as the discrepancies between expected and 

realized costs. Hidden costs are said to impact strategy implementation, as “the initial objectives 

of strategic decisions are substantially undermined by the hidden costs of implementation” 

(Larsen et al., 2013). Previously, these hidden costs have been researched in the context of 

implementing offshoring as a strategic decision, but we argue that MNEs implementing strategy 

under remote working arrangements provides a similarly interesting context. This is because both 

the choice of offshoring and managing MNEs strategy implementation under remote working 

requires managing an “increasingly globally dispersed organization,” which is “more difficult and 

costly than initially expected” (Larsen et al., 2013, pp. 534). By applying theory on hidden costs 

in the context of remote working, we propose the following: 

Proposition 1: With remote working, there are increased hidden costs of coordination, 

motivation and learning, which negatively impact strategy implementation.  
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This relationship of remote working to hidden costs is positive. Therefore, with remote working, 

we identify an increase in hidden costs, namely in 1) coordination, 2) motivation and 3) learning 

capabilities. While these may vary in their extent of impact to effective strategy implementation, 

we identify that they have a negative impact. This negative relationship between hidden costs and 

the effective implementation of strategy is measured by decision-making effectiveness (Dean & 

Sharfman, 1996), as the costs were unaccounted for. Consequently, these costs are realized but 

unanticipated due to the bounded rationality of decision-makers (Larsen et al., 2013; Simon, 

1982).  

To deal with these hidden costs while remote working, it was found that both senior- and mid-

level managers empower their employees by giving them additional autonomy in the diffusion of 

strategy, in which a strategic aspiration is “trickled down” in the organization (Noble, 1999). We 

uncover there is a changed diffusion process under remote working, where managers empower 

their lower-level counterparts to make decisions. This creates more autonomy and the potential 

for employees to stray away from the intended strategy, e.g. autonomous strategic behaviors. 

Therefore, we uncover a conditional positive relationship between autonomous diffusion and 

autonomous strategic behaviors. The condition is autonomy, characterized by the enablement of 

creativity and innovation, which leads to the deviation of the intended strategy (Linder & Torp, 

2017). This deviation from strategy conflicts with decision-making effectiveness, which measures 

the extent to which decisions result in the intended outcome (Dean & Sharfman, 1996). As a result 

of the negative relationship between autonomous strategic behaviors and decision-making 

effectiveness, the strategy implementation will be negatively impacted (ibid.), as suggested in 

proposition 2:  

Proposition 2. The diffusion of strategy has shifted to a more autonomous process during 

remote working, which leads to autonomous strategic behaviors that negatively impact strategy 

implementation.  

As the diffusion was found to be changed in that firms provide more autonomy, decentralized 

decision-making authority with guidance, e.g. coaching from managers to ensure that 

subordinates align with the overall strategic aspiration, creates goal commitment. Additionally, 

evidence of specialized access structures, where strategic decision-makers with the most 

knowledge of implementation, facilitates rationality in decisions regarding the implementation, 

improving decision-making effectiveness (Cohen et al., 1972). This indicates that there is a 
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conditional relationship between autonomous diffusion and guided decentralized decision-

making. This condition is the provision of guidance, or coaching, by senior- or mid-level 

managers. As found by the interviews, guidance, in the form of coaching, is important to ensure 

that the realized strategic directive is aligned with its intended aspirations. Further, ownership, 

and thus decision-making authority, of a strategic initiative creates goal commitment, e.g. 

determination to achieve an accepted goal (Locke et al., 1988). Therefore, guidance in 

decentralized decision-making facilitates an understanding of the aspiration of the goal. Thus, 

considering the condition of guided, autonomous diffusion, we argue that there is a positive 

relationship between decentralized decision-making and decision-making effectiveness. As 

decision-making effectiveness is used to measure the extent to which the outcomes of a strategy 

are realized as intended, a positive relationship between decision-making effectiveness and 

successful strategy implementation exists. This leads to proposition 3: 

Proposition 3: With remote working, providing decision-making authority with guidance is 

integral to successful strategy implementation. 

As described, the causal and conditional relationships between the concepts of IT remote working, 

strategy implementation and decision-making are as follows: 

 

 Figure 5: Developed Conceptual Framework 
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5. Discussion  

This section will present the managerial and theoretical implications of our research. The purpose 

of this section is to contextualize the findings of our research to generate insights for managers 

and research on strategy implementation. 

