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Sammanfattning  

Introduktion: Bemanningsbranschen kan beskrivas som en konkurrensutsatt 

marknad där uppdragsgivare och uppdragstagare möts för att styra ut-

bud och efterfrågan. Ett fåtal större aktörer och desto flera mindre ak-

törer med låga inträdesbarriärer dominerar branschen. De låga in-

trädesbarriärerna har gjort det enkelt för företag att ta sig in på 

marknaden och har lett till att priserna pressats ned och konkurrensen 

ökat. Men det finns inte mycket information för nyetablerare om hur 

de ska överleva och lyckas i bemanningsbranschen. Vilka faktorer bör 

nyetablerare tänka på när de ger sig in på marknaden och vad bör de 

överväga när de utvecklar sina strategier för att överleva och lyckas i 

branschen? 

 

Syfte: Syftet med denna studien är tvådelad. Det första målet är att identifi-

era de faktorer som påverkar konkurrensen inom bemanningsbran-

schen. För det andra avser författaren att identifiera och analysera 

vilka strategier som används inom etablerade bemanningsföretag och 

vilka konkurrensfördelar de har erhållit genom dessa.  

 

Metod: Författaren har använt en kvalitativ metod för att uppfylla syftet med 

studien. Författaren har vidare genomfört intervjuer med fyra olika 

bemanningsföretag och i ett försök att uppnå hög validitet har förfat-

taren valt att intervjua flera personer inom varje företag.  

 

Slutsats: Rivalitet, hot från nyetablerare, hot från regeringens regelverk samt 

förhandlingsförmågan hos kunder och leverantörer är faktorer som 

anses relevanta för konkurrensen inom bemanningsbranschen. Stora 

företag har utvecklat komplexa strategier som kan jämföras med en 

blanding av Porter’s samtliga strategier. Porters strategier framstår 

som lämpliga endast för små och medelstora företag, storlek på före-

tag, access till stora databaser, erfarenhet, flexibilitet, kompetens och 

personliga affärsfårhållande har identifierats som företagens konkur-

rensfördelar. 
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Abstract  

Introduction: The staffing industry can be described as a highly competitive indus-

try where employers and employees meet to match supply with de-

mand. A few major players shattered on many small businesses with 

low entry barriers dominate the industry. The low entry barriers have 

made it easy for companies to start businesses and has pushed down 

the prices and increased the competition. But not much information is 

to be found for new entrants on the staffing industry on how to survive 

and succeed in the business. What factors should new entrants con-

sider when entering the business and what should they consider when 

developing their strategy in order to survive and succeed in the busi-

ness? 

 

Purpose: The purpose with this thesis is twofold. The first objective is to iden-

tify what forces that affect the competition within the staffing indus-

try. Second, the author intends to identify and analyze what strategies 

established staffing companies have developed and what competitive 

advantage they have gained by using them.  

Method: In order to fulfil the purpose of the study the author has decided to use 

a qualitative method. Interviews with four different staffing compa-

nies have been carried out and in an attempt to gain a high validity the 

author has interviewed more than one person in each company. 

 

Conclusion: Competitive rivalry, threat of new entrants, threat of government regu-

lations and bargain power of customers and suppliers are considered 

to be forces affecting the competition within the staffing industry. 

Large companies tend to use complex strategies, which can be com-

pared to a mix of Porter’s generic strategies. Porter’s strategies used as 

intended tend to be appropriate for small and medium-sized compa-

nies. Size of the company, access to databases, experience, flexibility, 

competence, and small and personal relationship are identified as the 

companies’ competitive advantages. 
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1 Introduction 

This chapter will give the reader a background to the addressed research study, state 

the purpose, and explain the reasons why this area was selected. Further, delimitations 

will be discussed and an overview will be presented. 

1.1 Background 

The Swedish staffing industry has an old history, already 100 years ago a number of un-

employed women started Gothenburg’s female clerk firm to make their living. In 1935 a 

new labour law took effect that prohibited companies to mediate labour for profit. This 

created a monopoly situation on the labour market where the Swedish Public Employ-

ment Service was the only organisation allowing mediating labour, run by the govern-

ment. In 1992 the former labour law changed and the prohibition against staffing com-

panies making profits where no longer valid. In 1993 the Law of Private Employment 

and provision of personnel, SFS 1993:440 abolished the monopoly of the Swedish Pub-

lic Employment Service and made it possible for companies to start staffing companies 

without having licences. This was the beginning of a fast development for the staffing 

industry and competition arose (Bemanningsföretagen, 2010). The staffing industry can 

be described as a highly competitive industry where employers and employees meet to 

match supply with demand. A few major players shattered on many small businesses 

with low entry barriers dominate the industry. The low entry barriers have made it easy 

for companies to start a business and have pushed down the prices and increased the 

competition. The staffing industry today is in a growth stage with unexplored opportuni-

ties and a continuously new demand on services due to a young industry, but struggles 

with tough competition (Åberg, 2008). 

 

The term strategy is derived from the Greek word strategos and historical commanders 

such as Alexander the Great, Hannibal, Julius Ceasar and Napoleon are some of the 

strategist who has laid the foundations to what we today call modern strategy (Roos, 

von Krogh, & Roos, 2004). Back then strategies where mainly developed to win wars 

and according to the famous military strategic author von Clausewitz, strategy meant 

“the art of using nature to win the war” (Bengtsson & Skärvad, 2001). Today strategy 

has a different meaning when used in business and can be translated to “the art of using 

company resources to achieve company goals” (Bengtsson & Skärvad, 2001). Bruce 

Henderson, the founder of Boston Consulting Group explain strategy as a “continuously 

searching for an action plan that develops and strengthens the company’s competitive 

advantage.” Further, he argues that the difference between the own company and the 

competitiors companies is the own company’s competitive advantage and every com-

pany existing in a market has a competitive advantage. The purpose with strategy ac-

cording to Bruce Henderson is to increase the competitive advantage, which can only 

occur at the expense of the competitors (Roos, von Krogh, & Roos, 2004). 1980 was a 

milestone for modern strategy, this year the first edition of Strategic Management Jour-

nal was printed and Michael Porter published his book Competitive Strategy, which 

later became a bestseller. During this time much of the research within strategy was 

concentrated on the question; why do some companies succeed better than others? This 

question is still highly relevant for companies today. Three different perspectives have 

been developed in order to answer the question and they are the competitive perspective, 

the resource-based perspective and the evolutionary perspective. Each perspective pre-
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sent different ways to establish competitive advantage and make return on investments 

(Roos, von Krogh, & Roos, 2004). 

1.2 Problem discussion 

According to the competitive perspective it is important to understand how competi-

tiveness works and how it affects companies hence all companies operates in a competi-

tive environment. It is only then one can explain why some companies succeed better 

than others. Michael Porter, professor at Harvard Business School has developed the 

theory about competitiveness and has identified five forces that affect every industry 

(Roos, von Krogh, & Roos, 2004). These are threat of new entrants, threat of substitute 

products, and bargaining power of customers, bargaining power of suppliers and com-

petitive rivalry within and industry. The purpose with the model is to find the best pos-

sible position in the industry from which the company can in the best possible way, de-

fend themselves from the competitive forces or at least influence them to their advan-

tage (Porter, 1998). This perspective thereby answer the question above by claiming 

that the difference between the level of success among the companies is dependent on 

how well the companies use the forces to their advantage. (Roos, von Krogh, & Roos, 

2004) Once the company has understood the forces and the power of them, they can de-

velop a strategy to meet competition. Porter has defined three generic competition 

strategies that helps master the competition forces; cost leadership strategy, differentia-

tion strategy and focus strategy. These competition variables can be seen as tools to cre-

ate competitive advantage and in the end every company strives to succeed in the mar-

ket they operate in (Sharp, 1991). 

 

The staffing industry is not any exception, like in all other industries some staffing 

companies has succeeded better than others. The companies strive to be better and more 

efficient, while the consumers’ choices increases and lowers prices. It is highly impor-

tant to create a favourable competitive environment with open competition between the 

players hence it creates new innovations and contribute to competitive advantages for 

the players. It is also good to have many companies operating within a market hence it 

becomes harder for dominant companies to abuse its position (Konkurrensverket, 2011).  

Jamie Peck, Nik Theodore and Kevin Ward are three professors that have written sev-

eral articles about the staffing industry. Their focus is the overall development of the in-

dustry and the characteristics of the industry but very little about competition. Many re-

searchers and experts within the staffing industry agree that the industry is in a growth 

stage with several unexplored opportunities but little research is made on competition. 

The lack of previous research on strategy and competition within the staffing industry 

makes it hard for new entrants to find appropriate information about it before entering. 

It has been stated that the staffing industry is in a growth stage with high potential and 

new competitors will arise continuously in the near future. If new entrants can gain 

knowledge about what forces affect the industry they have a higher possibility to find a 

position in the market from which they can defend themselves from the competitive 

forces, or at least influence them to their advantage. This makes them strong on the 

market already from start. It will also become easier for them to develop appropriate 

strategies from which they can create favourable competitive advantage already from 

start. The author has found a gap of knowledge in the staffing industry and aim to pro-

vide information by conducting a study on staffing companies. The author hopes to 

identify what forces affect the competition within the industry and what kind of strate-

gies has been developed and how each company has gained competitive advantage. The 
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author argues that this is highly relevant information for new entrants in the staffing in-

dustry, but also interesting information for companies already working in the industry. 

1.3 Research question 

What forces affect competition within the staffing industry and what strategies have 

been developed within established staffing companies in order to meet competition? 

1.4 Purpose 

The purpose with this thesis is twofold. The first objective is to identify what forces that 

affect the competition within the staffing industry. Second, the author intends to identify 

and analyze what strategies established staffing companies have developed and what 

competitive advantage they have gained by using them.  

1.5 Delimitations 

Michael Porter is considered to be a well-known and acknowledged researcher within 

the field of strategy and marketing including competition. There are several other re-

searchers that have gained different levels of penetration power with their research on 

competition but no one as great power as Porter. Therefore the author will limit this the-

sis to only include Porter’s framework but highlight criticism raised from opponents and 

other researchers to make it as objective as possible. The author has also limited the the-

sis to only investigate and analyze four established staffing companies due to time limi-

tations within the project.  

1.6 Deposition 

To give the reader a better understanding of the structure of this thesis, the author will 

shortly outline the content of each chapter. 

1.  The first chapter aims to give the reader a basic understanding about the addressed 

research area and why it was selected. The problem will be discussed and research 

question together with purpose will be stated. 

2.  The second chapter will present relevant theories and models used within this the-

sis. 

3.  Chapter three explains the research method used within the thesis. It discusses the 

research approach, how data was conducted, and what techniques are appropriate 

to this type of study. 

4.  Chapter four will present the empirical findings of this research carried out. It in-

cludes a brief description of the staffing industry and the results from the inter-

views.   

5.  Chapter five will analyze the data collected and integrate it with the theoretical 

framework in order to see how well data is consistent with theories. 

6.  The final chapter will present the conclusions derived from the overall research 

study. 
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2 Theoretical Framework 

This second chapter will present relevant theories and models used in this thesis. The 

author will use Michael Porter’s theories as a frame of reference but will also highlight 

criticism raised towards his theories and discuss alternative theories to a limited extent. 

The competitive perspective evolved in the beginning of the 80s and state that a com-

pany’s competitiveness is determined by the company’s position in the industry. This 

perspective strives to achieve the long-term corporate objectives and sustainable com-

petitive advantage and is mainly represented by Michael Porter, professor at Harvard 

Business School (Karlöf, 1994). With his books Competitive Strategy (1980) and Com-

petitive Advantage (1985) Porter has become a widely known and acknowledged re-

searcher within strategy. He is not only a professor at Harvard Business school but 

teaches MBA-courses all over the world, he work as a consultant for several companies 

and governments all over the world and a large amount of companies and consultants 

uses Porter’s analysis techniques and models in their work. In 1998 Porter was voted as 

the most important scientist in the strategic area and his books are widely used as course 

literature at universities (Bengtsson & Skärvad, 2001). This shows how relevant Por-

ter’s research still is. Due to lack of earlier research on competition within the staffing 

industry, the author wanted to use well-used theories when studying the staffing indus-

try closer. By using acknowledged theories the author hoped to gain a high credibility 

regarding the relevance of the chosen theories. The choice of Michel Porter was rather 

easy hence he has a long career and an established position as a strategy researcher. 

However, Porter has also received a large amount of criticism for his view on competi-

tion and this is another fact that makes his theories interesting to use. Some argues that 

Porter’s generic strategies are not adapted to the existing business environment with in-

creasing globalisation and fast technological changes. The staffing industry is not de-

pendent on technological changes in the same extent as many other industries but it is a 

complex industry operating within many different areas. Therefore it is interesting to 

see if there is any evidence within the staffing industry that support the criticism.  

The resource-based perspective more or less replaced the competitive perspective in the 

beginning of the 90s. The resource based view focus on the resources and capabilities 

within a company and they control which position the company adopts. For the re-

sources and capabilities to serve as a source of sustainable competitive advantage, they 

must meet certain requirements such as being valuable, rare, durable and difficult to 

imitate (Roos, von Krogh, & Roos, 2004). The resource based view has been highly 

criticized for their internal view of strategy, critics argue that the strategy is solely based 

on internal analysis, not considering analysis of the competitors and the overall market. 

They have also been criticised for basing the theory on individual cases (Bengtsson & 

Skärvad, 2001). Even if the competitive perspective was replaced by the resource based 

perspective and therefore is newer, the author felt that the competitive perspective is 

more relevant for this study and the reasons are several. First, the author wanted to 

study what forces affect competition in the staffing industry. Since the resource based 

view focus on the company’s internal resources, the author felt that it is not appropriate 

to use that view hence the author wanted to study the overall industry. Porter offers a 

model for studying the relevant forces within an industry, fulfilling the author’s first ob-

jective. Second, the author planned to study several staffing companies in order to iden-

tify important forces and patterns regarding developed strategies and competitive advan-
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tage. Since the resource based view has been criticized for focusing on individual cases 

instead of making a large study on several companies resulting in general conclusions, 

the author again felt that the competitive perspective offered more suitable theories on 

how companies can develop strategies and gain competitive advantage.  

The evolutionary perspective is the newest perspective and has several directions. Some 

use the company’s survival to measure success, others claims that the new conditions on 

the market requires innovation (Roos, von Krogh, & Roos, 2004). Instead of making the 

same things as the competitors but doing it better, the way to success is to create new 

concepts for the business. An example is IKEA who managed to create new ways to 

produce furniture, which gave them a position as the less expensive furniture manufac-

turer on the market (Bengtsson & Skärvad, 2001). Even if the author believes that inno-

vation is important for companies who wants to grow, the evolutionary perspective did 

not fit the purpose of this thesis. Due to the lack of previous research on competition 

within the staffing industry, the author also felt that using new theories that has not yet 

received the same penetration power as older theories, would decreased the credibility 

of the thesis.  

2.1 Porter’s Five Forces 

“Industry structure drives competition and profitability, not whether an industry is 

emerging or mature, high tech or low tech, regulated or unregulated. Awareness of the 

five forces can help a company understand the structure of its industry and stake out a 

positioning that is more profitable and less vulnerable to attack” (Porter, 2008). 

