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Abstract 
 

This dissertation consists of five papers with specific objectives. The overall objective is, 

however, to seek a deeper understanding of the challenges of real estate management in the 

commercial real estate sector.   

 

The purpose of the first two papers is to provide a mapping of the industry and a better 

knowledge of the main organizational strategies of the companies and their view of customer 

relations. The third paper looks at the possibility that the online office market is a so-called 

lemons market, where primarily "bad" objects are marketed. The last two papers compares 

companies that outsource property management and companies that has property management 

in house. The first of the two (paper IV) address the question of incentives for effort and the 

second (paper V) address information for decision-making, both however consider how the 

real estate owner has created incentives and regulations to ensure that they are informed. 

 

From the first paper we learn that the commercial real estate industry in Sweden already 

before 2004 had made a shift from a product focus towards a customer/service focus. 

However we could not see an increased customer focus in the annual reports during the years 

2004-2008. Paper II also conclude that regardless of organisational form of management, in-

house or outsourced, the executives state that the chosen form I to be able to deliver best 

service to the customer.  

 

In paper III a test of the online marketplace for offices in Malmö CBD was conducted to 

investigate if the market is a lemon market or not. Management form was one of the quality 

signals together with scale, existence of a local office and if the company has been involved 

in cases in the special court for rents (Hyresnämnden). The conclusion was that lemons 

hypothesis could not be rejected. 

 

The conclusions from paper IV and V pinpoints the occurrence of differences in how to build 

incentives for the real estate management organisation, if it is organised in-house or 

outsourced. As the management teams in the outsourced setting primarily is governed by the 

contract between the real estate owning company, and the service providing company, and 

there it is decided when and how they are to deliver in terms of service and information. The 

real estate management teams in the in-house setting instead act under a large freedom with 

responsibilities governing the outcome of their services and not any checklists or job-

descriptions. Regardless of how the management teams are governed they do not have 

monetary incentives tied to their individual performance.  

 

 

Keywords: Real estate management, Quality in real estate management, Incentives for effort, 

information sharing, Organisational structure, Customer focus 
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Sammanfattning 
 

Avhandlingen består av fem artiklar som var och en adresserar ett specifikt område inom 

förvaltning av kommersiella fastigheter. Det övergripande syftet med avhandlingen är att se 

till de utmaningar förvaltning av kommersiella fastigheter innebär.  

 

De två första artiklarna utgör en plattform för resten av avhandlingen och är en kartläggning 

av branschen. Artikel I fokuserar på branschens kund och service medvetenhet i deras 

årsredovisningar. Artikel II är en uppföljande intervjustudie av företagen i artikel I gällande 

ledningens uppfattning gällande vilka organisations frågor som är av strategisk natur för att 

leverera god kundservice. 

 

Tredje artikeln adresserar kontorsmarknaden och hur fastighetsägarens organisatoriska 

attribut påverkar annonseringstiden av kontorslokaler. Den testar eventualiteten att internet 

som marknadsplats för uthyrning av kontor är en så kallad lemons market, där företrädelsevis 

”dåliga” objekt marknadsförs. De två sista artiklarna studerar sedan incitament i 

förvaltningsorganisationen om den bedrivs in-house eller är outsourcad. Den första av dessa 

två berör specifikt hur incitament för att genomföra arbetsuppgifter regleras och den andra 

artikeln ser istället till hur beslutsfattaren säkerställer sig information från förvaltningen för att 

kunna ta väl informerade beslut. 

 

I första artikeln får vi med oss att den kommersiella fastighetsmarknaden i Sverige är 

kundorienterad. Vi kan konstatera att branschen redan före 2004 hade gjort skiftet från 

produkt orientering till kund/service orientering. Däremot kunde vi inte konstatera att 

kundfokus hade ökat i företagens årsredovisningar mellan åren 2004-2008. Slutsatsen från 

artikel II är att oavsett förvaltningsorganisation, in-house eller outsourcad, är argumentationen 

från ledningen i dessa företag att val av organisering av förvaltningen är bottnad i service 

leveransen till deras kunder/hyresgäster. 

 

Tredje artikeln är ett test av internet som marknadsplats för kontor i Malö CBD där teorin om 

market for lemons testas. Organisering av förvaltningen var en av kvalitetssignalerna, 

tillsammans med storlek, kontor på orten och om företaget varit i Hyresnämnden. Slutsatsen 

är att vi inte kan förkasta hypotesen om att marknadsplatsen är en market for lemons. 

 

Slutsatsen från artikel IV och V lyfter fram skillnaden i hur incitament skapar i 

förvaltningsorganisationerna, då den är organiserad in-house alternativt outsourcad. 