 

Based on our analysis of how remote working impacts strategy implementation, we find 

implications on how managers must adapt and cope with the omnipresence of remote working as 

a flexible working arrangement. Therefore, the discussion in this paper will first off introduce the 

managerial implications, based on the analysis of our findings on the studied case organizations 

in addition to our propositions. Thereafter, we will discuss the theoretical implications of how 

remote working affects strategy implementation, based on the literature that we employ in this 

study. Then, we will include a section on suggestions for potential future research that are relevant 

to the developed propositions. Lastly, we will propose the limitations of our study, which will 

discuss the shortcomings of the implications on our chosen methodology, as well as the employed 

literature and theories. 

5.1. Managerial Implications 

Throughout this thesis, we identify and analyze findings based on primary and secondary data. 

These findings have implications for managers of MNEs when implementing strategies under 

remote working arrangements. While the findings and analysis are investigated at four MNEs that 

are our case organizations and are thus limited in their generalizability, we believe that the 

implications for managers may extend beyond our case organizations (Yin, 2018). In practice, we 

recognize that strategy implementation is a complex act of coordination and communication to 

steer people towards a common goal. During our analysis based on the findings of our primary 

and secondary data, we uncover many implications on how managers can navigate strategy 

implementation under remote working. These findings are stated and elaborated on in the 

proceeding section. 

Managers Should Reflect on Lessons Learned While Remote Working During COVID to 

Evaluate Estimations of Additional Time and Resources Spent 
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We find that managers neglect to estimate the additional costs associated with remote working 

during strategy implementation. These costs are known as hidden costs, as they are those that are 

not planned for but occur in the process of implementing a strategy. We argue that these costs 

impact the realization of strategy, as they may hinder the progression of implementation. The shift 

to remote working as a result of COVID is an unexpected event that sparks considerable 

uncertainty, as it changes what is known about strategy implementation. Therefore, when facing 

strategic decisions, we argued that managers must try to integrate and evaluate as much 

knowledge and experience attained in the new environment, to make the most informed decisions. 

We argue that this is integral for managers to consider, as an unexpected event reduces the ability 

to rely on predictive models to assist in the identification of the cost of implementation under 

remote working.   

Therefore, with the use of experience and learning from working remotely during COVID-19, we 

argue that managers of MNEs should reflect on the lessons learned from navigating the 

implementation of a strategy with the use of remote working arrangements. Specifically, we argue 

that managers have neglected the additional costs of 1) coordination, 2) motivation and 3) learning 

capabilities. To elaborate on 1), managers may not have the capacity to be available for virtual 

meetings from subordinates, who may be reluctant to book meetings that would have otherwise 

been a short, informal conversation. This additional coordination required from remote working 

may result in misunderstandings of the strategic initiative. Further, it may result in delays or 

hindrances to the progression in the strategy. Thus, reflecting on the time and resources spent will 

lead to more informed decision-making regarding the implementation of a strategy while remote 

working in the future.  

Regarding 2), employees may lack motivation while remote working, which is particularly found 

in junior-level employees. By assessing motivation, e.g. through the use of employee satisfaction 

survey as in the case of Mindshare, managers may be able to support their subordinate 

counterparts. When employees are working from home, they are found to be more tied up in their 

work and have difficulties establishing a work-life balance between working and non-working 

hours, as their home has been their office. Overall, this leads to a decrease in employee 

satisfaction, which can also be explained by social implications, such as employees experiencing 

solitude or a lack of interaction with colleagues when remote working. This hinders productivity, 

as we find that it is related to the level of motivation, as mentioned by a report from McKinsey on 
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the future of remote working. In addition, it was found that if employees felt supported and 

included, they were found to be less anxious which led them to be less burnt out, showcasing 

facilitation of individual productivity (See Appendix 11). Therefore, by assessing employee 

satisfaction, managers can establish an understanding of how motivation and productivity can be 

improved. Subsequently, positive performance effects, e.g. client satisfaction, are found to be 

realized when employee satisfaction is improved.  