 

  
Fig. 1 Porters Five Forces (Porter, 2008) 

 

The relationship between the companies and their environment as well as the structure 

in a industry affect the competition and is, according to Michael Porter, dependent on 

five forces, see fig 1. The strength of these forces will determine how big the chances 

are for the companies within an industry to generate profits on their invested capital. If 

the forces are intense, then it is less likely for companies to get return on their invest-

ments. The opposite applies for industries where the forces are less strong, then it is 

more likely for the companies to make profits. The five-force model is applicable within 

all industries on both product and service markets (Porter, 2008). The purpose with Por-

ters five forces is to identify a position for the company from where they can defend 

themselves in the best possible way against competitors, or at least influence them to 

their advantage. Not until companies know their position and have understood the 

forces affecting the industry structure of which they operate in, companies can develop 

successful strategies and decide how they should act (Bengtsson & Skärvad, 2001). 
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Since the author wanted to study what forces affect competition in the staffing industry, 

this model seems like a suitable option, however, the author question how the same 

forces can be the main forces affecting every industry. The author believes there are in-

dustries today that consider other forces being at least as relevant as the forces in Porters 

model. 

2.1.1 Competitive rivalry within the industry 

The existing competitive situation is often the factor companies pays most attention to 

and is of great importance for the companies’ profitability. Rivalry among the existing 

competitors takes many different forms in an attempt to obtain an advantageous position 

including price discounting, advertising campaigns, new product launch, service im-

provements and warranty. Rivalry occurs when one or several competitors feels pres-

sured to increase sales or see an opportunity to improve their position (Porter, 1998). 

The exit barriers within an industry also affect the competition. If the exit barriers are 

high it will be hard to exit the market. Another major factor is the size of the market 

growth; if the market growth is low the competition among the players will be high. 

Companies should strive to protect the industry structure and the competitive stability if 

the objectives with a move are short-term (Jobber, 2004). 

2.1.2 Threat of new entrants 

When making a competition analysis it is important not only to consider the existing 

competitors, but also the potential future competitors. In a lucrative market the threat 

from new entrants is high due to their desire to gain market shares. New entrants also 

bring new capacity that puts pressure on prices, costs and rate of investments necessary 

to compete. Lower prices generally lead to less profitability and increased competition 

(Porter, 2008). The threat of new entrants is also dependable on the size of the entry bar-

riers. Low entry barriers are often connected with markets with pressed prices and low 

returns on investments due to many actors on the market. High entry barriers on the 

other hand often requires large investments before entering and a lower rate of new en-

trants (Kotler, 2009). Making an analysis of the barriers to enter is therefore crucial for 

a company considering enter a new market. The challenge is to find a way to capture the 

barriers and in the same time find profitable participation in the industry.  

2.1.3 Threat of substitute products 

A substitute is a product or service that offers the same or similar function as an existing 

product or service but it is not required for the products or services to be in the same 

category. A train can be a substitute to a car, but there can also be close substitutes as 

coffee as a substitute for tea. When the threat of substitutes is high the industry profit-

ability suffers due to constraints on price levels, which make the industry less attractive. 

For example, when the price of tea increases, the consumers buy more coffee and vice 

versa. The threat of substitutes depends on buyers’ willingness to substitute, the cost of 

switching to substitutes and the relative price and performance of substitutes. By build-

ing up switching costs, the threat of substitutes can be lowered, for example, create 

strong brand personalities (Jobber, 2004). 

2.1.4 Bargain power of customers 

Customers can compete with the industry by forcing down prices, negotiate for higher 

quality, and demand for better service. They can also play the participants of the indus-



MASTER THESIS Martina Svensson 

 
12 

try against each other, all at the expense of the industry profitability (Porter, 1998). The 

bargain power of customers are great when there are few buyers and many sellers, when 

products are standardized or when the industry is not a key supplying group for the con-

sumers. The consumers also have a high bargain power when they threat to integrate 

backwards into the industry, starting to produce the products or services they buy from 

the suppliers, or when the suppliers does not threat to integrate forwards in the buyers 

industry (Jobber, 2004). 

2.1.5 Bargain power of suppliers 

Companies operating in an industry where the suppliers have a great bargain power can 

run into difficulties due to the power of suppliers to set prices and set terms of delivery 

and other conditions. There are several situations affecting the bargain power and a 

situation where the bargain power of suppliers is high is when many buyers and few 

suppliers dominate the industry. The bargain power of the suppliers is also high when 

the industry is not a key customer group to the suppliers or when the industry does not 

have to compete with substitutes. A situation where the suppliers threaten to integrate 

forward into the industry or the buyers do not threaten to integrate backwards is also 

situations where the bargain power of the suppliers will be high (Porter, 1998). 

2.1.6 Criticism against Porter’s five forces 

O’Shaughnessy criticise the five forces model. According to him the chosen factors 

seems arbitrary and question why threat of entry barriers and threat of substitute prod-

ucts should be analyzed separately when government regulation is not considered as a 

single force (Speed, 1989). The author agrees with O’Shaughnessy who also consider 

government regulation to have a huge impact since they set rules and laws that affect 

the industries. On one hand the rules and laws are valid for the whole industry and it 

could be argued that it therefore does not have any impact on the competition between 

the different actors. On the other hand there are situations as for example in the staffing 

industry where it has an affect on the competition. Some staffing companies loose good 

consultants directly to companies, hence they offer better conditions etc. 

O’Shaughnessy also raises criticism against the lack of information on how to handle 

the information given in the analysis and what actions can be taken from that. (Speed, 

1989) The author can understand this criticism since the model only state a position for 

the company. However, the author believes it can be hard to develop general action 

plans since the model is applicable on all industries. To develop action plans valid for 

all type of industries will probably lead to general action plans and instead the author 

believes each company should interpret the information on their own and develop suit-

able action plans accordingly. The supporters of the resource-based perspective argue 

that it is less important to understand the structure of the industry and its competing po-

sition and instead, focus should be on how resources and capabilities are being used. In 

Porter’s last edition of Competition Strategy Porter answer to this criticism by claiming 

that focus on capabilities and recourses can be valuable information but can never re-

place the importance of understanding the industry and the company’s position. 

(Bengtsson & Skärvad, 2001) The author presented both perspectives in the beginning 

of this chapter and highlighted the criticism raised towards the resource-based perspec-

tive, only focusing in the internal factors. In the end it is just two different ways to ex-

plain how companies achieve competitive advantage, one suggest focus on external fac-

tors while the other focus on internal factors.  
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2.2 Competitive strategies 

Competitive strategies is described by Porter as “taking offensive or defensive actions to 

create a defendable position in an industry, to cope successfully with the five competi-

tive forces and thereby yield a superior return on the investment for the firm” (Sharp, 

1991). His research concluded that there are three generic strategies on how to outper-

form other companies in an industry and gain competitive advantage. Only one strategy 

can be chosen. There is also a fourth alternative which is a non-recommendable option 

called “stuck in the middle” (Omranidhi & Stringa, 2008). 

2.2.1 Cost Leadership 

Keeping a low cost strategy means that a company strives to achieve cost reductions by 

streamline manufacturing and actively seek for different ways to save money such as 

reduce staff, offer a lower service or cut marketing costs. Companies using this strategy 

often have a broad product portfolio and sometimes they operate in several industries to 

gain economies of scale. For a company to achieve a cost leadership strategy it requires 

the company to be well established and hold large market shares due to lower margins 

(Porter, 1998). Many people misunderstand this strategy and associate the cost leader-

ship strategy with companies who offer the lowest price in the market, but Porter points 

out that the aim of keeping costs low is not the same as offer the lowest price, instead 

the essential aim of the strategy is to offer a price as high as the competitors, while re-

taining lower costs of production (Sharp, 1991). The author question why this is stated 

as a separate strategy. The author believes all companies internally has a cost focus and 

since the strategy does not include any benefits for the customers the author thinks this 

strategy is used as an objective within all companies, at least internally. The author also 

believes it would make more sense to use the cost leadership strategy as a strategy for 

companies competing by offering low prices, then it offers benefits for the customers.  

2.2.2 Differentiation strategy 

Companies who seek a differentiation strategy must offer something unique and highly 

valued by the customers. Differentiation can be achieved by better quality, strong 

brands, greater customer service, availability on products and spare parts, or other ad-

vantages that make the consumers seek their products. The challenge is to identify the 

feature that offers the highest benefits for the customers, but the company must also be 

able to deliver this benefit in the same time, as it should be hard for the competitors to 

copy (Sharp, 1991). Once a company has achieved differentiation it is a powerful tool 

hence it offers protection against competition due to customer loyalty. This makes the 

customers less price sensitive, which raise the margins for the company. Companies us-

ing this strategy must constantly seek new ways to differentiate, which often results in 

high R&D costs (Porter, 1998). 

2.2.3 Focus strategy 

The third strategy includes a focus strategy where the company only focus on a selected 

segment. The segment can be based on a customer segment, a geographical market or a 

product segment. The purpose with this strategy is to fulfil the need of the selected tar-

get group and do it better than the competitors. The strategy assumes that the company 

can serve its strategic target group more effectively than its competitors with a broader 

focus (Porter, 1998). Some people do not understand the difference between using a fo-

cus strategy and a differentiation strategy. Byron Sharp makes an attempt to clear this 
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question by highlighting the differences between them. Companies using the differentia-

tion strategy differentiate themselves by using widely valued attributes as differentiation 

factors, while companies using the focus differentiation strategy only focus on segment 

specific attributes (Sharp, 1991). 

2.2.4 Stuck in the middle 

Porter’s three generic strategies offer several ways to create and sustain competitive ad-

vantage. In order for companies to do that they need to chose only one strategy due to 

the risk of getting “stuck in the middle.” That means that companies focus on several 

strategies in the same time in order to achieve several advantages. This is a risky situa-

tion hence companies might end up not achieving any competitive advantage (Sharp, 

1991). Not all agree with Porter that “stuck in the middle” is a strategy not worth striv-

ing for. Instead some researchers have shown that “stuck in the middle” can sometimes 

be successful. A test conducted by Cronshaw, Davis & Kay, investigates successful 

companies that have adapted a combined strategy using both a cost focus strategy and a 

differentiation strategy. The result showed that many companies succeeded using a 

combination of the two and the most successful was the combination of offering high 

quality/low price. Sainsbury’s is the largest supermarket chain in UK who offers good 

quality to a low price and has succeeded in reaching customers in all classes. By invest-

ing in technology they have made the line shorter to improve the service, they have ex-

tended their product line to cover the up-market consumers while in the same time man-

aged to keep their costs down. The test concludes that companies can be successful with 

a combined strategy as long as the strategy is clear and they have a competitive advan-

tage. For companies that are “stuck in the middle” because they lack a clear strategy, 

lack a competitive advantage or do not know which their target market is, then the au-

thors of the article agrees with Porter that “stuck in the middle” should be avoidable 

(Cronshaw, Davis, & Kay, 1994).  

2.2.5 Criticism against Porter’s generic strategies and alternative 
strategies 

Hambrick (1993), Dess & Davis (1984), Robinson & Pierce (1988) and Miller & 

Friesen (1986) are some of the researchers that have found support for Porter’s theories 

and have validated his generic strategies (Kotha & Vadlamani, 1995). Despite that, 

some claims that Porter’s generic strategies are to simplified and arbitrary. Critics sug-

gest that cost leadership should not be considered as a strategy. The reason is that both 

differentiation and focus strategies offer benefits for the consumers but cost leadership 

does not. Differentiated products fulfil consumers’ needs by being different and focus 

products are designed for a specific target market and fulfil their specific needs. Cost 

leadership only offers benefits for the company applying the strategy hence it increases 

the revenue. As long as lower prices do not lead to lower prices, there is no benefit for 

the consumers and should therefore not be considered as a strategy (Speed, 1989). The 

author agrees in this criticism for the same reasons and also question why there are no 

low-price strategy, offering benefits for the customers. As can be seen above, Porter’s 

strategies were validated by several different researchers but none later than 1993. Dur-

ing this time, the resource-based perspective was introduced and the trend was to focus 

on the internal work within the companies in order to succeed. Today, 30 years after the 

generic strategies were developed, the market conditions have changed. There is a larger 

selection of discount chains than there where 30 years ago. Supporters to Porter’s theory 

can state that the focus strategy is suitable for this type of chains hence they can focus 
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on offering low prices. However, the author does not agree, most of the cheaper chains 

have a very broad product range, which excludes the focus strategy that intends to focus 

on a special segment.  

Other critics argue that it is not necessary to choose a cost leadership advantage or a dif-

ferentiation advantage; instead companies can combine these two. Porter meets this 

criticism by claiming that one should not ignore the strategy that was not selected, in-

stead companies should focus on building their competitive advantage on one of the 

strategies (Bengtsson & Skärvad, 2001). Again, the author believes that critics see pos-

sibilities to combine a cost leadership strategy with a differentiation strategy because the 

cost leadership concerns the internal work and the differentiation strategy concerns the 

external work.  

In a world with increased globalisation and fast technological changes, Porter’s cost fo-

cus and differentiation strategies are also being questioned due to the increased com-

plexity of the business environment. To meet the new demands that follow globalisa-

tion, Professor Mintzberg has developed Porter’s generic strategies from three to six ge-

neric strategies fitting the complex business environment. These are all differentiation 

strategies with different focus such as price, marketing image, product design, and qual-

ity, support and undifferentiating, meaning there is no basis for differentiation or com-

panies might use a copycat strategy. Mintzberg support the claim that cost leadership 

should not be a separate strategy hence it does not involve consumer benefits 

(Mintzberg, 1988). In an article written by Kotha & Vadlamani, they investigate 

whether Porter’s or Mintzberg’s model are to prefer within discrete manufacturing in-

dustries and found strong support for Mintzberg’s model. The authors claim that models 

within strategic management that was appropriate earlier might not be appropriate any-

more as the competitive environment becomes more complex, and recommend that fur-

ther studies should be made in other industries to validate their claim (Kotha & 

Vadlamani, 1995). The author wants to add that Porter’s theories were developed in the 

beginning of the 80s and even if they are widely used, the business environment has 

changed the last 30 years. Therefore it is not surprising that the theories are being criti-

cised.  
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This chapter will describe the reason for choosing this subject and present the research 

approach. Further, the author will explain the design of the study and why certain 

methods were chosen. Finally the research quality will be discussed such as reliability 

and validity. 

3.1 Research area 

The idea of studying competition and its underlying factors within the staffing industry 

came when the author of this thesis was asked to write a business plan for Manchester 

Management. Manchester Management is a Swedish company working with manage-

ment consulting within the service industry, focusing on hotel, destination and experi-

ence facilities. The owner of the company has decided to expand the company and turn 

it into a traditional staffing company with four scope of practise, which are; staffing, re-

cruiting, mediation and consulting, and requested information about the industry. Before 

the project started the author had no experience or knowledge from the staffing industry. 

The first step for the author was therefore to gather data by reading books about the 

staffing industry, articles in newspapers and other relevant information sources such as 

the industry’s common webpage; bemanningsföretagen.se. 

The author of this thesis continued searching for previous studies within the staffing in-

dustry and the main findings concerned the working conditions for the employees in the 

staffing industry and the demand for staffing companies. One interesting study was 

found, conducted by Theodore & Peck. They had studied the growth of staffing compa-

nies in United States and concluded that the industry has low margins that require high 

volume to gain profit, low entry barriers, which makes it easy for new entrants to enter 

the market, and good business-client relationships are threatened by price competition. 