Förvaltningen i outsourcade organisationer regleras primärt av kontraktet, mellan ägarbolaget 

och service bolaget som de är anställda av, där det stipuleras när och hur de förväntas leverera 

såväl information som kund service. Förvaltningen i företagen med in-house förvaltning 

arbetar istället genom frihet under ansvar där de bedöms genom resultatet av deras service 

istället för genom checklistor och Job beskrivningar. Oavsett organisering av förvaltningen så 

finns där inte några monetära incitament för förvaltaren som baseras direkt på deras 

individuella prestationer.  

 

 

Nyckelord: Fastighetsförvaltning, Kvalitet i fastighetsförvaltningen, Incitament för prestation, 

Organisationsstruktur, Kund fokus 
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Foreword 
 
This thesis takes its starting point in my licentiate thesis: “Closing the loop: the use of Post-

Occupancy evaluations in real estate management” (Palm 2008). The conclusion that was 

drawn in this thesis was that the industry was changing from a “bricks and mortar” style of 

thinking to a more service oriented style of thinking. At the same time, I observed that the 

industry was becoming more and more complex and specialised. (See, for example, Abdullah 

et al., 2011.) These observations woke my curiosity regarding how real estate management in 

Sweden works with respect to the view of customers and how it is organised to meet these 

customer requirements and the complexities of reality. Concerning the Swedish real estate 

industry, it is important to bear in mind that there different organisational forms co-exist on 

the market. Note that the industry underwent a period of reconstruction during mid 1990s, as 

described in chapter 1.1. 

 

The first question I asked my self was whether the industry needed an information flow 

regarding its customers to make informed decisions. I was convinced that this was necessary, 

as, for example, Choo et al., (2008) state that information contributing to a firm’s core 

business should be treated just as any other irreplaceable asset. But this required that the 

industry recognised its tenants as important and treated them as customers. In other words, 

they had made the move from a “bricks and mortar” style of thinking to a more service 

oriented style of thinking. First, I performed a mapping of the industry with respect to their 

espoused organisational values. In connection with this, I also had several long and 

productive discussions with Thomas Berggren, managing director for Malmö City Fastigheter 

(a privately-owned real estate company) and the chairman of Centrum för 

fastighetsföretagande (a business association within the real estate sector), regarding how a 

real estate business might build an organisation with an outspoken customer focus and the 

benefit of having such a focus. The conclusion that was drawn from the mapping of the 

industry (see paper I) and the above-mentioned discussions both made it clear to me that the 

industry has developed towards a more customer-oriented mode of thinking, and now regards 

customer service as a part of its everyday business. This led me to investigate how the 

Swedish real estate industry has organised its real estate management service, and why certain 

forms of this service are chosen by different decision-makers. The investigation was reported 

on in the paper: “Strategies in real estate management: two strategic pathways” (see paper II).  

 

We now consider the industry as ‘customer oriented’, and, at the same time, note that real 

estate management is considered to be more and more complex. Both of these statements 

result in the conclusion that there is a need for well-functioning information sharing system, 

as well as clear incentives for delivering customer service. The decision-maker needs to get 

information from management regarding the customer’s needs so that the decision-maker can 

make informed decisions. This question is complicated by the fact that not all real estate 

owners organise their management in-house, as we will note in later chapters. At the same 

time the decisionmaker, given that the company is customer oriented, must give clear 

incentives for the management to prioritise customer service. 

 

In connection to my discussions regarding these questions with Thomas Berggren, I also 

raised the question of its profitability. Thomas Berggren thought it was natural that it was, 

since he is a big spokesperson for customer service. Of course I wanted to prove that the 

company delivering good customer service would also deliver the highest profit with the best 

yield. This, however, is something that is not that easily observed. It is not the case that you 

can merely look at the annual reports and compare the numbers, since different companies 
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have different strategies regarding risks and investment strategies. Instead, my curiosity was 

raised when I took a PhD-course in “Economics, Organisation, and Incentives” at KTH 

Stockholm, for professor Hans Lind, where Akerlof’s (1970) “Market for Lemons” is part of 

the reading list for the course. Together with the statements of Matzler and Hinterhuber 

(1998) and Li (2008) who claim that the cost of obtaining new customers can exceed the cost 

of retaining present customers, the idea of studying the office leasing market from a lemon 

market point of view was born. The lemon model provided me with a tool to investigate 

whether it is profitable to work with customer service in the real estate industry. This 

investigation resulted in the writing of Paper III.  

 

The first two papers (Paper I and Paper II) provided me with a foundational understanding of 

how the Swedish industry is structured, and, with the discussions with Thomas Berggren, the 

question of how the decision-maker or real estate owner can make a success of this business 

developed. Paper IV presents an investigation into the incentives that are made available to 

real estate mangers so that they will perform what real estate owners prioritise. Paper V is a 

study of how the decision-makers keep themselves informed so that they are able to make 

informed decisions.  
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1. Introduction 
 

‘Real estate management’ can be defined as the process of operation and maintenance of real 

estate to achieve the objectives of the real estate owner. (See, for example, Wurtzebach et al., 

1994.) It involves a number of important issues both from a practical and theoretical 

perspective. From a practical perspective crucial questions concerns how the company should 

organize its activities in order to attract customers. What activities should the company carry 

on in-house and what should it buy on the market? Real estate management is also an area in 

which different theories can be tested, and in this thesis it is for example investigated if 

theories about service management and transaction costs can help us understand how the 

market for real estate management works. 