Lastly, in response to 3), managers may need to consider that onboarding and training are limited 

while remote working. That is, learning may not be as effective for certain training under remote 

working arrangements. For task-specific training, it may be worthwhile to reconsider best 

practices for learning formats under remote working.  

By reflecting on the lessons learned from remote working in the time of COVID-19, managers 

can enable the integration of knowledge and evaluations to identify the most informed decisions 

in the future. Managers will naturally learn and experience what tends to work in practice over 

time, meaning that they will be able to evaluate the outcomes of decisions more optimally in the 

future, as they increasingly understand and recognize the effects of the outcomes of prior 

decisions. Lastly, we also argue that in decision-making on the implementation of strategy or 

strategic initiatives with remote working, we find it integral for management to implement IT 

systems that support employees in their work- and decision-making processes. As an example, 

these could be systems that help facilitate communication by mitigating the silo-like structures 

that we find with remote working. 

Managers Should Provide Increased Autonomy when Communicating a Strategic Initiative 

under Remote Working 

Concerning the diffusion of strategies, we also find new managerial implications from studying 

remote working in the context of COVID-19. In the cases that we have studied, management has 

empowered employees to make strategic decisions in implementation, to mitigate the negative 

implications of estimation errors in the costs of implementation e.g. of managers utilizing more 

time approving decisions on strategy implementation of subordinates.  

As a result of the provision of autonomy to lower-level employees, the way management diffused 

the strategies has changed as it has become less explicit in giving overall direction or guidance on 
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how employees should approach a strategy. Instead, managers provide the overall strategic 

ambitions or objectives of a strategy and coach lower-level employees to realize the strategy as 

necessary. This is seen to increase the commitment of employees to strive for such objectives, 

which we identify has positive effects on the realization of strategy. As a result, we find that 

managers must understand the importance of facilitating a shared understanding, to enhance 

effective strategy implementation under remote working. This is argued, as the ability to 

communicate and thus diffuse on strategies is hindered, by way of increasing managers’ workload 

to govern decisions, when employees are working remotely. For the case companies studied in 

this paper, we especially argue for the ability of managers to communicate laterally, as all the 

organizations had a relatively flat organizational structure, which could enhance the overall 

diffusion of strategic initiatives, as less information will get lost in translation when there are 

simplified governance structures (Appendix 5: Executive, B&O). In relation, managers must 

recognize that lower-level employees require time to understand and adapt to new strategic 

changes when they are communicated. As an example, managers can consider and evaluate a 

strategic decision for months, while they expect employees to adopt the strategy in an instant 

when communicated. This emphasizes that the greater the extent to which managers can facilitate 

the communication of a strategic initiative, the better the ability employees will have to adopt a 

given strategy. 

Managers Should take a Coaching Role while Employees Implement Strategies under 

Remote Working 

Based on our analysis of the findings, we uncover that the provision of autonomy and 

decentralization in decision-making power may have adverse effects, as employees might engage 

in strategic directives that are of self-interest. This might result in employees straying from the 

intent of the overall strategy if autonomy is provided without guidance. On the other hand, too 

much guidance, e.g. giving directions and monitoring the outcomes, does not provide room for 

employees to autonomously find their approaches to strategy implementation, which does not 

allow for innovation and learning what works in practice. Therefore, managers must find a balance 

of control by providing strategic aspirations, thereby not distributing strict codes of conduct, 

which allows employees to be creative and facilitate innovative solutions within the parameters 

that align with the overall strategic aspiration. In addition, the provision of strategic aspirations, 

rather than explicit directions as to how to execute an initiative ensures that the benefits of 
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autonomy, e.g. in eliminating unanticipated implementation costs, are realized without straying 

from the intended strategy. 

Organizations Must Align on Days of Remote Working in the Future  

We find that all of our case companies will be more open to adopting flexible working 

arrangements in the future, even beyond COVID-19. Most interviewees indicated that they would 

prefer to work 2-3 days per week physically in the office and work remotely the rest of the week. 

It was found that in one of the case companies, there will be fixed days in which employees should 

work in the office. For the future, this ensures that communication, e.g. over tasks that need to be 

ideated upon and discussed, and coordination, e.g. of fewer virtual meetings, are enhanced to 

support the effective implementation of strategy. In sum, our findings and analysis from our 

primary data, as well as validation from secondary data implies that remote working is expected 

to persist in the future (See Appendix 12). In extension, we find that managers should 

acknowledge the additional costs to implement strategies, provide increasing autonomy for lower-

level employees and take on a coaching role to guide employees who are remote working.  