Therefore, companies need to continue taking market shares and build volumes but also 

look out for new market opportunities and be innovative (Theodore & Peck, 2010).The 

author continued the search to see if similar studies had been made on the Swedish 

staffing industry and if the same conclusions are valid for the Swedish market as well 

but found none.  

When the secondary data was collected and analyzed the author decided to interview the 

members of the reference group to Manchester Management. The group consisted of 

four members, all connected to both the staffing industry and the hotel and service in-

dustry with plenty of previous experience and knowledge about the industry. The pur-

pose with the reference group is to assist Manchester Management when expanding the 

company. The most important outcome of the interviews can be summarized in three 

points; it is a young industry with tough competition, it is important to know the com-

pany’s position in the market in order to fight competition and new entrants should fo-

cus on a niche when they enter the staffing market, then they have a higher possibility to 

survive (Rikardsson, 2011).  

At this stage the topic for the thesis was yet not decided, but both the outcome of the in-

terviews and the study found by Theodore & Peck highlighted the importance of com-

petitive actions to stay in the high competitive business. This interested the author who 

returned to the books and databases to search for competition within the staffing indus-

try. Many theories were found on the subject of competition and many previous studies 

regarding competition was also to be found, however, the combination of studies made 

on competition within the staffing industry was not found and the author saw a gap and 

an interesting opportunity to study the field closer.  
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It was a challenge to select a topic were not much previous research had been made ear-

lier and the author realized that it was an even bigger challenge to perceive staffing 

companies to participate in the study and leave out very sensitive information that is 

classified as company secrets. The author decided to identify which forces affect the 

competition within the staffing industry. The author also decided to look closer at the 

competition strategies that the participating companies have developed and how they 

have gained competitive advantage through them. The reasons for choosing these objec-

tives are that they offer solutions on how companies can succeed in a special industry 

(Roos, von Krogh, & Roos, 2004). 

As mentioned before, many theories were found on the subject competition but no pre-

vious studies regarding competition within the staffing industry. Because of that, the au-

thor decided to use well-used and acknowledged theories regarding competition and ap-

ply them on the staffing industry hence well used and acknowledged theories would 

strengthen the credibility of the thesis. Companies using this thesis should not see this 

thesis as a final and overall explanation of the competition within the industry hence it 

is only built on information from four companies. Instead the author hopes that this the-

sis can be used as a framework when making their own market analysis and later devel-

oping their strategies.   

3.2 Research approach 

Once the topic of the thesis was decided the author started to read about different ways 

and methods to conduct a study in order to find the most appropriate method for this 

study. In the following sections the author will explain which choices the author had 

and why certain methods and approaches were chosen.  

 

There are generally two ways to conclude a study: by using an inductive approach or a 

deductive approach. Induction emanate from empirical data where observations are 

made and emerge in new theories whereas deduction test hypothesis by using existing 

theories (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). This study has two objectives, to identify the forces 

affecting the competition within an industry with tough competition and increasing 

numbers of new entrants. Second, to identify and analyze what type of strategies the in-

terviewed companies have developed and how they have gained competitive advantage 

through them. The author has mainly used a deductive approach throughout this thesis 

but inductive elements are also to be found. Each step will now be presented and ex-

plained why one or another approach was used in each step. 

 

The first step had a purely inductive approach. With no previous knowledge or pre-

sumptions the author studied the staffing industry in order to establish generalizations 

about the industry. The author wanted to collect information in order to write a good 

and solid business plan for Manchester Management and therefore held interviews and 

informal meetings with industry people. The empirical observations concluded that the 

industry is young and the competition is tough and continuously increasing. Relevant 

readings such as articles in newspapers etc. strengthen these statements. (These inter-

views are not presented in this thesis hence their purpose serve the interest of Manches-

ter Management’s business plan.) Due to no previous research found regarding competi-

tion within the staffing industry it would have been possible for the author to settle with 

using an inductive approach and continue the observations in order to develop new 

theories within the subject. However, once the author had decided to focus on competi-
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tion within this thesis, which is separated from the business plan, the author felt a need 

to immerse in existing theories about competition to really understand the subject and 

therefore turned to a deductive approach. The second step in the process is not purely 

deductive hence it would require the study to set up hypothesis to be tested. (Malhotra 

& Birks, 2007) After examining existing theories within the field of strategy and com-

petition the author decided to investigate what forces affect the competition by using 

Porter’s Five Forces. The reason for choosing Porter’s framework is that his models and 

theories has been tested in many different studies in different industries and received 

both support and criticism, which makes him a rather secure source of being a well-

tested and acknowledged researcher in the field. Reviewing Porter’s work, the author 

decided to set a second objective and also investigate existing competition strategies us-

ing Porter’s generic strategies to see what competitive advantage companies have de-

veloped with their strategies. None of the objectives can be tested as a hypothesis being 

true or not, therefore it can be stated that they lean towards an inductive approach. 

However, the purpose with the objectives is to identify and analyze factors and strate-

gies that are based on existing theories and the interview questions are based on these 

theories. The second step in the process should therefore be considered as a deductive 

feature. The third step includes the actual data gathering by interviewing established 

staffing companies. As mentioned the objectives of the study lean towards an inductive 

approach because they are not set as hypothesis to be tested, instead the interviewer ask 

questions that requires analyzing and leave the interview open for follow-up questions 

and other observations that may arise. However, since the interview questions are based 

on existing theories and the author wants to study how these theories complies with re-

ality, the author claims that the third step in the thesis continues to follow an predomi-

nantly deductive approach. The last step concerns the analysis and conclusions drawn 

from the empirical findings found in chapter five and six. The author analyzed the em-

pirical findings in the light of the chosen theories to see how they are used in the staff-

ing industry, which is a purely deductive feature. However, since the research questions 

where not set as hypothesis questions and since the author found important features that 

was not compatible with the theories, the author also allowed for inductive elements in 

the predominantly deductive approach throughout this thesis.   

3.3 Research method 

There are two method approaches to use when conducting a study: quantitative method 

or qualitative method. A researcher can use only one or combine the two in the same 

study depending of the thesis purpose. Quantitative research requires the study to be 

measurable and for the results to be presented numeric. It is a one-way communication 

and the research is based solely on the researcher’s condition (Andersen, 1994). The 

purpose with this study is to identify the forces affecting competition within the staffing 

industry and to identify and analyze what strategies have been developed within the 

companies to meet competition. To get this information the author needs to gain a deep 

understanding for the industry and its players. It is also hard to measure this information 

numerically, therefore the author finds this method inappropriate to use in this thesis. 

Instead the author has chosen to use a qualitative method hence it suits the purpose of 

the thesis better. 

 

The purpose of the qualitative method is to provide insight and a deep understanding by 

describing and analyzing a particular subject (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). It is often based 

on small samples and interviews and observations are the two most common ways of 
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performing qualitative research. Due to small samples some researcher argues that 

qualitative research cannot represent the reality fully. Criticism has also been raised to-

wards the subjectivity that occurs when qualitative data is being interpreted and valued 

by one person. They claim that the same material can be concluded differently when 

another person with other values and knowledge, interpret and value the same data ma-

terial (Hartman, 2004). Despite this criticism the author has decided to use a qualitative 

method when performing the study. The author’s intention is to investigate what factors 

affect the competition within the staffing industry and the best way according to the au-

thor is to talk to people in the management within different companies. The author be-

lieves they have the best knowledge and therefore interviews seem like the best option 

to fulfil the first objective with the thesis. Even if the author use Porter’s five forces 

model as a base for the first objective, it is hard to perform a qualitative study when the 

author is searching for material beyond the model. Nor is it interesting to rate the differ-

ent forces hence it does not provide any valuable information, instead the author seeks 

answer to which forces are relevant, why they are relevant, and how they are used. In 

other words, the author seeks the characteristics of the subject. What complicates it fur-

ther is the lack of right and wrong answers to the objective. One company can for ex-

ample consider one force to have an impact on the industry while another company find 

the same force to be irrelevant. It is the relationship between the company’s position, 

their preconditions and their way to act that the author seeks to study, not how relevant 

the forces are compared to each other. The second objective is to investigate what 

strategies are being used within established staffing companies and how they have 

gained competitive advantage by using them. This information also requires a deeper 

understanding for the companies’ situation and again interviews seemed to be the right 

option to fulfil the second objective. Due to the lack of general rules on what’s right or 

wrong, the author find the qualitative method again to be more appropriate to use for 

this type of study. The requested information is highly sensitive and is not to be found 

in the companies’ annual reports, their websites or at any other places, nor is it informa-

tion that all employees within a staffing company have. This was also a reason that 

strengthens the choice of using interviews when collecting the data.   

3.4 Research Design 

3.4.1 Data 

This thesis is build upon both secondary and primary data. The secondary data used in 

this thesis is based upon acknowledged theories within strategy and competition. Most 

of the information was found through the databases Google Scholar, Business Source 

Premium and Emerald Journals and the most common search words used where compe-

tition, strategy, staffing industry and productivity used in different combinations. Some 

information was also collected from staffing companies’ websites and Bemanningsföre-

tagens webpage. The reason for using secondary data is that it is easy to collect informa-

tion and requires little time for the researcher. However, secondary data should be han-

dled with great care hence it had a different purpose when it was collected (Malhotra & 

Birks, 2007). The primary data consist of the collected material from the interviews and 

are the most important source of information within this thesis. The advantage with us-

ing primary data is that it is collected to fit the specific study and is therefore relevant 

and up-to-date. Primary data collection takes time and is an expensive method to use but 

in this case the advantages where greater than the disadvantages (Malhotra & Birks, 

2007). 



MASTER THESIS Martina Svensson 

 
20 

3.4.2 Sample selection 

A request was sent out to the 15 largest staffing companies in Sweden where they were 

asked to participate in an interview focusing on competition within the staffing industry. 

The companies were collected from Bemanningsföretagens Top 25, who lists the 25 

largest staffing companies in Sweden each year (Bemanningsföretagen, 2010). The rea-

son for choosing the largest companies was that the author believed that it is more likely 

to find well-developed strategies in larger companies than in small companies. The au-

thor also hoped to interview companies in similar sizes in order to identify how compa-

nies with similar conditions work in different ways and therefore found it highly rele-

vant to choose the largest companies from the Top 25 list. The email was addressed to 

people in the management within the companies because they are often the people 

working with strategic issues and planning and should therefore be considered the most 

appropriate people to interview. Once a company had agreed to the interview and a con-

tact was established with a person in the management, the author asked whether is was 

possible to interview another 1 or 2 people within the same company, but in different 

positions, still in the management team. The reason for asking for several interviews in 

the same company was to increase the reliability of the material given from each com-

pany. The empirical findings are solely based on each person’s opinions about the in-

dustry and should be considered as their truth about the industry. However, if several 

persons from the companies give similar answers on the questions the material is more 

reliable because more people can strengthen the statements. The author also wanted to 

interview several people in different positions within the company hence each position 

has their own objectives. For example, a CEO needs to look at the whole picture and 

have a “birds eye of view” in order to fulfil his mission as a CEO. A CFO on the other 

hand often focus on a company’s costs and expenses, while sales people focus on sell-

ing as much as possible and might have a lower cost focus than for example the CFO. 

The author believed that interviewing different people in different positions could give a 

more correct picture of the reality hence the author get to see the company from differ-

ent angles. Unfortunately the author only received a positive response from two compa-

nies after following up the email by a telephone call to each company with a total of 4 

interviews. Most of the other companies responded negatively due to secret company 

information despite the author’s willingness to sign secrecy. The author felt that the to-

tal number of interviews was too low to make any actually conclusions and therefore 

sent out a new request to another 15 companies, following them up with telephone calls. 

This time the last 10 companies on the list Top 25 where chosen together with 5 other 

companies found by searching on Google. The Swedish staffing industry consists of few 

large companies and hundreds of small companies, many of them only have one or a 

few people employed. To perform this study the author wanted large companies to par-

ticipate but in the second search the author had to lower the demands on the companies 

to have at least 50 people employees and operate in at least 2 larger cities in Sweden. 

This was not easy but the author managed to find companies fulfilling these require-

ments set by the author. This time another two companies agreed to the interviews with 

4 persons from the management teams. The rest of the companies turned it down due to 

lack of time and again, unwillingness to leave out sensitive information to a stranger. 

The companies agreeing to the interview also requested to be anonymous for the same 

reason and will therefore be named A, B, C and D. The number of people in each com-

pany, who in the end agreed to an interview, is to be found in Table 1 in chapter 4 to-

gether with each person’s title within the company.  
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3.4.3 Interviews 

The empirical findings will be the most important source of information within this the-

sis and it is therefore highly important to prepare the interviews to make sure the right 

questions are asked to fulfil the purpose. There are different ways to conduct an inter-

view and three common techniques are; structured interviews, semi-structured inter-

views and unstructured or in-depth interviews. Structured interviews are the most for-

mal technique with identical and standardized questions for each of the respondents and 

are often used within quantitative data collection, therefore the author decided not to use 

that interview method. Semi-structured interviews are less standardized and give the au-

thor a chance to ask follow-up questions to interesting topics that arises during the in-

terviews. The questions can be predetermined or only include a certain theme or topic. 

They also allow for different questions to each respondent. Unstructured interviews, 

also referred to as in-depth interviews, do not offer any predetermined questions, instead 

the interview can be seen as an informal conversation where the respondent can affect 

the interview by talking about the most interesting topics within the field of study. 

Semi-structured and unstructured interviews are often used within qualitative research 

hence they allow for conversations around the topic (Andersen, 1994). 

The author found the semi-structured interview to be the most appropriate technique to 

use when gathering information about competition within the staffing industry. The rea-

sons were several. First the author preferred to have prepared questions that were well 

thought-out that corresponded well to the purpose of the thesis. Second, the author 

wanted the possibility to ask follow-up questions during the interviews when interesting 

things came up. Third, the author wanted to have the possibility to ask different ques-

tions to the different companies, depending on which companies agreed to participate. 

The reason for not using unstructured interviews was that the author saw the risks of not 

getting the answers needed to achieve the purpose of the study. The author also consider 

unstructured interviews to be preferred in personal interviews and not when conducting 

telephone interviews hence it can be hard to have an informal conversation with a 

stranger over the telephone. The respondents were people in different management posi-

tions within the companies, working with competition and strategies. The questions 

were sent out by email one week before the time for the interviews in order for the re-

spondents to prepare for the interviews. With this the author hoped to gain better an-

swers from the respondents than if the questions were just asked during the interviews. 

The interviews were conducted via the telephone due to geographical limitations and on 

request from some of the respondents. After the interview a summary of the interview 

was sent for approval before using the material in the thesis. This was a step to secure 

that there where no misunderstandings on the material used in the thesis.  