 

1.1 Historical development of the real estate industry in Sweden 
 

Real estate management in Sweden has been traditionally considered to be a static and 

technical-oriented activity. 40 years ago, we note that the majority of the ownership and use 

of commercial properties was tied together, and so the functions of construction and 

management were integrated with ownership. Often, business owners built premises for their 

own use, as and when the business required premises. This was the case in both the industrial-  

and the public sectors. It is also important to remember that commercial rents in Sweden were 

regulated until the 1970s. All this meant that the commercial real estate industry was 

essentially an industry with clear technical and somewhat legal overtones.  

 

One other contributing factor to this viewpoint was, undoubtedly, the stable environment that 

the real estate industry was part of. However, the financial and real estate crisis of the early 

1990s resulted in a radical transformation of the industry, and, by the end of the 1990s, real 

estate entrepreneurship and its role began to be discussed more and more (Bengtsson & 

Polesie, 1998). As this discussion progressed, the real estate industry seemed to change from 

being technologically-orientated to becoming increasingly service-oriented. In today’s more 

competitive and complex environment, it is argued that the industry has started to develop a 

more customer-focused approach (Lind & Lundström, 2011). One of the papers in this thesis 

investigates how far this really is the case. 

 

It is argued that the ability to link with their customers’ capabilities (Dean, 2004) and to 

develop a market orientation (Hunt & Morgan, 1995) generates advantages for a real estate 

business within the market. Rust & Thomsson (2006) propose that a business’s ability to 

manage customer information and to initiate and maintain profitable customer relations is key 

to establishing a competitive advantage. In contemporary real estate management, value is 

customer-driven in the sense that real estate in itself does not generate any turnover: it is the 

customer who pays the rent that generates turnover. This observation corresponds well with 

Basole & Rouse’s (2008) claim that value is customer-driven through use. At the same time, 

customers have become more demanding with respect to the services that they expect to be 

delivered. Baharum et al., (2009) state that today’s customer is more aware of the level of 

service they receive. Furthermore, buildings have become more complex, and contain high-

level technology that requires very knowledgeable managers (Chin & Poh, 1999; Abdullah et 

al., 2011).  

 

A strategic change towards a more customer-focused approach within the real estate industry 

will enforce changed circumstances on the individual real estate manager’s everyday work, 
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and a change in working procedures. Lindholm & Nenonen (2006) argue that real estate 

managers traditionally tended to adopt an operational-efficiency perspective, looking at 

maintenance instead of customer satisfaction. Lindholm (2008) however, concludes that 

service is the most essential task for a real estate manager to work with. This is an opinion 

that is shared by Kärnä (2004), who argues that the delivery of good service gives rise to 

customer satisfaction; something that leads to strengthen the relationship between the 

customer and the real estate manager. Fundamental issues in a more competitive environment, 

as outlined by Williamson (1975), is how to organize the company so that management will 

get the information it need and create incentives for effort remain the same. This is analysed 

in several of the papers in the dissertation. 

 

1.2 Research setting 
 

This thesis aims to increase our knowledge about a number of the management challenges 

that currently exist in the Swedish commercial real estate industry, and investigate how 

different theories can help us understand important issues in this area. A multi-method 

research approach was applied in this study, as described in section 3 and 4 below. The 

present research is, to some extent, explorative as real estate management still must be seen as 

rather new research area. 

 

The geographical context of the study is Sweden, with its unique history regarding what 

previously influenced the development of the real estate market. The empirical setting of the 

present study is the commercial real estate industry. The commercial real estate industry is 

defined in accordance with Lind & Lundström (2011, p.16) as “all real estate that is not 

residential”. The exclusion of housing companies from the present research project was the 

result of the decision to study the context of business-to-business relationships in the real 

estate industry, instead of the relationships between firms and consumers. There are large 

differences between the housing sector and other sectors in Sweden. The commercial real 

estate market in Sweden has no regulated rents, first lease contracts are free in terms of rent 

levels, but when leases are renegotiated (a commercial lease is often between 3-5 years) the 

rent is adjusted according to the prevailing market conditions. Furthermore, there are vacant 

commercial real estate properties across the whole of Sweden, thereby implying that a 

competitive market currently exists in Sweden, which places additional organisational 

pressures on Swedish real estate businesses. This can be contrasted with the regulated rents 

and long queues to rental housing in Sweden today. (For a more in-depth description of the 

rental housing industry in Sweden see Blomé 2011) 

 

1.3 Aim and research questions 
 
The aim of this thesis is to answer a number of more specific research questions and thereby 

develop an increased understanding of the challenges that are currently faced by the 

commercial real estate industry in Sweden, with focus on how the organisation of real estate 

management is so structured..  