5.2. Theoretical Implications  

This paper incorporates existing theory on the conventional view of strategy, where an intended 

strategy is made before it is implemented. It uses these theories to explain the findings from the 

collected data. We develop a conceptual framework that shows the relationship between remote 

working and strategy implementation, in addition to looking at the moderating effect of decision-

making effectiveness on strategy implementation while remote working. The conceptual 

framework has not been empirically tested and will provide a basis for the development of future 

theory. Our conceptual framework is holistic in that it looks at remote working, interpersonal 

processes of strategy implementation (e.g. diffusion perspectives and autonomous strategic 

behaviors), and decision-making effectiveness to provide an exploration of the intersection of the 

subjects. However, our conceptual framework also looks at these theories separately. Therefore, 

we indicate how one topic might affect another, but also analyze the topic itself. Broadly, we 

contribute to theory by studying the implementation of strategy in MNEs under remote working 

arrangements.  
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Concerning the individual subjects of the analysis, we developed further theory and suggest 

adaptations to previous literature to contribute to theory. Regarding the concept of hidden costs, 

we suggest that implementing a strategy under the use of remote working arrangements is similar 

to the choice of offshoring, in that both require management across an increasingly globalized 

organization. We use previous literature on hidden costs of offshoring to suggest that the hidden 

costs of coordination and learning capabilities are also estimation errors in the context of remote 

working. We contribute to previous literature on hidden costs by proposing a new type of hidden 

cost, which is one on motivation, as it relates to well-being and goal commitment under remote 

working. For autonomous diffusion, we adapt the current literature that explains the top-down 

approach of diffusion to include autonomy and the delegation of decision rights as an integral part 

of effective strategy implementation under remote working. Lastly, autonomous strategic 

behaviors and decision-making effectiveness are studied through the lens of remote working.  

5.3. Limitations 

The analysis presented in this thesis only reflects the findings for the studied case companies 

represented in the current environmental context of remote working in mid to large-sized MNEs. 

Therefore, the generalizability of the analysis, conceptual framework and conclusion are limited 

to that scope. However, as this study is exploratory, we hope that this thesis yields valuable 

insights into an exciting new field of research, which investigates the intersections of strategy 

implementation under remote working arrangements.  

Through an inductive approach, the research conducted in this paper aims to facilitate an 

understanding of strategy implementation with remote working. Thus, we do not seek to provide 

a definite solution on how managers must cope with flexible working arrangements while 

realizing a strategy under a high level of uncertainty. As previously mentioned in this thesis, we 

find certain limitations to the methodological approach, which can diminish the validity and 

reliability of our findings from our primary data, i.e. the interviews from the studied case 

organizations. In combination, we believe that the limitations of this study also are driven by the 

COVID-19 pandemic. The current situation has limited our ability to meet with each other, our 

supervisors and the interviewees. All interviews were conducted online, which means that we 

could not read the body language that could enable further understanding of the areas of interest 

to probe the interviewee. Another limitation that we consider is the lack of control that we as 
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interviewers have over the environment, implying that we can’t mitigate the potential exposure to 

distractions (Malhotra et al., 2017). The ability to schedule interviews was also hindered by the 

availability of case participants, as many experienced an increased workload.  

Several choices were deliberately made which limit our study, i.e. the choice to interview a person 

to represent each level of an organization. However, as previously mentioned, access was limited 

to such participants. Additionally, it was intentional to choose multinational enterprises of 

separate industries, to improve the validity of our study. Conducting more interviews per case 

company could have provided validity, by assessing the patterns of more data per organization to 

improve accuracy in addition to reliability, where consistency of the data could be improved. 

However, the goal of this study was to explore the impact of remote working on strategy 

implementation. To get a broader overview of how strategy implementation was impacted, the 

choice to conduct semi-structured interviews with a select number of interviewees per 

organization was made. 