3.4.4 Questionnaire Design 

The author started by writing an interview map containing the most important things the 

author strived to achieve with the interviews such as the different factors affecting the 

competition within the industry and examples of different competition strategies. The 

map also contained limitations set by the author such as time limits for the interview, 

limited numbers of questions and the structure of the questionnaire. From this map the 

author developed the questions for the design starting with broad questions about the 

staffing industry and the company. Due to secrecy not much background information 

about the different companies could be given in the interview, but the authors intention 

with this broad and non-specific questions was to warm up the respondent to make 
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him/her feel relaxed and secure. After the warm up, more specified questions where 

asked and several questions about the same things where asked in different ways to get 

as comprehensively answers as possible. The last questions in the interview were again 

broad so the respondent could sum up the interview and talk freely and open. Before the 

questionnaire was sent out to the respondents it was sent to the tutor for feedback and 

was then slightly reformed according the given advices. It was also tested on two people 

before sending it out. The questionnaire is to be found in appendix 1.  

3.4.5 Data analysis 

The received results from the interviews were analyzed in the light of the presented 

theories in order to find patterns and general knowledge within the staffing industry re-

garding competition. Hence all the questions required personal answers without any 

fixed response alternatives, no computer program was appropriate to use. Instead the au-

thor has manually analyzed the results by dividing the questions into four categories. 

The first category includes the different companies view about competition within the 

industry and how they consider their competitors to be. This category does not answer 

any of the specific objectives but the author find this category rather important hence it 

shares the companies’ opinions about competition. Category two is about the different 

factors affecting the competition within the staffing industry and intends to answer the 

first objective with this thesis. Category three intends to describe what strategies are 

used within the interviewed companies and category four discuss the competitive ad-

vantage gained by their strategy. The two last categories intend to answer the second 

objective of this thesis.  

3.5 Research quality 

The author of this thesis has strived to gain a good quality during the research process 

according to the existing guidelines and directions within the subject. 

3.5.1 Reliability 

Reliability can be referred to the extent to which a measurement reproduces consistent 

results if the process of measurement were to be repeated (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). 

During research processes, random errors may arise and affect the results, when collect-

ing data it is therefore highly important that the researcher tries to eliminate random er-

rors and base the survey on a representative sample (Thuren, 2007). For this reason no 

one person or few-person companies where chosen to be interviewed. Instead larger 

companies with more employees were chosen that face competition from other well-

known staffing companies. The author also chose medium or larger companies to study 

hence it would be easier to find clear defined and developed strategies within the com-

panies and makes them a representative sample to study. When performing surveys and 

interviews, there are three methods that can be used to test the reliability. The first 

method is re-tests, to let the same people be interviewed twice, if the answers differs 

greatly the test has low reliability. The second method is the bisection method. The re-

searcher then divides the results randomly in two groups and compares the results. The 

smaller the difference is the higher the reliability will be. The third method is to ask 

control questions, then the researcher ask for the same thing formulated differently in 

two separately questions. When the responds are identical the study has high reliability 

(Ejvegård, 2009). The author of this thesis has used a variant of the re-test by following 

up the interview a week later by sending an written conclusion of the interview to be 
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approved and in some cases a telephone call was done to clear some answers. The au-

thor also tried to ask control questions by formulate the most important questions in two 

different ways to gain high reliability and thereby also used the third method. The sec-

ond method was not applicable due to personal interviews built upon person opinions 

and experience. The author of this thesis put the questionnaire together, when doing that 

there is always a risk of low reliability due to personal opinions and interests. To mini-

mize random errors and achieve a high reliability the author have tested the questions on 

two people before the interviews to make sure that there are no interpretation errors in 

the questionnaire, it was also sent to the tutor. The chosen companies have great experi-

ence and good knowledge from the staffing industry, which makes them a reliable 

source of good information and a representative sample.  

3.5.2 Validity 

When doing research it is important that the research not only has a high reliability but 

also a high validity. Result has high validity when the researcher has studied what one 

intended to study and nothing else. (Andersen, 1994) There are three general criteria to 

be fulfilled for a study to have a high validity; credibility – the result must be credible, 

dependability – one must be able to trust the result and confirm ability – others need to 

be able to gain the same result. (Allwood & Erikson, 2010) The interviewed persons 

gained access to a written conclusion from the interview and had to approve the content 

before the material was used in this thesis. They then had the possibility to clarify un-

certainties, if any, and comment their responses. When the thesis was done the inter-

viewed person again gained access to the thesis to approve the compiled results. The au-

thor of this thesis claims that one has achieved the general criteria and therefore gained 

a high validity within this thesis. The achieved criteria are credibility in the sense that 

the interviewed persons have had the chance to approve what they said before the mate-

rial was used, dependability due to competent and experienced people being inter-

viewed. Confirm ability is also achieved in the sense that the results where similar be-

tween the different persons, however, the answers is built upon personal opinions and 

experience and there might be a risk for another kind of answers if other people were in-

terviewed. 

3.6 Limitations 

Several limitations can be discovered when looking at this thesis. The first limitation 

was the number of respondents, 30 companies were contacted to participate but the in-

terest was low among them. The author could have contacted more companies in order 

to receive more respondents, but the deadline for the project put a stop to it. The author 

did not believe it would be so hard to make the companies agreeing to an interview and 

therefore only contacted 15 companies the first time. The second time another 15 com-

panies were contacted but the response rate was still low. If the author had done it again 

at least 30 companies would have been contacted the first time with lower requirements 

from start. The companies’ unwillingness to participate in the study mostly depended on 

the sensitiveness of the requested material. The author signed secrecy agreements with 

each company but many companies did not want to participate because it meant they 

needed to reveal secret information. The only way to make companies participating in a 

larger extent would have been to remove the second objective from the thesis and not 

ask questions about each company’s competition strategy. Then the requested informa-

tion would not be so sensitive. However, the author felt that the second objective was 
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highly interesting hence it reveals things on how companies think and act according to 

their position in the market. Valuable information for new entrants entering the staffing 

industry. In the end this study is built on 8 interviews and the author find the sample a 

little bit to small to state any general conclusions valid for the whole industry, especially 

for the second objective. The first objective is more ok to draw general conclusions 

about hence the author ask about things valid for the whole industry, not just the specif-

ic company. That means that independent on each company’s position in the market, 8 

respondents answer questions about the same thing. The author still feel that 8 inter-

views is a bit small and more interviews would only have made the results more relia-

ble, which in the end would make the general conclusions about what forces affecting 

the staffing industry more trustwhorthy. Now the author has to settle with less credibili-

ty. 

Another limitation in this thesis is the different sizes of the companies being inter-

viewed. The contacted companies were from start collected from the Top 25 list where 

the staffing organization in Sweden list the 25 largest staffing companies. The five 

companies in the top together account for almost 70% of the total market in Sweden, 

while the next 12 companies each has a market share between 1% and 4,4%. The last 8 

companies each have a market share less than 1%. This shows a very uneven distribu-

tion between the staffing companies that naturally has an affect on the results. To com-

pare a company and its strategy that has a market share larger than 10% with a company 

who has less than 1% market share, affect the results in the sense that large companies 

have greater experience, much more knowledge and have existed longer in the market, 

which makes them a more reliable source of information. Companies who have not ex-

isted for long in the market do not have the same knowledge about for example which 

forces affect the industry or have developed strategies based on long experience. In the 

end two large companies, one medium-sized and one small company was interviewed 

and the difference between the large and the small companies are great. There were sev-

eral similarities between the two large companies, but again, to state conclusions valid 

for the whole industry based on similarities between two companies in the same size is 

not enough. The author feels that it is impossible to state that the conclusions are valid 

for the whole industry hence the sample is to small. The same thing goes for the me-

dium-sized and the small company. The author is well aware of the fact that a large 

amount of samples would have made the results more credible. Now the author settle 

with saying that some patterns where detected and it could be highly interesting to con-

tinuing the research to see if the patterns detected in this thesis were only random or if 

they have any truth in them.  

The last limitation the author can see during this thesis is the work done for Manchester 

Management, producing a complete business plan while writing this thesis. The work 

for Manchester Management was highly rewarding and gave the author both a broad 

and deep understanding for the overall staffing industry. However, around 150 hours 

was spent on writing the business plan and in the end it was not that much of the infor-

mation collected whicg was used in the thesis. In retrospect, the author feels that since 

the business plan was not included in the thesis at all, the time spent on writing it, could 

have been invested in this thesis and thereby gained an even better thesis.  

4 Empirical data 
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This chapter will start with a short introduction to the staffing industry. Then each com-

pany will be presented under the four different categories.  

4.1  The staffing industry 

With around 400 staffing companies operating in Sweden, the staffing industry can be 

described as a highly competitive industry where employers and employees meet to 

match supply with demand. A few major players shattered on many small businesses 

with low entry barriers dominate it. The five largest staffing companies together account 

for almost 70% of the total turnover within the industry (Bemanningsföretagen, 2010). 

It is an industry sensitive to cyclical fluctuations due to high demand from clients in pe-

riods of economic boom and low demand in periods of recessions, which also makes the 

profitability strongly dependent on cyclical fluctuations. The low entry barriers have 

made it easy for companies to start a business, which have pushed down the prices and 

increased the competition. The staffing industry rent out personnel in several industries 

such as warehouse, manufacturing, administration, finance, IT, HR, research and devel-

opment and customer service with warehouse and industry as the major areas (Åberg, 

2008). 

According to Johan Rikardsson, CEO of a large staffing company in Stockholm, the 

business can be divided in three different segments; HV/LM, S/M and LV/HM. HV/LM 

stands for high volume/low margins and represent a segment of customer who needs 

staffing in large volumes often within different industries or warehouses. The positions 

often require little or no education or previous experience and therefore have low mar-

gins of the hired personnel. This segment has a contribution margin of 15-18% and 

therefore requires large volumes to profit from the business. S/M stands for 

small/medium and represent a segment within administration, financial and secretary 

services. People working within this segment often have some degree of education and 

working experience is often required. Therefore it is possible to charge more and the 

contribution margin is between 19-25% within the S/M segment. The top segment 

LV/HM stands for low volume/high margins and represents experienced personnel with 

high education and often involves management positions. Due to that it is easy to charge 

more and the contribution margin is 25% or more. Until recently this has been a very 

small segment hence it has been unusual to hire staff for management positions, often 

companies hire managers directly but this is a changing trend within the industry.  

 

 Fig. 3 Business segments within the staffing industry  

This model represents the three segments of business and helps to explain how compa-

nies can position the company when entering the market. Rikardsson emphasize the im-

portance of knowing what position the company strives to gain when entering in order 
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to survive in the tough competitive environment. He also recommends new comers to 

focus on one segment instead of trying to gain market share in all segments 

(Rikardsson, 2011). 

4.2   Results from interviews 

In the following section the results from the interviews will be presented. The author 

has divided the results in five categories and each company will be presented under each 

category. The first category will start with some background information about the 

companies and where they are heading. Due to secrecy not much information can be re-

vealed. The second category is the respondents thoughts about competition and their 

competitors. This is not included in the research question or the purpose within the the-

sis, but the author believes it is relevant information to know who each company con-

sider to be their competitiors and their attitude to competition hence it shapes their strat-

egy and their work to meet competition. Next category will describe the different forces 

that each company thinks affect the competition and will answer the first objective with 

the thesis. The fourth category will present each company’s competitive strategy and 

explain how each company work with strategy. Together with the last category, which 

present each company’s competitive advantage, the fourth and last category helps to an-

swer the second objective in the thesis. Due to secrecy the companies have been modi-

fied and are in this thesis called Company A, B, C, and D. The names of the respondents 

have also been changed due to the same reason.  

 

Interviews   

Company A Anna Andersson Consultant Manager 

Company B Ben Bengtsson 

Sara Bengtsson 

Founder & Manager 

Staff Manager 

Company C Conny Rikardsson 

Catarina Johnsson 

Johan Claesson 

CEO 

Project Manager 

Project Manager 

Company D David Nilsson 

Daniel Larsson 

CEO 

CFO 

       Table 1. List of the interviews 

4.2.1 Yesterday, Today, Tomorrow 

Company A 

Company A is one of Sweden’s ten largest Staffing companies operating in several dif-

ferent countries abroad with over one half million employees. Their head office is lo-

cated in Europe and the company has been established in Sweden since the beginning of 

2000. The company is large in both the HV/LM and S/M segments and recently they 

developed a new line of business within the LV/HM segment to meet the arising de-

mand on management levels. Company A strives to be the market leader within staffing 

and recruitment in Sweden. The staffing industry in Sweden is a rather small part of the 
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total labor market but has great growth potential and will continue to grow in the future. 

According to Anna, Company A is not satisfied with their current situation on the mar-

ket. “The recession put a temporary stop on the developing plans for the company and 

we would had wanted to come further in their plans of becoming the market leader.” 

(A. Andersson) However, Anna states that a company should never be completely satis-

fied in a positive sense and this is true for Company A. They continuously strive to bet-

ter, larger and to open your eyes for new ways and possibilities are according to Anna 

very important in the work of becoming the market leader.  

Company B 

Company B was founded in the beginning of 2000 focusing on hiring out students. The 

company grew and today the company has around 20 employees and is located in two 

larger cities in Sweden. Company B mainly operates in the HV/LM segment and con-

sider them to work broad within the segment but are especially large within logistics, 

they also have some business within the S/M segment. “The staffing industry is one of 

the most exposed industries to competition and it is tough to succeed on the market. But 

as the industry is growing the acceptance is increasing and more companies discover 

the advantages with using staffing and recruitment companies” (B. Bengtsson). Com-

pany B has discovered new ways to make business when the competition has gotten 

more intense and has seen many new enters in the business succeeding by creating a 

niche for themselves. Both Ben and Sara believes that the industry has a huge growth 

potential. Ben also sees an increased demand of a new type of requested services. More  

companies ask for managers and personnel specialized in a certain area. These are the 

HM/LV segment and Ben hopes that his company grows within this segment the up-

coming years. Nor Ben or Sara is satisfied with their current position in the market and 

both think they have too low rate of new clients and need larger clients. “This is a prob-

lem we work actively with, but there are difficulties” (B. Bengtsson). Larger companies 

often require their suppliers to be located all over Sweden to conclude agreements. 

Large companies prefer working with one ore two suppliers instead of one supplier in 

each city where they are located. For this reason Company B is in an expansion phase 

and will expand in the near future.  

Company C 

Company C is located in over 60 countries all over the world with around 35 000 em-

ployees and is among Sweden’s ten largest staffing companies with 55 offices spread 

over the country. Their head office is located in Europe and was founded in the 90’s. 

Today they operate in all three segments HV/LM, S/M and HM/LV with the last seg-

ment as the fastest growing. Their goal is to be the market leader on the market in Swe-

den and has according to themselves a great opportunity to succeed due to their size 

abroad. Both Conny, Catarina and Johan agrees that the Swedish staffing market is still 

very small compared to the rest of Europe and will continue to grow in a fast past the 

coming years. Therefore it is important to create a good reputation as a broad actor who 

can solve many different types of problems says Conny. None of them are satisfied with 

their current position in the market and Conny says they will not be satisfied until they 

become the market leader in Sweden. He reveals that they would like to spend more 

time on working long term and set more long term goals with follow-ups, but the short 

term work and the tough competition tend to take much time and effort.  

Company D 
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Company D is a corporate group consisting of two niche companies, one focusing on IT 

and the other focusing on economics/business administration. They were founded in 

Sweden in the end of the 90’s and has around 10 000 employees today. The company 

has offices in four larger cities in Sweden and operates in several other cities as well. 

The company mainly operates in the S/M segment offering personal solutions within IT, 

economics, finance, office and business administration but has in the latest also had 

some business within the HM/LV segment. The corporate culture is built upon compe-

tence, commitment and quickness and according to the CEO their ability to work more 

diligent than others is the reason they have reached such a success in the business. Their 

vision is to be the most competent staffing company on the market.  