 

The strategy that was adopted in the research was to first obtain a more comprehensive 

picture of the industry and its focus on ‘customer and service’, before further researching the 

challenges that are faced by the industry in terms of how the organisation of real estate 

management incentives is realised. This is schematically displayed in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. The research process as adopted in the present thesis 

 

The research strategy was implemented by first making a mapping of the industry, reading 

and compiling 25 real estate companies’ annual reports over 5 years, with special focus on the 

companies’ espoused values with respect to customer relations. This study resulted in Paper I. 

Next, an interview study which addressed strategic decisions concerning the organisation of 

real estate management was performed. This study resulted in Paper II. These two papers 

comprised an introduction to the Swedish commercial real estate industry. Following this 

introduction, three further more theoretically based studies were carried out. Paper III looks at 

advertisements of offices from the perspective of asymmetric information and the “market for 

lemons. Paper IV and V starts from a transactions cost perspective and investigate how issues 

relating to information and incentives are handled by companies that do real estate 

management in-house and in companies that outsource.  

 

2. Theoretical perspectives  
 

This chapter consists of a discussion of three different theoretical perspectives that has 

influenced this work, namely literature of ‘Service management’, ‘Strategy’, and ‘Transaction 

Costs’. A description and discussion of each of these partly overlapping perspectives precedes 

a summary overview of the theoretical standpoints that were adopted in the five papers that 

are included in this thesis. 

 

2.1 Service management perspective 
 

Many researchers (Grönroos, 2008; and Maglio & Spohrer, 2008) highlight the fact that long-

term relations with customers and a good reputation of a company quickly translates into 

market shares and profits. To gain customer value in terms of loyalty and/or positive word-of-

mouth reports, and thereby a competitive advantage, is not a new business model; this idea 

was expressed by Drucker (1954) in the now classic – The practice of management. However, 
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today’s research has gained a wider recognition in both academia and in practice since the 

1970s (Grönroos & Ravald, 2011). Three distinct, international schools of thought concerning 

‘service’ exist (Berry & Parasuraman, 1993). These include the French, the Nordic, and the 

North American schools of thought. ‘Service management’, representing Nordic school, and 

‘Service logic, representing the North American school, will be discussed in further detail 

below.  

 

An effective customer relationship can not only build on internal plans regarding customer 

relations, it also needs to be realised by the firm representatives as well. In this context, Payne 

& Clark (1996) state: 

 

The adaptation of the relationship philosophy as a key strategy issue 

is more important than a written plan. For example, a formal 

marketing plan for internal markets is of little value if customer 

contact staff are not motivated and empowered to deliver the level 

of service quality required. (Payne & Clark, 1996, p. 322) 

 

Whilst the representatives of a firm need to be motivated to deliver service, a market approach 

has to be developed as well. Hunt & Morgan (1995) suggest ‘market orientation’ as an 

advantage, or, as Day (1994) refers to service quality as ‘market sensing and customer linking 

capabilities’. Rust & Thomsson (2006) claim that the ability to acquire and manage customer 

information which is then used to initiate and maintain profitable customer relationships is 

key to gaining a competitive advantage.  

 

Today, the definition of ‘service’ is a much-debated question (Winklhofer et al., 2007; 

Grönroos, 2006; Vargo & Akaka, 2009; Lusch et al., 2008). However, there are some 

common features of the definition of ‘service’ that are shared by different researchers. Service 

exchange is the basis of economic exchange, and ‘value creation’ is considered as the result of 

co-creation by multiple parties (Kryvinska et al., 2013). Currently, we note the existence of 

two main theoretical frameworks with respect to ‘service’, namely ‘Service management’ and 

‘Service-Dominant logic’, both of which are further outlined below. 

 

Central to the ‘service management’ theoretical framework is to consider the firm’s business 

concept as a service concept, and as such, the core business of the firm (Grönroos, 2008). This 

would imply the business should be engaged in developing a sound service strategy, instead 

of cost-cutting as a core business strategy, for example. Albrecht (1988) provides the 

following definition of ‘service management’: 

 

Service management is a total organizational approach that makes 

quality of service, as perceived by the customer, the number one 

driving force for the operations of the business. (Albrecht, 1988, p. 

20) 

 

It is the shift in focus, taking the customer’s perception into account, that is the foremost 

benefit of service management. Grönroos (1994) identifies five key features of service 

management as an overarching management perspective: (i) overall management perspective, 

(ii) customer focus, (iii) holistic approach, (iv) quality focus, and (v) internal development.  