We also argue that even though we employ an inductive approach in this paper, the gathering of 

data leading up to the acquirement of primary data, i.e. the interviews, could have provided a 

picture on strategy implementation, which could lead to an expectancy bias. This might suggest 

that we, as researchers, anticipate a specific outcome of our study. As an example, this could lead 

our research, e.g. our interview questions to be formulated in a way that fosters what we 

subconsciously intend to uncover on the implications of remote working on strategy 

implementation (Salkind, 2010). Further, the analysis is based on our interpretation of the 

findings, which was limited to the aforementioned scope. Lastly, we argue that we experience 

limitations to the resources available for a master’s thesis, as we argue that we would be able to 

strengthen the validity and reliability within our research, with additional resources and time to 

conduct further interviews. 
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6. Conclusion 

Due to COVID-19 and the subsequent local government restrictions, remote working has become 

an omnipresent working arrangement. As remote working is coined to be a part of the “New 

Normal,” and is expected to persist beyond the pandemic, further research on the use of this 

flexible working arrangement is warranted (Farrer, 2020). As MNEs are larger and more complex 

corporate entities, our case organizations had formulated a strategy to provide direction and 

coordinate the global organization (Grant, 2016). Successful strategies are contingent on their 

effective execution (ibid.). Hence, the event of COVID-19 provided a context and opportunity to 

study the impact of remote working’s on the implementation of strategy. We define strategy 

implementation as “the operationalization of a clearly articulated strategic plan” (Noble, 1999, p. 

119). As the complex environment that businesses are situated in is uncertain, decision-makers 

do not have complete information to make rational decisions or are said to be boundedly rational 

(Simon, 1982). Thus, firms are unable to assign probabilities to the outcomes of decisions on the 

implementation of a strategy (Milliken, 1987). This study measures effective strategy 

implementation based on decision-making effectiveness, defined as the extent to which an 

outcome of a strategy was realized as intended (Dean & Sharfman, 1996). 

This thesis aimed to explore and understand the impact of remote working on the effective 

implementation of strategy. The overall research question we answer is: 

How does remote working triggered by COVID-19 influence the operationalization and 

effectiveness of strategy implementation in MNEs?  

By answering four sub-questions, we answer the overall research question. The first sub-question 

aims to understand the unanticipated implementation costs under remote working, which 

negatively influences the effective operationalization of strategy. Through an analysis of the 

primary data and secondary data collected, we uncovered that strategy implementation is impacted 

by remote working such that there are additional unanticipated costs, particularly in coordination, 

motivation and learning. The hidden costs of coordination are found to arise from an increase in 

administrative processes, a decrease in informal interactions and slowed information flows when 

MNEs are implementing a strategy under remote working. Concerning motivation, a hidden cost 

of strategy implementation relates to lacking motivation and thus a decrease in goal commitment. 
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Lastly, hidden costs related to learning capabilities arise from the limitations of onboarding and 

training in a virtual environment. All three costs are thought to be unanticipated in the 

implementation of strategy, which impede the realized outcome, e.g. through delays or hindrances 

to the progression of strategy. Therefore, the outcome may not be realized as intended, as these 

costs are unforeseen and undermine implementation (Larsen et al., 2013). This leads to the first 

proposition, which suggests that there are increased hidden costs with remote working, which has 

a negative impact on effective strategy implementation. 

The second sub-question aims to understand how the process of diffusing a strategy or facilitating 

the adoption of a strategy, occurs under remote working. It was found that the process of diffusion 

is top-down, which is in line with theory. Moreover, the findings suggest that the process of 

diffusing a strategy has shifted to a more autonomous approach, simplifying governance structures 

while remote working, to mitigate the hidden costs, e.g. additional coordination and 

communication necessary to implement the strategy. Therefore, managers placed a larger focus 

on empowering their subordinates to work more autonomously. The third sub-question concerns 

the impact of remote working on the effective realization of strategy. As we find that under remote 

working, there is a more autonomous approach to the diffusion of strategy, and an increased 

potential for autonomous strategic behaviors, where employees stray from the intended strategy. 

These behaviors may be due to having a lack of consensus on the best approach to implementation, 

from having additional time for autonomous projects or from the self-interest of managers. While 

we do not argue that autonomous strategic behaviors lead to a negative performance effect for 

organizations, these behaviors negatively impact effective strategy implementation measured by 

decision-making effectiveness, e.g. the extent to which outcomes result in what was intended 

(Dean & Sharfman, 1996). Based on the above, our second proposition suggests that the diffusion 

of strategy has shifted to a more autonomous process during remote working, which leads to the 

potential of autonomous strategic behaviors which negatively impact strategy implementation. 