4.2.2 Competition 

Company A 

According to Anna, the Swedish staffing market is still rather small compared to Europe 

but has a great growth potential as mentioned. “The large companies are growing and 

are constantly taking new market shares, in the same time new comers are entering the 

market in a fast pace. This makes the competition within the market tough and leads to 

press prices” (A. Andersson). For companies operating in the market its vital to keep 

pace and constantly working with building relationships, both with customers and can-

didates. Company A considers all existing staffing and recruitment companies to be 

their competitors that should be taken seriously. In order to meet the competition and 

create and maintain business opportunities, the company has developed efficient deli-

very processes that help to assure the quality of the work. Examples of that are large da-

tabases and processes to deliver the right person for the right job etc. Anna explain that 

they also spend much time and effort on building good relationships between the com-

pany and its customers and candidates because a satisfied customer tends to come back 

the next time they need help. When necessary they collect knowledge and competence 

from their other offices abroad, which is a huge advantage for Company A.  

Company B 

Even though Company B is not among the ten largest staffing companies in Sweden 

both Ben and Sara consider the large companies to be their main competitors. And when 

competing with them, Company B’s advantages are their ability to work fast with a per-

sonal touch and offer flexibility that larger companies have difficult to do due to their 

size. According to Ben small companies are more hungry on doing business and have a 

strong personal will to succeed. Sara adds that large companies often compete with their 

ability to press prices and their large databases, something that small companies cannot 

offer in the same extent and therefore smaller companies need to develop other advan-

tages to succeed. Compared to the larger companies Ben claims that they can deliver 

much faster as they don’t have any long delivery processes.  

 

 

Company C 

Competition within the staffing market is extremely tough and nor Conny, Catarina or 

Johan has worked in an environment with as high competition as the existing one within 
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the staffing industry. “You always need to be one step ahead or you will be thrown out 

of the market” (C. Rikardsson). According to him the company spend much time on 

building long-lasting relationships with the clients to support them with all their differ-

ent needs and according to both Conny and Catarina, one of the strengths within the 

company is their ability to work very broad. “In this way the client does not need a 

second supplier” (C. Johnsson). Company C consider the ten to twelve largest staffing 

companies in Sweden to be their main competitors, mainly because they can all offer 

broad databases with personnel and have the possibility to compete on low prices due to 

their size. However, the last five to six years they have felt an increased competition 

from small new comers. They can offer small and personal relationship that we as a 

large company have problems to achieve says Johan. Catarina believes another advan-

tage for the small new comers is their ability to deliver fast hence they do not have 

many customers to take care of. This is not a problem in the HV/LM segment because 

price is the most important factor for the clients in this segment, but in the S/M and es-

pecially in the HM/LV segment. Both Johan and Catarina feel that they have needed to 

change their way to work and to be more personal to meet the increasing competition 

within this segment. “It is a challenge to be one of the largest actors in Sweden and act 

as a small and personal company, but in the end our size and our well developed 

processes is a great advantage hence we can offer quality and have experience and 

knowledge on how to solve different problems that new comers often lack” (C. 

Johnsson).  

Company D 

Company D has been appointed as the fastest growing company several years in a row 

and has had an enormous fast growth since start. Despite the success both David and 

Daniel explains that it is a really tough market to operate in due to high competition 

from many other good actors. “In the last ten years there has been a boom of new staff-

ing companies entering the market and that has lead to pressed prices and an ongoing 

fight over the clients.” (D. Nilsson) He continues to explain that they continuously need 

to maintain their clients but also put effort in finding new ones in order to survive in the 

market. On the question on why David believe that Company D have had such a fast 

growth and succeeded he answer: “We have succeeded because we offer quality in eve-

rything we do.” (D. Nilsson) On the same question Daniel’s answer: “Our company is 

built upon competence, that is what we offer, and when we deliver the right competence 

in a fast way there is no need for our clients to chose another staffing company the next 

time they need help.” (D. Larsson) Company D considers the largest staffing companies 

to be their direct competitors due to their broad service range. But they also consider 

other smaller companies that have a niche within IT and economics to be their competi-

tors. “We consider ourselves to be a medium-sized company and have to meet our dif-

ferent competitors in different ways. The large companies have a large client base and 

can reach out to new customers by different marketing activities in large scales. We do 

not have the same financial power to compete with that, instead we do small-scale mar-

keting activities to a special segment needing our services. Our other competitors, niche 

towards our area of work compete on the same financial terms and in both situations it 

is extremely important for us to be associated with quality” (D. Nilson). 

4.2.3 Forces affecting competition  

Company A 
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“All mentioned forces in Porter’s model are relevant for the staffing industry and 

should be considered when developing a strategy for the company.” (A. Andersson) 

According to her there is a collegial spirit in the business between the competitors but 

underneath the collegial spirit there is a situation with tough competition for all the ac-

tors in the market. “The tough competition has pushed down the prices leading to lower 

profits, which has made the situation really tough for the companies fighting over the 

same business opportunities. It is mainly the large companies who have the power to 

decrease the prices and win business opportunities over the smaller companies” (A. 

Andersson). She continues and explains that it is important to know where you have 

your competitors and where they are heading, but also highlights the importance of fo-

cusing on the core product of the company and continuously improve and sharpen the 

processes within the company. “After the recession the economy has started to recover 

and new entrants are entering the staffing market in a fast pace because it is an easy 

market to access. Large and established companies have the advantage of being less 

sensitive to changes in the market than new comers, but despite the size and long expe-

rience that larger companies often has it is not obvious that they always win the busi-

ness over new comers” (A. Andersson). Substitute services within the staffing industry 

are still not a big threat according to Anna but they do exist in some extent. Customer 

can buy logg on to pages as Monster and other web based companies that offers a plat-

form for employers and employees to meet. Using this substitute services the customers 

can find their employees themselves. However, there are no existing substitute services 

that can offer the whole delivery process with the quality assurance that staffing compa-

nies offers today and is therefore not an important factor to consider when making a 

competitive analysis in Anna’s opinion. Anna explains that the bargain power of the 

customer has increased due to tougher competition and more players on the market. 

This has lead to smaller profits for the suppliers that also have been forced to improve 

the quality of their services. But despite the increased bargain power of the customers, 

Anna does not think that the bargain power of the suppliers has decreased or is less than 

the bargain power of customers. Instead the good relationships between Company A 

and its customers Anna consider them to have a good bargain power. However, “the 

bargain power is also dependent on the situation and on the size of the business” (A. 

Andersson). The collective work agreement is a factor that should be added to the mod-

el when implemented on the staffing industry according to Anna because “it has a great 

impact on the overall staffing industry.” They are unclear and to some extent discrimi-

nating for both employers and employees. The agreements are the same for all the staff-

ing companies and therefore do not have an impact on the competition between the dif-

ferent staffing companies. However, “due to bad conditions compared to the working 

conditions you get as hired for a client company, the staffing industry risk to loose the 

good staff directly to the companies and this is a huge problem” (A. Andersson). 

Company B 

There is rivalry between the different actors on the staffing market but according to Ben 

and Sara, Company B try to focus on their strengths to come up with new ideas to beat 

the competitors and win business instead of pressing prices. For Ben the winning con-

cept and the key to success is “continuously development and finding new ways to make 

business.” There are already many actors on the market but more people will try to 

make it into the market according to Ben. It is an industry with low entry barriers and it 

does not require any large investments before start, which makes it an attractive market, 
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however Sara says that “the real challenge is not to enter the market but to grow in the 

market among all the competitors.” 

Ben does not see any substitute service that may pose a threat to the staffing companies 

but sometimes companies prefers to recruit themselves due to keeping full control and 

keep the costs down, which is a threat to the staffing companies business. However, ac-

cording to Ben this is not a growing problem hence recruiting new people is for many 

companies often a low prioritized task. Sara on the other hand sees webpages like Mon-

ster, Careerbuilder and Step Stone as substitute products even if they require the client 

companies to do much on their own. They are not a large threat today but she think they 

can become a larger threat in the future if they continue to develop their services to fit 

the client companies needs. In the HV/LM segment that Company B mainly operates in, 

the prices are often standardized and both client and the staffing companies are well 

aware of the price picture say’s Ben. The clients know that good quality has a price and 

despite some pressed prices due to increased competition, Ben do not think the bargain 

power from neither the customers or the suppliers is large. In the S/M and especially in 

the HM/LV segments the bargain power from both customers and suppliers are much 

larger hence different qualities and preferences affect the prices but he think the level of 

the bargain power is just as great for the customers as for the suppliers in each segment. 

Sara has a different view of the size of the bargain power for customers and suppliers. 

She believes that customers have the largest bargain power of the two groups even if 

suppliers sometimes turn down business due to small revenues etc. Sara considers all 

factors to be relevant to competition in their industry and she considers all of them al-

most daily in her work at Company B except for the force of substitute products. Ben 

can apply the different forces on the staffing industry but does not consider them to be 

relevant when developing strategies for companies in the industry. The reason he say’s 

is that the forces only describes the situation, he does not consider them as tools to win 

business with. Instead Ben thinks there are other more important factors that are crucial 

when developing strategies for companies in this type of business and that is branding 

and technology. A strong brand affects the choices the clients do when they decide on 

which staffing company to use. Ben also highlights the importance of good references 

when talking about a strong brand. A company can be very good on what they do but if 

no one knows it they wont gain from it. Technology also affects the competition, tech-

nology is a tool used to make ads, delivery the marketing message and to catch up needs 

and new opportunities. Ben considers these aspects to be more important when making 

a competition strategy than most of the forces mentioned in Porter’s model. Sara does 

not mention the forces Ben mentions but instead adds price as an important force to 

consider hence the companies often compete on prices in the end. Weather a company is 

licensed or not is also a factor that plays an important role on the competition in the in-

dustry. Sara explains that the “licensed companies cannot press prices in the same way 

as unlicensed companies can due to collective agreements, but instead they can assure 

a level of quality.” 

Company C 

The respondents from Company C all agrees that the competition is extremely tough 

and the rivalry between the different staffing companies are tough as well in the staffing 

industry. “Everyone is fighting over the same business and this has led to a tougher 

price situation on the market with less profitability for the staffing companies” (C. Ri-

kardsson). He continues to explain that in the HV/LM segment the prices that have been 
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pressured the most and according to him this is the reason why the large companies 

have succeeded as well as they have. They have the possibility to press down the prices 

and win business over smaller companies that do not have the same possibility to com-

pete over prices. “Unfortunately the prices have become a permanent solution to com-

pete with and that is why many companies are struggling with low profits” (C. Ri-

kardsson). Johan and Catarina have the same opinion on the high rivalry within the in-

dustry and they all think the rivalry will continue to increase. The rivalry has increased 

due to more companies entering the market and Conny believes the reason for that is the 

high growth potential on the market combined with low entry barriers. Catarina agrees 

and explain that it is rather easy to start a staffing company; you only need a computer 

and a telephone basically. Despite the tough competition they all think the number of 

new entrants will continue to grow because even if Company C wants to take more 

market shares and grow, there will always be more possibilities due to a young market 

says Conny. Johan cannot think of any kind of substitute products or services to the 

staffing market but both Conny and Catarina mention the web-based platforms where 

companies can find their own candidates in the large databases. However, they both 

highlight the time aspect of using this type of services and say that not many of their ex-

isting clients have the time for dealing with this tasks. For them it cost less to buy the 

services directly from the staffing companies. So today it is not a big threat to Company 

C’s business. Catarina and Johan consider the customers to have the largest bargain 

power in the industry due to many suppliers offering the same services on the market. 

Then it is up to the suppliers to accept or decline the business opportunities depending 

on the terms. Conny has a slightly different view of the level of bargain power from 

customers and suppliers. He agrees that the customers have the largest bargain power in 

the HV/LM segment due to many actors and pressed prices, but in the HM/LV segment 

the bargain power from the suppliers is high, maybe even higher than the customers 

bargain power. Conny believes it is due to the level of quality the clients seeks on per-

sonnel within this segment. “The customers are prepared to pay for good quality” (C. 

Rikardsson). Johan believes that all forces are relevant when discussing competition 

within an industry and cannot think of any other force that should be taken under con-

sideration. Conny and Catarina consider most of the forces as relevant to consider when 

developing a strategy on how to meet competition but adds some more forces that they 

consider in their work for the company. Conny mention the legal aspect of the staffing 

industry. According to him the collective agreements in many cases does not benefit the 

workers within the staffing industry. They are not allowed to stamp the time between 

two different jobs etc. Catarina also mentions the governmental regulations as a factor 

to consider but also believes that forces that are at least important to consider as the 

ones in Porters five forces is the brand of the company and the existing resources within 

the company. According to her it is the different people and their competences that 

represent the companies resources and these helps to build the companies brand. She be-

lieves that it is of great importance for the brand to be in people’s mind when thinking 

about staffing companies. Catarina adds that the forces in Porters model only explains 

what position the company has on the market but the value of the brand and its re-

sources is the tools they use to meet competition.  

 

 

Company D 
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Both David and Daniel are familiar with Porter’s five forces and agree that the forces 

within the model affect the competition in different ways. The rivalry is high within the 

industry according to them and it is only increasing. David explains that the increased 

demand from clients in combination with an increased number of staffing companies 

has increased the competition and decreased prices or at least increased the quality of 

the services to the same price. “For us it is important to understand the structure of the 

industry and know our competitors in order for us to change accordingly and adapt to 

new situations arising on the market” (D. Larsson). The biggest change the last years 

are according to them both the increased number of new entrants that have taking mar-

ket shares in a fast paste. It has lead to decreased margins for all the existing staffing 

companies and a tougher situation overall on the market. Nor Daniel or David sees any 

substitute services to their business. “We see a clear trend of client companies spending 

less time on hiring personnel and instead uses staffing companies for those services and 

today there is not any big threat to our market beyond the high competition among all 

the existing staffing companies” (D. Nilsson). The bargain power of the customers is 

high in the industry and it has increased the last five years according to David. “It has 

become harder for us as suppliers to find clients because there are so many suppliers to 

choose from and therefore we need to stand out from the crowd in order to increase our 

bargain power. We have focused on delivering competence in fast way by being com-

mitted and we believe it becomes a little bit easier to increase our bargain power as 

suppliers. Clients, who know us, know that we deliver what we promise and therefore I 

experience a decreased bargain power from established clients” (D. Nilsson). The men-

tioned forces all affect our position in the market and by being aware of them we hope 

to being able to adapt to changes and follow the industry in order for us to take market 

shares and grow say’s both David and Daniel. However, there are other factors affecting 

the customers’ selection of supplier that David and Daniel believe are even more impor-

tant to consider when running a staffing company. David again mentions their strengths 

that they have focuses on, competence, commitment and quickness and believe that 

these factors are crucial for their survival. “There are so many actors offering what we 

offer and therefore we need to do it better, the importance of brand building is only in-

creasing” (D. Nilsson). Daniel agrees but also mention price as a factor. Company D 

has managed to create a good reputation but are still price sensitive when competing 

with the larger companies and for the overall industry he believes that prices matters in 

a large extent. Price is a factor many companies compete with, it is a factor that is used 

as a bargain tool between customers and suppliers and it is a factor that is affected when 

new actors enter the market and press the prices. “The overall industry is extremely af-

fected by the price factor and is sensitive to price changes” (D. Larsson). 