 

Originally, the discussion regarding ‘service management’ concerned service firms only. 

However, over time, this discussion has gradually developed to include the growing 
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importance of adopting different perspectives, and it is now applicable within all kinds of 

industries (Grönroos & Ravald, 2011). A key feature of this development is the highlighting 

of the importance of a framework, inter-functional collaboration, and long-term perspectives, 

instead of seeing short-term cost-cutting as being fundamental to service management.   

 

Traditionally, service has been defined as ‘value that is co-created’ (Spohrer & Maglio, 2008). 

However, ‘service dominant logic’, first proposed by Vargo & Lusch (2004a), defines service 

as ‘the application of competences for the benefit of a party’. The basic distinction being 

made here is a perception of service as if it was something that emerges from the delivery of 

products or goods, or whether the goods are mere components in the service process. Vargo & 

Lusch (2004b; 2008a) define this difference of perception in terms of the differences between 

‘Goods Dominant logic and Service Dominant logic. The shift from focusing on units of 

output and service to support this output, to seeing service as a process where one applies 

one’s competence to the benefit of another party has been called the shift from Goods-

Dominant logic towards a Service-Dominant logic (Vargo & Akaka, 2009; Lusch & Vargo, 

2006a). One of the central parts of this new perspective is the view regarding service. One 

concrete example of this new perspective can be seen in the use of the new term service, 

which refers to collaborative processes, and is the preferred term in the field of Service 

Dominant logic, instead of the old term services, which implicitly refers to units of output 

(Vargo & Lusch, 2008c). 

 

However, Service logic contains an analytical approach that implies that Service Dominant 

logic can direct a business towards thinking in terms of value-generating processes, because 

Service logic can be used to analyse these processes (Grönroos & Gummerus, 2014). One can 

thus see that these different views on service fulfil different purposes. 

 

Thanks to Vargo & Lusch (2008a), the literature on ‘service’ has undergone considerable 

development in the last decade, with emphasis on the concept of ‘value co-creation’ 

(Grönroos, 2011). The concept is proposed as an alternative to ‘firm value creation’ and the 

notion of the value chain. Instead, Vargo & Lusch (2008a) propose that one focuses on the 

intersection of the organisation and its environment, instead of its internal process. The 

concept can be traced back to Håkansson & Snehota (1989), and, later, Norman’s ‘service 

logic’ (Normann & Ramirez, 1993; and Normann, 2001) and Service Dominant logic (Vargo 

& Lusch 2004a; 2008a), who all argue that value is co-created between the customer and the 

firm. The underlying assumption is that customers, as well as firms, are resource integrators 

(Vargo & Lusch, 2006; 2008a; Lusch & Vargo, 2006b). These resources may be intangible 

(knowledge and skills) or tangible (goods and materials). The customers’ resources are 

mainly commercial relationships, image, and specialized knowledge (Arnould et al., 2006). In 

addition to this viewpoint, Nambisan (2002), states that the customer may function as a 

resource for the firm by providing information about market needs and preferences. This is 

especially true in business-to-business relationships, where it has been claimed (Anderson, 

1995) that mutual value creation is a shared outcome. Because firms in a service process do 

not produce value, in the classical ‘value-in-use’ perspective, but are only a part of the value 

co-creation process, Grönroos & Voima (2012) propose that such firms provide potential 

value because such firms are facilitators of value. 
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2.2 Strategy perspective 
 

Company strategy has always received a great deal of interest, from both researchers and 

practitioners. It has however been described and defined in various, different ways. The term, 

for example, been described as referring to ‘top management planning for the future’ (Grant, 

2010). It has also been described as the policies of an organization or as a tool which can be 

used to provide an organization with goals and a vision.  

 

This standpoint and approach to strategy is what Whittington (2001) defines as a ‘classical’ 

approach. Strategy is viewed as a rational process of well-analysed, deliberate choices that are 

aimed at maximising the organization’s profits and benefits over time. From this perspective, 

efficient planning is essential to the management of the organization’s inner- and outer 

environment, and it is the upper-level management’s task to formulate, and implement these 

plans. This implies that the implementation of strategy is a deliberate process which is aimed 

at maximising the organization’s profit. For example, Ansoff (1984) describes strategy as a 

systematic approach for management to position and relate the firm to its environment in a 

way that enables continued success. What is common to these views on strategy is the idea 

that strategy is something one can plan and that it is implemented from a top down 

perspective. This viewpoint is widely accepted and can be found in most standard textbooks 

that deal with the subject of strategy (Roos et al., 2004; and Grant, 2010), as well as in 

research papers (for example, Day, 1994; and Balogun et al., 2014). However, this is a 

perception that has been subject to critical debate (see, for example, Mintzberg et al., 1998; 

and Whittington, 2001). This debate is perhaps most critical in the ‘Swedish school of 

strategy, which is more process- and context rooted. (See, for example, Melander & 

Nordquist, 2008). 