The fourth sub-question looks to understand how the delegation of decision-making rights can 

support strategy implementation under remote working. Through our findings and analysis, we 

find that giving decision-making authority with guidance, e.g. coaching from managers to ensure 

alignment to the overall strategic aspiration, can mitigate the negative consequences found from 

remote working. Additionally, as subordinates feel a sense of ownership over the strategic 

initiative, they will be committed to the effective realization of strategy, which improves decision-

making effectiveness.  
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Therefore, we find that remote working influences the operationalization of strategy through 

increased hidden costs, which negatively impact decision-making effectiveness and effective 

strategy implementation subsequently. We suggest that these hidden costs may be mitigated by 

the provision of autonomy in the diffusion of strategy. However, autonomy needs to be guided, 

with managers taking on a coaching role, to ensure alignment to the overall objective of the 

strategy. This relates to the effectiveness of the strategy which is supported by the delegation of 

decision-making rights, where employees are empowered to make decisions on the approach to 

achieving the strategic aspirations as set by superiors. Therefore, we suggest that the combined 

use of empowerment, through an autonomous approach to diffusion and the delegation of 

decision-making authority, with guidance while remote working can enable effective strategy 

implementation. 

7. Future research 

In the following section, we will discuss how potential future research can validate our 

propositions. Firstly, we wish to address that the limitations, as the scope of this paper acts as 

hindrances on how we can explore remote working’s implications on strategy implementation 

from a holistic perspective. As described in the literature review process, we found certain 

theoretical areas to be more relevant than others, to best possibly answer our research question. 

However, other theories may uncover alternative perspectives on how remote working has 

influenced effective strategy implementation. While we discover that the interpersonal school of 

thought on strategy implementation enabled us to analyze and best represent our findings, we 

believe that the structural view on implementation may yield further insights. Particularly, the use 

of controls, e.g. incentives, and organizational structure might play a role in enabling effective 

strategy implementation while employees are remote working.  

Another theoretical field that we argue could be interesting to investigate in terms of facilitating 

a better understanding of the implications on strategy implementation with remote working is 

strategy making, which we naturally find integral in understanding implementation. In addition, 

we find that strategy implementation from a headquarter-subsidiary relational perspective could 

be an interesting angle. From this perspective, the focus could be on the relationship on how 

subsidiaries deal with strategy implementation, concerning the role of headquarters. In relation to 

an international perspective and the limitations of this study, we argue that a more internationally 
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diverse perspective may provide alternative findings on autonomy and empowerment, as the 

interviewees in this thesis were exclusively from Danish firms. As an example, we argue that we 

might have found other approaches to navigating strategy implementation under remote working 

in other countries, as companies might have different structures than the flat hierarchies that we 

find in Denmark. Moreover, different sizes of organizations, types of organizations, i.e. public 

sector companies could generate future research on strategy implementation with remote working. 

In certain areas of our analysis, we also reflect on the role of IT systems in supporting decision-

making which we find to be important, as such systems can facilitate communication. However, 

as we have limited our study to be in the scope of strategy implementation itself, we did not 

explore the role of different types of IT systems further. In combination with theory on the 

knowledge sharing, we also find that it could be interesting to study how IT systems could 

facilitate the sharing of tacit- and explicit knowledge with remote working. From this perspective, 

future research could be generated based on how IT systems could facilitate the adoption of 

strategies, by enhancing the way organizational stakeholders attain and make sense of tacit and 

explicit knowledge under remote working. Lastly, this thesis studies the implications of 

motivation under remote working. While we find that motivation is integral to facilitate, we do 

not research the underlying mechanisms of motivation. Therefore, we argue that future research 

could study remote working’s impact on intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, as well as what this 

could imply for effective strategy implementation. Research in this area may provide practitioners 

insight on how motivation is enabled or hindered by remote working. The aforementioned topics 

provide only a glimpse of the perspectives that may yield value to what we believe to be an 

increasingly relevant and important field of research. 
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