4.2.4 Competition Strategy 

Company A 

Company A cannot share their exact strategy due to secrecy but can from Porter’s strat-

egies share some information regarding their strategy. Company A has a combined 

competition strategy that involves all three of Porter’s strategies in different ways. In-

ternally the company has a cost leadership focus meaning that they try to keep the cost 

as low as possible making the revenue as high as possible for the company. The overall 

company also uses a differentiation strategy by turning to broad market offering a broad 

line of services and with a strong brand that they believe the customers associate with 

quality. Something they believe is unique for them. Another specific department within 
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the company is focusing on offering a niche on the services to a specific target group 

meaning that they also use a focus strategy. The size of the company makes it relevant 

to have several competition strategies for the different departments. Due to secrecy 

more specific information about the examples cannot be given. According to Anna the 

company does not focus more on one strategy than another, but it is important to note 

that it is different parts of the company that use the different strategies.  

Company B 

Company B does not have a consciously strategy regarding competition or how to gain 

more clients, but when referring to Michael Porters generic strategies Ben can recognize 

the way they operate within the company. “Company B uses a cost leadership strategy 

even if it so far has not been a deliberate choice of strategy” (B. Bengtsson). Due to the 

tough competition they continuously work with margins to gain profits and grow. Many 

decisions are based upon the financial situation but even if they work with a cost leader-

ship focus Ben adds that without their ability to deliver quality in a fast way and with a 

personal touch the company would not be successful. These are the cornerstones they 

build the company upon. Sara strengthens Ben’s view of the company’s strategy. Ac-

cording to her Company B tries to be different and offer new and better solutions than 

the competitors can do. They are very cost-conscious in their work and need to keep the 

costs down due to hard competition. So in a way they use a cost leadership strategy, but 

Sara don’t think it is their main strategy, instead they build their competition strategy on 

being “flexible, fast and personal and that is the company’s core strategy” (S. 

Bengtsson). 

Company C 

Johan is relatively new on his job and is not involved in the strategy work within the 

company and leaves the questions regarding the company’s strategy open for Conny 

and Catarina to answer. They both explain that the company has several strategies for 

the different divisions within the company. The company work with three lead words; 

quality, price and efficiency. Catarina explains further that this means that their main 

strategy is to offer high quality to the best possible price and in the same time be effi-

cient and save time for the clients. This is their main strategy that they try to offer for all 

their clients. Then each division has an own strategy with different focus due to differ-

ent working areas. In the HV/LM segment their main focus is the costs. As Conny men-

tioned earlier the prices are pressed within this segment and prices are often the factor 

that the different companies compete over when winning business in this segment. “We 

have good possibilities to offer rather low prices due to our size but in the same time it 

requires larger volumes for it to be profitable for us” (C. Rikardsson). However, every-

thing has a limit Conny continues to explain, “even if price is the main focus in this 

segment we do not want to offer bad quality and we still need to work efficient other-

wise we will loose our clients” (C. Rikardsson). In the HM/LV segment quality is the 

lead word. Their strategy within this segment focus on finding high quality personnel 

and create a perfect match between the client and the person they are looking for. This 

is according to Catarina the hardest division to work in but also the most interesting 

one. Clients are often willing to spend up to a three month salary for a CEO as a fee for 

finding the right person for the job and this often means hundreds of thousands Swedish 

krone. “The recruitments or staffing are often time consuming even if we try to make 

them as efficient as possible. It takes time to find a perfect match” (C. Johnsson). In the 

S/M segment Company C’s main focus is efficiency, our clients in this segment request 
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fast learning staff and it is important that they replace the positions efficiently. “We are 

growing in this segment as well and are trying to sign central agreements with our 

clients to take care of all their needs within personnel and recruitments, this makes it 

possible to offer lower prices in this segment as well when we get the volume” (C. Jo-

hansson). When asking Conny and Catarina if they can recognize Company C’s strate-

gies from Porter’s strategies they both answer that internally they always have a very 

cost-conscious way to work. “I believe all the staffing companies needs to have a cost 

focus when operating in the staffing market due to tough competition, otherwise we will 

not survive. So in a way we have used a cost leadership strategy but we compete on 

prices as well so the clients’ benefits from our cost conscious“ (C. Johnsson). Conny 

agrees and adds that they also use different kinds of focus strategies by focusing on dif-

ferent factors for the different segments. “We know our clients needs within the differ-

ent segments and can therefore focus on the special needs within each segment. In the 

end of the day we all want to make money and to do that we need to give the clients 

what they want” (C. Rikardsson). 

Company D 

David explains that Company D’s strategy intends to answer three questions; who are 

our customers, what do we offer and why should the customers chose us? Our strategy 

is built upon the answers of the questions, by being aware of the answers we constantly 

know where we are, where we are heading and what we are doing David continues, and 

this is has been really important for our growth. He is asked to answer the three ques-

tions and answers as follows. “Company D is turning to a special segment of customers 

who needs personal solutions within IT and economics/business administration. This is 

a growing segment of customers hence more client companies chooses to hire short-

term staff via staffing companies or letting staffing companies do the recruitment 

processes. The reasons for why client companies should use us are our competence, our 

commitment and our ability to deliver fast and offer the little extra. This is the last part 

of the strategy and is the things we compete on” (D. Nilsson). It has been a successful 

strategy so far and David is really satisfied with their position today but it is not enough. 

He wants’ to continue to take market shares and build their brand awareness on the 

market. When asking about connections between Company D’s strategy and Porter’s 

generic strategies David directly refers to Porter’s focus strategy. We focus on a special 

segment of customers trying to fulfill their needs, and instead of having one company 

focusing on both IT and economics, we have divided the business into two companies 

and the reasons for that is that we want to be best in each niche. We believe there is a 

risk of not being the best or offering the best competence if we in the same time strive 

to be broad. As the CFO, Daniel has a larger cost focus than David and highlight the 

cost aspect as one importance factor in the strategy. We constantly need to consider our 

cost and our prices but he does not want to say that they use a cost leadership strategy. 

Instead Daniel agrees with David that they use a focus strategy as their main strategy 

and adds that it is Daniels task to have a clear cost focus. 

4.2.5 Competitive advantage  

Company A 

The company has trough hard work gained long experience within the staffing industry 

and have worked out methods and processes that secure the quality for the customer. 

The company should be considered according to Anna, as a mature company that works 
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intensively to build good relationships and has the resources and competence to fulfill 

the customers needs. Their competitive advantage that they have gained through their 

hard work is according to Anna, the size of the company, their reliable working me-

thods combined with the company’s experience. Together these factors makes Company 

A a strong company within the market. 

Company B 

Due to the size of the company, Company B cannot compete on price or by offering 

large databases, instead they can promise to offer fast and new thinking solutions for the 

clients built upon personal relationships and by acting flexible they have developed 

their competitive advantage. For Ben it is naturally to be flexible and to meet the 

clients’ demands and offer the best possible solution. He does not really understand how 

companies survive in the business without being flexible, but is in the same time happy 

that Company B has that reputation. Flexibility combined with their ability to offer new 

solutions in a personal way is their competitive advantage according to Ben and Sara. 

Company C 

Both Conny, Catarina and Johan mention the size of the company and their access to 

large databases combined with their broad area of work as their competitive advantage 

and they all consider themselves to be very good at what they do. They have the advan-

tage of having much knowledge and experience within the large group of the company 

and Conny explains that they often collect information from other offices abroad.   

Company D 

“We are specialized in two different areas where the demand is high and our niche re-

quires competent staff, says David. I believe we entered the market in just the right time 

when there was no other staffing company offering our niche. Therefore we have man-

aged to create a competitive advantage of being ahead of our competitors in our niche. 

We are an established company with a niche, having a reputation of being a competent 

source of staffing services that deliver fast and it is hard work which has got us where 

we are today” (D. Nilsson). Daniel mentions their strengths as their competitive advan-

tages.  
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5 Analysis 

This chapter will integrate the theoretical framework together with the collected data. 

The author of this thesis will interpret the interviews and analyze how well the theories 

are consistent with the empirical data.  

In this chapter the author will present each category from chapter 4 but will leave out 

the first category about each companies background since it is pure facts. To avoid con-

fusions the author want to point out that Company A and C are considered to be large 

companies, Company B is considered a small company and Company D a medium-

sized company. 

5.1 Competition 

In the introduction chapter the staffing industry in Sweden was described as a fast grow-

ing industry with tough competition that has continuously high growth potential due to a 

small market (Åberg, 2008). In the interviews held with the members of the reference 

group of Manchester Management the same things where stated, it is a tough branch 

with high competition and a large growth potential. The results from the interviews 

within this thesis support the statements. All the respondents agree that it is a tough in-

dustry to operate in due to high competition from many actors on the market, and de-

spite the high competition, the industry still has a high growth rate with several unex-

plored opportunities.  

 

All the respondents consider their companies to have competitors and both the larger 

and the smaller companies consider the ten to fifteen largest companies to be their main 

competitors. This is probably due to the fact that these companies are widely known in 

Sweden with a lot of marketing campaigns and the fact that they all work broadly, oper-

ating in all three segments of business, HV/LM, S/M and HM/LV. They all work differ-

ently to meet competition, but one can see some differences between the large and 

smaller companies. They all work with building long lasting relationships with their cli-

ents but Company A and C, which are considered to be large companies, compete by of-

fering large databases and quality assured delivery processes. Company B and D, which 

are smaller companies, compete by deliver fast and offer quality in order to meet the 

clients needs. 

It is natural that large companies have developed different delivery processes for them 

to handle the large size of business and due to their size they also require large data-

bases with consultants in the different segments. This automatically becomes strengths 

for the large companies, which they can use to compete with. The smaller companies 

can of natural reasons not offer large databases in the same extent as the large compa-

nies and do not need to develop advanced processes to handle the number of businesses. 

Therefore they cannot compete with those factors. Instead they need to find other things 

to compete with and the interviews with the smaller companies clearly show that they 

use their small size and their ability to work fast, being flexible and provide expertise as 

competitive advantage.  

5.2 Factors affecting competition 

The purpose with Porters five forces is to identify a position for the company from 

where they can defend themselves in the best possible way against competitors, or at 
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least influence them to their advantage. Once the company has understood which forces 

that affect the structure of the branch, they have the possibility to develop successful 

strategies that can help them to meet competition and reach growth (Bengtsson & 

Skärvad, 2001). All respondents except one find the forces within the model relevant to 

consider when developing a strategy in order to reach growth and meet competition, but 

the level of importance differs between the companies and its respondents. In the fol-

lowing section each force will be analyzed, continued by the forces not mentioned in the 

model that the respondents think matters. This will be discussed and analyzed in the 

light of the critique raised towards the model.  

5.2.1 Competitive rivalry 

All respondents agree that the rivalry is high in the market and all companies state that 

the structure of the industry has changed due to more competition the last years. Many 

established staffing companies have increased their capacity while new entrants are en-

tering the market in a fast pace. In order to survive and gain profits many companies 

have been forced to lower their prices in order to win business opportunities. Price has 

with other words become a factor that companies compete with. Company A and C, the 

large companies, takes it a step further and state that it was the large staffing companies 

who started to change the structure of the industry. By lowering prices they made an at-

tempt to crowd out the smaller companies from the market. And this is a statement that 

can be supported by looking at Company B, which is a smaller and a younger company. 

Due to their size they do not have the possibility to compete on prices and they have a 

hard time competing against the large companies. It would have been a successful strat-

egy to crowd out the smaller companies if the smaller staffing companies would have 

disappeared from the market. Then the larger staffing companies could have increased 

the prices and restored the order, but even if some companies were declared bankrupt 

several companies survived and managed to compete on other qualifications. So instead 

of making a temporary price decrease to crowd out companies, they changed the overall 

price structure in the staffing industry, which has lead to lower overall profits for all the 

staffing companies. Company C believes it will be impossible to increase the prices in 

the near future because the market has become used to the lower price picture, espe-

cially in the HV/LM segment where the margins are lower compared to the other seg-

ments. The author agrees with Company C and believes that the change in structure will 

be impossible to change as long as there are so many actors on the market. 

5.2.2 Threat of new entrants 

It has already been mentioned that the number of new entrants has increased in a fast 

pace and all the respondents believe that many new staffing companies will continue to 

enter the market in the near future. New entrants have affected the price structure in the 

branch and it has lead to lower profits for the established staffing companies. So new 

entrants within the industry are a big threat and most of the respondents consider it to be 

one of the most important forces to consider. All the companies mention the low entry 

barriers combined with the high growth potential as the main reason for the fast increas-

ing number of new entrants. The author can conclude that no large investments are re-

quired before entering the staffing market and it is first when clients request personnel 

that the company need to hire staff and pay salaries. An industry is doing their best 

when competition exists hence the customers often receives benefits as good prices etc. 

but the author consider the staffing industry to be tough as it seems really hard to sur-

vive in the business in the long-term. The author sees several risks if the industry con-
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tinues to grow with an increased competition. Companies need to make profits in order 

to grow, and when growing, more people can be employed, which is good for the over-

all economy. However, even if the interviewed companies claims that they offer market-

based salaries for the employees, referring to the collective agreements, the increasing 

number of entrants are not always licensed. Unlicensed companies do not need to pay 

salaries according to collective agreements and this can become a threat for the industry 

in the future.  

5.2.3 Threat of substitute products 

The threat of substitutes depends on buyers’ willingness to substitute, the cost of 

switching to substitutes and the relative price and performance of substitutes. (Jobber, 

2004) The results from the interviews shows that there are not any substitute services to 

the staffing industry that offers the same benefits as the services that staffing companies 

offers. Four respondents cannot think of any substitute service at all and the rest of the 

respondents’ mentions different web based platforms such as Monster, Careerbuilder 

etc. as a kind of a substitute to the staffing companies services. The web based plat-

forms offer client companies to access their broad databases to search for personnel. 

The disadvantages with using this service are that the clients company needs to do the 

whole recruitment process themselves and it is a very time consuming process. None of 

the respondents consider them to be a real threat today because it is in the client’s inter-

est to save time and money on long recruitment processes, especially when hiring short-

term personnel. Because of that they use staffing companies services in a greater extent 

than before. However, some of them believe that the web-based platforms can become a 

larger threat in the future if they continue to develop their services in ways that saves 

time and money for the clients. All the companies think this is the force that they con-

sider to have the least impact on competition due to the lack of good substitute services, 

and some of them do not consider it to be relevant for the staffing industry at all. 

5.2.4 Bargain power of customers and suppliers 

The bargain power of the customers and the suppliers are the forces where the respon-

dents’ opinions differ the most. The author has already concluded that the staffing mar-

ket is a highly competitive market with many buyers and even more sellers; the services 

they are offering are quite standardized between the different staffing companies and the 

clients have the possibility to integrate backwards and solve their problems themselves 

instead of using staffing companies. All these factors indicate a market where the bar-

gain power of the customers is high. The only factor indicating that the bargain power 

of the suppliers is high is the lack of substitute products. 