 

An overall business strategy usually consists of strategies at three levels: the corporate level, 

the business level, and the functional level (Ali et al., 2008; Morrison & Roth, 1992; Porter, 

1981). Strategy on the corporate level is generally defined as a company’s overall direction in 

terms of its general plans for growth and product segmentation (Morrison & Roth, 1992). 

Thus the main concern of corporate strategy is to select the areas in which the company will 

be present. Strategy at the business level is concerned with how the structure of the 

organisation matches the internal capabilities and resources of the company with its external 

environment. (See, for example, Porter, 1981; and Leiblein, 2011, for a review of how these 

theories have been applied.) Strategies on the functional level are strategies that are 

implemented so as to support the strategies on the business level (Porter, 1981). Note too that 

O’Shannassy (2010) also concludes there has to be cohesion between these strategies. 

 

Caves (1980) defines strategy on the business level as focusing on ‘how’ instead of ‘what’ the 

corporate strategy does. Because the business strategy is an extension of the corporate 

strategy, the formulation of a business strategy and the structure of the organisation must be 

consistent with the company’s overall plans. Edwards & Ellison (2004) state that the purpose 

of developing a business strategy is to focus on the operations of the company’s business.  

 

Within the classical view of strategy, it is the chief executive officer (CEO) who is the central 

actor. In modern strategic management, on the other hand, O’Shannassy (2003; 2008) 

concludes that there also exists a bottom-up information flow, whereby middle managers 

participate in strategy formulation. Traditionally, middle managers were tasked with merely 

implementing the CEO’s strategy. This view is shared with Liedtka (2000), who describes the 

strategic planning process as a link between the members of the organization, the top 
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management, and initiated change within the company. Furthermore, O’Shannassy (2010) 

maintains that the CEO is not the top strategic leader responsible for strategy formulation, but 

is the chief designer of the strategy process facilitating the strategic conversation. Whittington 

(2001) concludes the following:  

 

For every manager, the strategy-making process starts with a 

fundamental strategic choice: which theoretical picture of human activity 

and environment fits most closely with his or her own view of the world. 

(Whittington, 2001, p. 118)  

 

The strategic planning process has historically been viewed as a bureaucratic and rigid 

activity, in which the main focus has been financial control, with no incentive to change or 

develop the business (Mintzberg, 1994; Bonn & Christodoulou, 1996). Partly as a result of 

this criticism, strategic planning has undergone substantial change since the 1980s 

(Aldehayyat & Anchor, 2010). There is now less bureaucracy and more emphasis on 

implementation and innovation, as well as more participation from managers and employees. 

Strategic planning has also been critiqued for other reasons; from not being organic to being 

something that emerges within organizations rather than being planned (Mintzberg et al., 

1998). Whittington (2001) concludes that companies need strategic planning to rationalize 

their choices, because this is what the dominant professional groups and cultural norms 

demand. In other words, there is much criticism of strategic planning, but as long as the 

culture of the general business environment expects and demands plans, the industry will 

continue to design and work with such planning. It is this perception that makes the 

investigation of such plans of interest to the researcher; to ascertain why top management 

designs them in the way that they do.  

 

Given that strategy is deliberate and planned, it is also logical to think that a strategic plan 

must work as an alignment mechanism between the firm and its environment (Raymond & 

Bergeron, 2008). Caves (1980) states that it is the top manager’s perception of the market 

structure and the firm’s strengths and weaknesses that determines the strategy of the 

company. It has been argued that the top management’s choice of strategy is made through 

cognitive structures that reflect a perception of the industry. If everyone else is doing things a 

certain way, we should follow suit (Dutton & Jackson, 1987). Caves (1980) concludes that 

this kind of relation between the company and its market environment lies at the intersection 

of industrial organization and business strategy. Porter (1981) states that successful firms 

must adapt their strategies to their external environment, and that this is best studied at the 

business level (as defined by Morrison & Roth, 1992; Hawes & Crittenden, 1984; Porter, 

1981) because this is where a strategy can have the greatest impact. To establish a fit between 

the company’s capabilities and its potential, knowledge of the possibilities regarding the 

realisation of potentials must be acquired.  

 

The business model embodies nothing less than the capability of the business’s organisation 

for value creation. Value creation obtains by aligning the company’s internal opportunities 

with its external environment. The core of strategic planning is to provide the organization 

with a model that acknowledges the external threats to the business and internal opportunities 

for the business. The company’s strategy is to match its internal capabilities with external 

possibilities, a match referred to as a ‘fit’ (Mintzberg et al., 1998). Fit is considered a 

fundamental concept in strategy (Venkatraman & Camillus, 1984), and its role is to highlight 

the company’s market opportunities and the organization’s competences and resources, so as 

to enable a match or alignment (Venkatraman, 1989). When strategies are planned so as to 



 16 

establish a fit between the internal structure of the business and its environment, then 

differences between strategies which might be implemented so as to obtain and retain new 

customers can be identified.  