Company A consider the bargain power of the customers to be high due to increased 

competition, which has lead to lower prices and improvements in quality, all in line 

with the theory of the bargain power of customers. However, Company A does not 

think that a high bargain power of the customers automatically means that the suppliers 

have a lower bargain power. Instead they experience a good level of bargain power 

from both sides due to good relationships between the company and its clients. Com-

pany A’s opinion is consistent with Company D’s opinion about the level of bargain 

power in the industry. They also believe that the bargain power of customers is higher 

than the suppliers but experience a decreased level of bargain power from the customers 

when they work with existing customers. Then the clients knows the company and can 

be secure of their quality and ability to deliver if they already have had some successful 
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experience with the staffing companies. This support Porter’s statement that the bargain 

power of customers decrease when the bargain power of suppliers increase and clearly 

show how valuable it is for staffing companies to create and maintain good relationships 

with their clients.  

Company B’s opinions differs between the two respondents, Ben does not think that one 

of the bargain powers are greater than the other. Instead Ben find the market to be stable 

with set prices and an expected level of quality in the HV/LM segment and an increased 

but equal level of bargain power in the other segments. This does not support that the 

level of bargain power between the customers and the suppliers needs to be unequal. 

The author believes that one reason for Ben’s view of the level of bargain power is the 

fact that they are a rather small and new company, without any long experience. His 

colleague Sara on the other hand, does believe that the bargain power of the customers 

are much greater than the bargain power of the suppliers and support the theory of bar-

gain power. The author strongly believe that the answers to the questions about the dif-

ferent forces are highly affected by each respondents experience from the industry and 

the lack of support for this theory from Ben does not make the author believe that there 

is any support for criticising the theory. 

Catarina and Johan from Company D agree with Sara and consider the customers to 

have the largest bargain power in the industry. Conny on the other hand only agrees 

with Catarina and Johan concerning the HV/LM segment due to already pressed prices 

and tough conditions in this segment. In the other two segments he believes that the 

bargain power of the suppliers is higher, maybe higher than the customers bargain 

power. This seems reasonable since the clients request higher competence within these 

segments and is probably prepared to pay more for receiving the quality.  

To conclude all the different opinions regarding the bargain power in the staffing indus-

try, the author find support for the bargain power of the customers to be high within the 

industry and the suppliers bargain power to be lower than the customers bargain power 

at first. Later, when clients have established good relationships with staffing companies, 

the author can see a pattern of increasing bargain power of the suppliers and a decreas-

ing bargain power of the customers. The reasons are that once the clients has tried a 

staffing company and are satisfied with their work, they get comfortable knowing that 

the collaboration works. It then takes less time for the clients to solve personnel prob-

lems and they can feel secure about the quality. This is to the supplier’s advantage 

hence they know that they will get the business and can slowly increase the prices and 

charge for the quality. 

5.2.5 Additional forces 

The respondents was also asked if they could think of any other forces that they believe 

have an impact on the competition within the industry and the author got several differ-

ent answers. Three respondents mention the government regulation about the somewhat 

discriminating collective agreements and other working conditions in the staffing indus-

try. They are according to some, less attractive than the ones people get when hired di-

rectly of the client companies. There are also some rules and laws set by the government 

that makes it hard for people to accept short-term jobs due to the risk of being left with 

no money in between of two jobs. If the people stamp up their time instead as full-time 

unemployed they get more money from the government. The model does not take any 

government regulation under consideration and this is one of the things it is being criti-
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cised for. The respondents believe that the government regulation is a force with large 

impact on the overall competition within the industry that should be included when de-

veloping strategies for growth in the industry. However, it is not a force affecting the 

competition between the different staffing companies hence all staffing companies suf-

fer from the same agreements. On the other hand, it is a situation where the staffing in-

dustry risk to loose good personnel directly to the client companies due to better work-

ing conditions. The author of this thesis believes the government regulation is a strong 

force that has an impact on the competition within the staffing industry and therefore 

supports the criticism from O’Shaughnessy.  

The author also found strong support from the companies that branding, technology and 

the company’s resources are very relevant when discussing competition. Company C 

describe forces to state a company’s position in the market, consistent with Porter’s the-

ory, and describe branding and the company’s resources as the tools they use to win 

over their competitors. Ben from Company C adds that he finds branding and resources 

to be more important than the forces in the model hence they have a direct effect on 

competition. Catarina from Company B also consider branding to have a huge impact 

on competition and adds the company’s resources such as the staff, their competence 

etc. as a strong force that affect the competition. She also considers them to be tools that 

the company can use when competing. Company D consider their resources such as 

their competence combined with their way of work, as forces that affect the competition 

and build their brand. The author believes this should be seen as the company’s re-

sources on which they compete with. Overall, almost all respondents found most of 

forces in the model to be relevant for the companies to consider when working with 

competition, but they all added other forces that they also consider have a huge impact 

on their work that is not included in the model. What the author find particular interest-

ing is that the respondents who believes branding, technology and companies resources 

are strong forces that should be added to the model, all made a distinction between Por-

ter’s forces and the ones mentioned during the interviews. The forces in the model are 

intended to gather information in order to state a position and the new forces are consid-

ered as tools that they work with in order to win business over their competitors. To re-

peat from the theory chapter: “The purpose with Porters five forces is to identify a posi-

tion for the company from where they can defend themselves in the best possible way 

against competitors, or at least influence them to their advantage. Once the company 

has understood which forces that affect the structure of the industry, they have the pos-

sibility to develop successful strategies that can help them to meet competition and 

reach growth” (Bengtsson & Skärvad, 2001). This means that if one should apply the 

model one need to use it as it was intended. The first thing is to identify a position for 

the company, which the forces help the companies to do. Due to the fact that almost all 

respondents found all of the forces except threat of substitute products, to be relevant, it 

supports the implementation of them. However, as the factors branding, technology and 

the companies resources is mentioned as tools, the author does not think they should be 

added to the model, instead the author consider them to be tools they use to develop 

successful strategies that can help them to meet competition and reach growth 

(Bengtsson & Skärvad, 2001). The author also see a connection between the forces that 

the respondents believe is important and the criticism. The model has been highly criti-

cised for the lack of plans on how to work with the different forces in order to gain 

competitive advantage and win over the competitors. Due to fact that several respon-

dents want to include the mention factors, the author believes there is support for lack of 

action plans and how to handle the information given in Porter’s model. The author per-
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ceive the mention factors (branding, technology and the companies resources) as tools 

used to work with competition, how to win business and gain competitive advantage 

and this support O’Shaughnessy critique. If the model had offered different action plans 

on how to handle the forces or follow-ups on the work after the company had found its 

position, these factors would probably not have been mentioned as forces that according 

to many of the respondents should be added to the model. After analyzing the results 

given, the author find the model to some extent inadequate because there seems to be a 

need of not only stating a position on the market but also directions on different action 

plans. On the other hand, as already mentioned the author believes it is really hard to 

develop general action plans that can be valid for every industry. Action plans should, 

according to the author, be developed based on the company’s situation.  

Another force mentioned by two respondents is price. Price has been a highly topical 

element throughout this thesis and mentioned in several places. However, the author is 

unsure wether it should be considered as a force added to the model. Price is a factor 

that affects both customers and the suppliers and it can be added in each force in Por-

ter’s model. Price affect the rivalry in the industry hence companies use it as a tool to 

compete with, price also control the supply and demand. In an industry like this, where 

new entrants have increased rapidly, the prices has been affected and decreased due to 

more suppliers on the market. The author has already concluded that there are little sub-

stitute services to this industry but the similar services that do exist are cheaper to use. 

As mentioned they do require more time as well, but still there is a chance for compa-

nies to choose a cheaper way, so price affect this force as well. And finally, price is one 

of the most common factors to bargain about when closing business. If the customers 

have a high bargain power they have a higher possibility to negotiate a lower price and 

vice versa. Based on the fact that price is a factor that affects all the forces the author 

does not think it should be considered as a separate force even if a company’s price pic-

ture helps to state their position in the market, which is the purpose of the model.  

To sum up the analysis of Porter’s five forces the author believes there is enough sup-

port found for making a change in the model when adapting it on the staffing market. 

The factors competitive rivalry, threat of new entrants and the bargain power of cus-

tomers and suppliers are all found relevant even if they differ in importance and they all 

should stay in the model. New entrants is found to be the most important force to con-

sider hence new entrants are entering the market in a fast pace, which affect the struc-

ture of the industry. However, there were not found any evidential facts that the industry 

suffers from threats from substitute products or services. Some similar services were 

found, but in the present situation it is not enough to make it a real threat to the staffing 

industry. Instead the threat from government regulations are greater because it is more 

topical and already has an affect on the staffing industry due to lost competence to the 

client companies directly. Therefore the author wants to switch the substitute product 

and replace it with government regulation hence it has a larger impact on the industry 

and its competition than the substitute product has. Branding, technology and compa-

nies resources will be interpreted as tools instead of forces in the model and support the 

criticism raised towards the lack of plans on how to handle the information given in the 

model. Price is not found to be appropriate as a single force hence it has an affect on all 

the forces in the model in different ways.  
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5.3 Competition Strategies 

The purpose of the competitive strategies is according to Porter “taking offensive or de-

fensive actions to create a defendable position in an industry, to cope successfully with 

the five competitive forces and thereby yield a superior return on the investment for the 

firm” (Sharp, 1991). Questions regarding the companies’ competition strategies have 

been the far most sensitive thing to ask and it has been hard to analyze due to the lack of 

exhaustive descriptions of the strategies. The author already suspected that from start 

and therefore first asked about the company’s strategy and then continued by asking if 

the company could recognize their strategy from Porter’s three generic strategies.  

Company A did not want to give any description of their strategy but could refer to Por-

ter’s strategies and explained that they use all three strategies within the company. In-

ternally they have a cost focus and externally they have a broad focus turning to a broad 

target market offering a broad line of services offering quality, meaning that they use a 

differentiation strategy. Last, specific departments within the company have developed 

a niche towards specific segments, which means they also uses a focus strategy. They 

do not focus more on one strategy than another but highlight that it is different parts of 

the company who uses different strategies. The author believes it makes sense that a 

large company like Company A have a need to develop different strategies for different 

parts within the company, even if Michael Porter refer to this as a “stuck in the middle” 

strategy. The risk with being stuck in the middle according to Porter is that the company 

might end up in a situation where they achieve no competitive advantage (Porter, 1998). 

This does not seem to be the case with Company A hence they have a clear strategy 

with strong competitive advantages and they should be considered as a successful com-

pany hence they are among the ten largest staffing companies in Sweden. Instead this 

support the evidential facts found when Cronshaw, Davis & Kay investigated compa-

nies with a combined strategy. They found that companies using a combination of a dif-

ferentiation and a focus strategy could be successful if they have a clear strategy and 

gained competitive advantage using the strategy (Cronshaw, Davis, & Kay, 1994). Ac-

cording to the author Company A can be described as a company fitting this description. 

However, the author is not sure that the internal cost focus should be called a strategy 

hence the author believes that all companies in all industries have an internal cost focus. 

They need to reach the fiscal objectives but it should not be misunderstood as a strategy 

developed to meet competition. Due to the lack of a description of Company A’s strat-

egy, it was impossible to analyze the company’s exact strategy. Instead the author had 

to trust the respondent from Company A, that she had understood what the generic 

strategies stands for and could make a correct evaluation of their own strategy referring 

to Porter’s generic strategies. After having analyzed the material given in the interview 

from Company A, the author consider them to be a company, which have succeeded us-

ing a “stuck in the middle” strategy by combining a differentiation strategy and a focus 

strategy. The findings also show that there seems to be a need to use several strategies 

for larger companies hence their business is to large and complex to succeed by only us-

ing one of Porter’s generic strategies.  

Company B lack a consciously competition strategy but could also recognize their work 

from Porter’s strategies. However, two respondents from the company was interviewed 

and their opinions differs regarding their main focus. They both agree that they are a 

small and rather new staffing company who constantly need to work with margins, but 

Ben consider the company to use a cost leadership focus as their main strategy. Sara on 
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the other hand, despite a constantly work with being cost-conscious, believes that their 

main strategy is to differentiate the company by offering a combination of quality and 

deliver fast and flexible solutions with a personal touch. This is an example on how the 

lack of a clear strategy permits for respondents to interpret their own theory on what to 

focus on. This can also be perceived as the company are “stuck in the middle” risking 

ending up in a situation where they achieve no competitive advantage. As mentioned, 

Company A have according to the author succeeded in using a “stuck in the middle” 

strategy due to their size and the fact that they operate in several different fields where it 

might not be possible to only use one strategy. Company B on the other hand are a 

small company offering an, according to Ben and Sara, broad line of services compared 

to companies in their own size, but compared to Company A they are still very small in 

every way. Their lack of a clear strategy and their disagreement of their main focus can 

become a problem for them in the future if they continue to grow without establishing 

any strategies. According to the author this is a typical example of Porter’s view of a 

company being stuck in the middle due to the lack of a clear strategy, which is also sup-

ported by Crownshaw, Davis & Kay.  

Company C is considered to be a large and broad company that has developed different 

strategies for the different segments in the market. Their main strategy revolves around 

quality, price and efficiency, while each segment has a specific focus evolved from the 

main strategy. Price is the main focus in the HV/LM segment, quality is the main focus 

in the HM/LV segment and efficiency is the main focus in the S/M segment. Even if 

they focus more on one specific factor in each strategy, the other two factors are also 

involved in each strategy. However, price seems to be the single most important factor 

for the company. When asked if the respondents can recognize their strategy from Por-

ter’s generic strategies, they refer to his cost leadership strategy. Again, the author is 

unsure whether to interpret their work of focusing on costs, making the profits larger as 

a cost leadership strategy. The author finds two reasons for not interpreting them as a 

company using a cost leadership strategy. Prices in the staffing industry are very 

pressed and it is a tough industry to survive in due to small margins and high competi-

tion. The author also believes that all companies in all industries are required to have a 

cost leadership thinking as all companies need to achieve the fiscal objectives and there-

fore it seems wrong to conclude that Company C is using a cost leadership strategy 

when the author has concluded that Company A does not. Company C also uses price as 

a factor to compete with, which in the end means lower prices for the customers. This is 

not a support for the cost leadership strategy. Instead the cost leadership strategy has 

been highly criticized for being the only strategy that does not offer any benefits for the 

customers because the strategy only intends to increase the companies own profits. Nor 

can the author refer to the other two generic strategies. Both the differentiation strategy 

and the focus strategy intend to only differentiate or focus on a few objectives turning to 

a specific segment. Company C is turning to different segments using different focus in 

each segment based on the clients needs in each segment. For the author it makes sense 

to listen to the customers needs and develop their strategy accordingly even if it cannot 

be recognized from Porter’s theories. Porter has also been critized for his strategies not 

being adapted to the complex business environment that exists today. Due to that criti-

cism Professor Mintzberg has developed six differentiation strategies where each strat-

egy have a special focus such as price, quality etc (Mintzberg, 1988). The author found 

similarities with Professor Mintzbergs way of applying competitive strategies when 

analyzing Company C. They appears to be a large and complex company operating in 

several different segments that requires different strategies with different focus. Since 
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the author has decided to only focus on Porter’s theories, Mintzbergs theories will not 

be further explored and compared with Company C. Instead the author settle with the 

conclusion that none of the generic strategies seems appropriate to use on Company C 

hence they are too large and broad.  