 

It is from business strategy and strategic planning that we derive the concept of ‘business 

model’. Teece (2010b) states that there is a lack of research regarding the structures of 

business models. This is in agreement with Hewlett (1999), who argues that strategic planning 

is aimed at developing a business model. Thus, the theoretical framework is well-developed 

within the theory of strategic planning, even if the concept of a ‘business model’ has not been 

problematized to the same extent. We note, however, that there has been increasing interest in 

the concept, as well as in ‘strategic planning’ and ‘strategic management’ (Zott et al., 2011). 

 

An organisation’s business model should be based on its internal strengths, termed its 

strategic capacity. The definition of strategic capacity originates with Wernerfelt (1984), 

where both the organisation as a whole and the organisation’s separate parts are valued 

separately. Ultimately the organisational performance regarding service is determined by 

activities; marketing, and the delivery and monitoring of services. According to Teece’s 

concept of ‘capacity’ (Teece, 2010b), the different value-creating activities of the 

organisation, and the relationship between these activities, constitute the competitive 

advantage that the organisation enjoys.  

 

2.3 Transaction cost perspective 
 

Transaction costs usually refer to the direct costs that are involved in carrying out a business 

or a service exchange. This includes costs associated with contract formation, information 

retrieval and dissemination, and engagement in the service exchange. A transfer refers to both 

exchanges within the organisation and in relation to a customer or business partner. 

Williamson (1981) likens an organization and its relations to a machine. If it is a well-

working machine, then the transfer will take place smoothly. But everything that causes 

friction in the mechanical system is the economic counterpart of transaction costs. Examples 

of transaction costs are costs associated with writing contracts, obtaining information, and 

engaging in exchange. But since a transaction can be subject to opportunistic behaviour, costs 

associated with misunderstandings, conflicts, and everything else that might interrupt the 

harmonious exchange of a service delivery are also considered as transaction costs. 

 

The core of providing service delivery that is as smooth as possible lies with contracts. It is 

the contract that stipulates what is to be done and how it is to be done. However, contracts are 

incomplete, in practice. Complete contracts are not possible because all possible future 

contingences cannot be foreseen at all times. This contractual problem emphasis the fact that 

everyone act under bounded rationality. Since all contracts are incomplete, in the sense that 

all future contingencies cannot be dealt with in a contract, then the possibility for 

opportunistic behaviour from at least one of the parties that are subject to the contract is an 

unavoidable assumption. According to Williamson (1975), it is essential that these two 

behavioural assumptions be made with respect to bounded rationality and opportunistic 

behaviour when one applies economic principles to the analysis of organisations.  

 

The concept ‘bounded rationality’ is related to the fact that there are limitations in the 

knowledge that is available to the parties that enter into contracts with each other. Full details 

about the future are not possible to obtain, which results in uncertainty about the future. This 
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limited information and attendant uncertainty entails that it is not possible to write up a 

‘complete’ contract. No matter how well-written a contract might be, it will never be perfect, 

because many situations cannot be predicted and regulated for (Milgrom and Roberts, 1992).  

 

The concept of ‘opportunistic behaviour’ relates to a situation when one party acts in their 

own interest and imposes costs on the other party that are larger than the gain that is due to 

the other party. This leads to inefficiency. The mere risk of opportunistic behaviour by either 

party entails transaction costs, because the simple reduction of risk for opportunistic 

behaviour involves costs in the transaction process. 

 

Williamson (1981) states that, in the study of organisations, transaction costs can be applied at 

three levels. The first is the overall structure of the firm. This level includes the operating 

parts of the firm and how they should be related to each other. The second level focuses on 

how the organisation is structured with respect to the functions that are to be performed 

within the firm, and the functions that are to be performed outside the firm, and the reasons 

why this distribution of functions is so made. The third level concerns how the human assets 

are organized within the firm.  

 

‘Incentives’ is a central concept in transaction cost economics. The most popular model that is 

invoked to explain how individuals are motivated to perform is the ‘principal-agent’ model. In 

this model, the principal cannot perfectly monitor the agent, who might behave in an 

opportunistic manner at the expense of the principal (Williamson, 1975; and Eisenhardt, 

1989). This opportunistic behaviour is described as ‘the moral hazard problem’ (Milgrom & 

Roberts, 1992). A number of different strategies exist which can be used to reduce the moral 

hazard problem. (See, for example, Eriksson & Lind, (2015) for a recent overview.) 

 

One organizational question that is subject to a great deal of discussion and analysis in the 

literature on ‘transaction cost’ is the strategic issue of outsourcing vs. in-house production 

(also known as the ‘"buy" versus "make" decision’). This issue can be traced to Coase’s 

classic paper “The nature of the Firm” (1937), where he introduced the idea that the boundary 

of a firm was a strategic decision in response to an economic assessment, instead of 

something that is predestined.  