Company D has developed a focus strategy based on competence, commitment and fast 

delivery with a niche towards IT and economics/business administration. The purpose 

with the focus strategy is to fulfil the need of the selected target group, in this case IT 

and economics, and do it better than the competitors. The strategy assumes that the 

company can serve its strategic target group more effectively than its competitors with a 

broader focus. The author finds Company D to be a typical example of a company using 

Porter’s focus strategy. Instead of broadening the line of services within the company 

they decided to split the company into two companies and it has turned out to be a suc-

cess for the company which is taking market shares in a fast pace. Company D is the 

only found company of the interviewed which has chosen to split the company when 

reaching growth and broadening their line of services. The other large companies have 

instead developed different departments within the company focusing on different ser-

vices as they have grown. If Company D is satisfied with continuing operating in the 

two different areas the author believes they should stick to their focus strategy and be-

come even better in their chosen areas. It has turned out to be a successful strategy so 

far and if the company improves within their niche even more, the author believes that 

they can continue to build a very strong competitive advantage by being an expert 

within each field. However, if the company for some reason would want to expand their 

business and start businesses in new areas, the author believes it can be unsustainable in 

the long run to start a new company for each niche. In that case the author find it appro-

priate to change strategy. The author would like to add that Company D has no plans of 

entering new areas or markets within the staffing industry.  

To sum up the findings of the companies competitive strategy the author start by mak-

ing the statement that analyzing only four companies is a far to small sample to make 

any generalizations for the overall industry. However, the results found was very inter-

esting and gave the author an indication of potential patterns within the industry and 

clearly showed how the size of the company has a large impact on the choice of strat-

egy.  

Only two companies revealed their competitive strategy in the interviews, one company 

did not have any consciously strategy and one company did not want to reveal their 

strategy. Despite that, all companies could refer to Porter’s generic strategies so the au-

thor could analyze their strategies in the light of the theory. Only one company showed 

a clear strategy compatible with one of Porter’s theory and it was company D. They are 

an example of a corporate group using a focus strategy for both their companies hence 

they fulfilled all the possible criteria’s for achieving the competitive advantages gained 

with this strategy. However, if the company continues to grow and want to enter other 

fields in the future, the author find it unnecessary hard and time consuming to start a 

new company for each new field. Company A and C are large companies who seems to 

have a need to use several strategies due to a complex business environment working in 

several different areas. It does not seem to be enough to only apply one strategy. Criti-

cism has been raised towards Porter’s strategies hence they are not suitable to fit a com-

plex business environment with fast technological changes and increased globalisation. 

In this case, the author does not find technological changes or an increased globalisation 
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to be the reason for his strategies to be unsuited. Instead it is the broad line of business 

and the different needs from the clients, which makes Porter’s theory appear too simple 

and scarce. It still works for Company D to use only one of Porter’s suggested strategies 

but they are not as large as Company A and C. The author found Company A to use a 

successful “stuck in the middle” strategy hence they combine differentiation and focus 

on a combination, which has brought them to be one of the ten largest staffing compa-

nies in Sweden. However, this theory is according to Porter, not a strategy worth striv-

ing for, instead only one strategy should be applied. When analyzing Company C the 

author could not refer to any of Porter’s strategies, instead the author found support to 

the criticism that his strategies sometimes are insufficient. The author therefore see’s a 

potential pattern of Porter’s generic strategies not being suitable for large companies 

operating in the staffing industry. The companies in this market turns to several differ-

ent fields, which makes it hard to apply only one strategy hence they offer a very broad 

line of services and their customers have different needs in each segments. The two 

large companies seems to have developed different strategies in order to reach growth 

and meet competition, but the found similarities state that there seems to be a need of a 

more advanced and divided strategy developed to fit several needs on the market. Com-

pany B was the only company lacking a consciously strategy and the author sense aris-

ing problems in the future if the company continues to grow without any clear strategies 

on how to reach their goals. The reason is mainly the disagreements of the companies’ 

main focus in their work of reaching growth between the respondents. To clarify, there 

are no problems in the company today but they appears to fill the requirements for a 

company being “stuck in the middle” hence they lack a clear strategy which makes it 

harder to grow and gain competitive advantages.  

5.4 Competitive Advantage 

Company A was concluded by the author of this thesis to use a successful “stuck in the 

middle” strategy combining both a differentiation and a focus strategy. According to the 

company itself their competitive advantages is their size, their reliable working methods 

combined with the company’s experience. The author does not disagree with that state-

ment, size can be considered as a competitive advantage hence they can compete with 

factors that only large companies can do. Developed delivery processed is for sure a 

competitive advantage hence it offers the client quality. The company’s experience 

should also be considered as a competitive advantage hence they have a secure and sta-

bile ground of competence that new companies often lack. In complex situations or 

when they receive unusual requests the author believes that companies with long expe-

rience have a larger possibility to offer a fast and good solution.   

According to Company B their competitive advantages is their ability to offer flexibility 

and new solutions while keeping the relationships small and personal. All these are 

gained without a conscious competition strategy and are instead things the company has 

discovered that they are good in. The author believes there is a risk for the company to 

loose their competitive advantage in the future if the company continues to grow with-

out developing a clear strategy focusing on handling competition and growth. Today it 

seems rather obvious for the company to act flexible and come up with new solutions on 

problems. However, this requires more time for the company and therefore each busi-

ness opportunity probably cost more. If the company continues to grow the author be-

lieves there is a risk of the time spent on coming up with new solutions, will decrease 

hence the company has more business to take care of. For the author it seems like the 
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company should build up other more long-term competitive advantages that they can 

compete with while growing.  

The author found Company C’s strategy to be very complex and could not translate it 

into any of Porter’s generic strategies. However, their competitive advantage is similar 

with Company A. They also consider their size to give them competitive advantages 

such as access to large databases combined with their long experience and existing 

knowledge within the company.  

The last company considers their competitive advantage to be their strong position in 

their market. They use a focus strategy for each company within the group and this 

clearly shows that they believe in being the experts within a small niche instead of have 

general knowledge in several areas. By only focusing on one field for each company 

they have build up a deep competence within their field and customers today often re-

quest the best. The author believes that this is a huge advantage for Company D and 

places them far ahead from their competitors.  

To sum up the findings regarding the competitive advantage, gained through their 

strategies. The large companies consider their size, access to large databases and long 

experience and knowledge to be their competitive advantage, gained through long and 

hard work. The author finds this competitive advantage’s obvious and well connected 

with the size of the companies. The medium and small companies have gained different 

competitive advantages based on their strengths such as flexibility, personal relation-

ships and special competence. This competitive advantages are also connected with the 

companies size hence they cannot offer the same benefits as the large companies. In-

stead they have focused on things that the large companies are less good at.  
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6 Conclusion 

The final chapter will conclude the research by answering the objectives stated in the 

purpose. Finally, suggestions for further research will be made.  

The purpose with this thesis was to study the Swedish staffing industry with special at-

tention on two objectives. The first objective of this thesis was to study the different 

forces affecting the competition within the industry by using Porter’s five forces model. 

That model intends to state a position for the company operating in the market by gath-

ering information about each force. The second objective was to investigate what com-

petitive strategies has been developed within established staffing companies and what 

competitive advantages they have gained by their strategies. Each objective will now be 

presented separately.  

1. What forces affect competition within the staffing industry? 

Each force in the model was analyzed separately and the force threat of new entrants 

was considered to be the most relevant force affecting the staffing industry. Mainly due 

to the rapidly increasing number of new entrants entering the industry and the change of 

structure it entails. The force threat of substitute products was considered to be irrele-

vant even if some similar services could be detected. Instead government regulations 

were considered to be more relevant and important that, according to many of the re-

spondents, has a huge impact on the competition and the overall survival of the industry 

today. Therefore the author of this thesis concludes that when implementing Porter’s 

five forces on the staffing industry, the force threat of substitute products should be re-

placed with threat of government regulations. The other three forces were relevant for 

the staffing industry and should be implemented when using the model on the staffing 

industry. The results of them showed a high bargain power of the customers at first but 

an increasing bargain power of the suppliers when they had established good and long 

relationships with their clients. The competitive rivalry within the industry shows no 

evidence for declining competition, instead all believes in higher growth and an even 

more intense rivalry between the competitors. Other factors, such as branding and com-

pany resources were discovered to have a huge impact on the staffing industry. How-

ever, the author did not interpret them as forces that should be added in the model. In-

stead there seems to be a need to work with brand building and take charge of the com-

pany resources hence they have a direct affect on competition within the staffing indus-

try. Price was also mentioned as a force but again the author interpret price as a factor 

affecting all the forces in the model. The author supports that statement with all the 

price discussions that is to be found in each interview in several places. Instead the au-

thor concludes that price does have a large impact on the industry but used as a tool to 

compete with.  

 Competitive rivalry, threat of new entrants, threat of governmental regulations 

and bargain power of customers and suppliers are the forces affecting the staff-

ing industry. 

 

 Branding, company’s resources and prices have a huge impact on the industry, 

but are considered as tools used to compete with instead of forces affecting the 

competition. 
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2. What strategies have been developed within established staffing companies in order 

to meet competition? 

Only three strategies were identified hence the fourth company lacked a strategy. The 

author found that the large companies operating in several different fields, offering a 

broad line of services, have developed rather complex strategies to fit the different 

needs among their broad line of customers. Company A uses a strategy that can be in-

terpreted as a “stuck in the middle” strategy hence according to themselves; they use a 

mix of all the generic strategies. However, they have not intentionally developed their 

strategy based on Porter’s theory. Company C’s strategy could not be recognised from 

Porter’s generic strategies and are built on quality, price and efficiency. The author only 

found one company where Porter’s suggested strategies could be applied on. It was the 

middle-sized company, they have developed their competition strategy based on their 

competence and could be recognized as Porter’s focus strategy hence they focus on a 

special niche. The author believes the reason for succeeding in using one of Porter’s 

strategies as was intended, is the fact that the medium-sized company is not too big yet. 

However, if they decide to broaden their niche and enter other fields, the author believes 

it will be more appropriate to develop a strategy similar to the large companies. The au-

thor therefore conclude that Porter’s generic strategies are not appropriate to apply on 

large staffing companies hence they operate in several different fields and need to meet 

several different needs from customers. For them there seems to be a need to use more 

complex strategies that includes a mix of Porter’s strategies, different strategies used for 

different parts in the company. The small company lack a competition strategy and 

seems to be an example of a company being “stuck in the middle” and a clear example 

of a company who wants to grow, but lack a clear strategy on how to grow. However, if 

they would decide to develop a strategy, the author find Porter’s strategies to be useful 

hence a cost focus and differentiation strategy was already recognised by the respon-

dents for the company. The author also think Porter’s strategies could be useful hence 

the company is rather small and not as broad as larger companies.  

 Large companies use complex competition strategies including both cost leader-

ship, differentiation and focus strategies hence they have a broad line of services 

including customers with different needs. Porter’s strategies are found to be in-

appropriate on the large companies hence they have limitations that does not fit 

with the large companies requirements.  

 

 The middle-sized company has developed a focus strategy based on their niche 

towards a special segment, which can be recognized as one of Porter’s strate-

gies.  

 

 The small company has, due to their small size and being rather new in the mar-

ket, not yet developed a strategy.  

 

 Porter’ strategies seem to be appropriate to use on middle-sized and small com-

panies hence their work is limited to only a few areas or on special segments.  

Regarding the gained competitive advantage the author found that large companies 

compete on different things than the small and medium-sized companies. The large 

companies were found to compete on prices due to large volumes on businesses, access 

to large databases and their long experience and knowledge within the industry. These 
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are their competitive advantages. The medium-sized company use their expertise to 

compete with by developing a deep knowledge within their area. Their competitive ad-

vantage is their ability to be the expert in their field. The small company who lack a 

competition strategy consider their flexibility and their ability to offer new solutions to 

problems to be their competitive advantage and use that to compete with. The author 

concludes that a pattern can be detected when analyzing the companies’ competitive ad-

vantages. The companies’ competitive advantage is connected with the size of the com-

pany. Large companies compete on things that smaller companies has problems to pro-

vide such as low prices and access to large databases etc. Smaller companies compete 

on the things that the large companies are less good in, such as being flexible and offer 

small and personal relationships. 

 Large companies consider the ability to press prices, access to large databases 

and long experience and knowledge to be their competitive advantage.  

 

 The smaller companies use their internal resources within the company to com-

pete with such as expertise, flexibility, and new thinking. 

 

 The gained competitive advantages seem to be connected with the size of the 

company. Large companies compete with things only large companies can pro-

vide and smaller companies compete with things the large companies have diffi-

culties to provide.  

6.1 Further Research 

The author found the subject highly interesting and hopes that this study will function as 

an inspiration for other researchers. Several areas have been discovered during this pro-

ject that could be further developed.  

First, the author finds it important to continue to investigate and analyze the different 

factors affecting the staffing industry. Despite few interviews within this thesis the au-

thor sense a pattern that could be further investigated. If one could state general conclu-

sions for the overall industry on which factors affect the industry, it would be easier for 

new entrants to succeed in the market.  

Second, the author recommends further studies on the developed strategies within the 

different strategies. The author believes that most of the large companies required dif-

ferent kind of strategies for different parts of the companies hence they work very 

broad. To state a pattern of large companies and how they develop strategies on how to 

meet competitors and grow, the author believes it is possible to develop more suitable 

strategies. In this thesis the author found Porters generic strategies insufficient for the 

large companies and that would also be an interesting topic to study further. 

Finally, the author finds the price factor to be highly relevant for the overall industry 

from several different aspects. To investigate the real effect price has on the industry 

and how the price factor are changing the overall structure in the industry is highly in-

teresting. Hopefully interesting patterns could be detected to explain the further devel-

opment of the industry and the importance of the price factor.  
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Appendix 1 

Interview questions 

1. Could you give a description of Company X such as background information, 

where they are today and where they are heading? 

2. What is your position within the company? 

3. What are your reflections regarding the overall competition within the staffing 

industry? 

4. Do you consider Company X to have competitors and if so, how do you work to 

meet competition? 

5. According to Michael Porter, there are five factors affecting competition within 

an industry; Competitive rivalry within the industry, new entrants, substitute 

products, bargain power of customers and bargain power of suppliers. Do you 

consider these factors to be relevant for the staffing industry and/or Company X 

and if so, in what way? 

6. Are there any other factors not mentioned that you consider having an impact on 

competition within the staffing industry and/or Company X? 

7. Does Company X have a consciously competition strategy and if so, how does it 

look like? 

8. Michael Porter has developed three different competition strategies;  

- Cost Leadership Strategy (Main focus is cutting costs to make larger profits) 

- Differentiation Strategy (Main focus is to differentiate the company’s prod-

ucts/services by offering something unique or highly valuable for the cus-

tomer) 

- Focus Strategy (Main focus on a specific segment and satisfy that segment) 

Can you recognize Company X’s competition strategy from these strategies and 

if so, which strategy is the company using? 

9. Could you give a close description of the process of developing the competition 

strategy for Company X, why you chose the specific strategy and what you 

hoped to gain with your decisions? Do you consider it to be a successful strate-

gy? 

10. What is Company X’s competitive advantage and how has the company 

achieved that? 

11. Are you satisfied with your current competition situation? Please develop your 

answer. 

12. What do you think about the future for the staffing industry, risks and opportuni-

ties? 

 

Thank you for your participation. 
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