 

There are two different arguments for outsourcing. The first argument stems from the theory 

of a ‘resource-based view of the firm’. This view states that if a task is not conducted within a 

firm’s core business, then it should be outsourced (Penrose, 1959). The other argument comes 

from the theory of ‘transaction costs’. This theory claims that if one can buy a service on the 

market at a lower price/cost (including transaction costs), with the same quality or better than 

if you performed this service oneself, then you should turn to the market (Williamson, 1975). 

 

The ‘resource-based view of the firm’ and ‘transaction cost theory’ are also closely 

connected. Williamson (1975) defines the phenomenon of outsourcing on the basis that the 

companies which choose to integrate the functions of their assets (or competencies) are 

specific and a value-creating for the company. The features that are considered to be specific 

to and create value for the company constitute its core business.  
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2.4 How the different perspectives are used in the articles 
 

The service management perspective has influenced several of the articles and most directly 

paper 2 (“Strategies in real estate management: two strategic pathways ”) that investigates to 

what extent the service perspective has influenced how the firms describe their own activities. 

Even if the issue of strategy is central in paper 1 (“Customer orientation in real-estate 

companies: the espoused values of customer relations ”), the underlying issue is how the firms 

have chosen to organize themselves in order to produce a competitive service. This also 

counts for paper 3 (“The office market: a lemon market? A Study of the Malmö CBD office 

market”) where the organisation of the real estate owner’s management were tested whether 

its quality (service) signals are counted for by the office market. In the same way Paper 4 

(“Real Estate Management: Incentives for Effort ”) and 5 (“Information for Decision-making 

in In-house and Outsourced Real Estate Management ”), though primarily based on 

transaction cost theory, concerns how the companies keep informed and create incentives, and 

this is of course also necessary to be competitive. 

 

The strategy perspective is central in paper 2, as it looks closer at how firm look at two 

strategic issues: the degree of outsourcing and the organization of the letting function. Paper 1 

also relate to strategy in the sense that it looks at how companies describe their strategy or 

business model. Paper 4 and 5 are also related to strategic issue of outsourcing and the focus 

in those articles are how the company can make different strategies “work” in terms of getting 

the right information and creating the right incentives. 

 

A central assumption in transaction cost theory is the existence of asymmetric information 

and this can as shown by Akerlof (“The Market for “Lemons”: Quality Uncertainty and the 

Market Mechanism ”) lead to “a market for lemons” where only “bad” objects are traded on 

the open market. Paper 3  tests this theory on firms advertising vacant office space. Paper 4 

and 5 looks a two crucial issues in transaction cost theory – information and incentives – and 

studies how firms carrying out property management in-house and firms that outsource tries 

to solve these problems. 

 

3. Research process  
 

The context of this thesis is the Swedish real estate industry and the challenges that are faced 

by commercial real estate management. The five papers presented in this thesis use different 

data sets and different methods. The complexity of trying to capture how the industry regards 

itself and how the industry meets it customers’ needs has demanded this research approach.  

 

The different methods are represented in the five different papers. The research process can 

be thus illustrated in five research phases, where the first four phases represent different 

research questions and methods, and the fifth phase comprises of the compilation of the five 

papers in the dissertation overview. 
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Figure 2. The five phases of the research process  

 

Phase 1. The first research phase was grounded on the result of my licentiate thesis: Closing 

the loop - The use of Post Occupancy evaluations in real estate management (Palm, 2008). 

This thesis proposed that firms in the real estate industry need to start to incorporate customer 

relations into their management system. This proposal then raised the question of how the 

industry currently works with its customers. The aim of this phase in the research project was 

to obtain insight into how the industry considers itself in the light of being a product- or 

service-oriented industry, and to identify the values that are espoused within the industry with 

respect to customer relations. Two hypotheses were developed: Hypothesis 1 – Companies 

that currently operate within the Swedish real estate industry are customer-oriented, and 
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Hypothesis 2 – The espoused customer orientation has increased over time. To test these 

hypotheses, the annual reports of 25 different companies, from the years 2003 to 2008, were 

mapped. 

 

The study reported on in Paper 1 was limited to real estate companies that focused on 

commercial real estate. Attention was directed towards companies in a business-to-business 

environment, thereby housing companies were excluded from the study. Furthermore, the first 

phase of the study was limited to companies with annual reports that included the managing 

director’s statement and a report on the on the firm’s past year of business. These documents 

revealed information about the company and how it describes itself. ‘Content analysis’ was 

the method that was used to measure measuring the company’s strategic view with respect to 

customer relations. The basic assumption that was made by the researcher was that companies 

leave traces of their distinctive value patterns in their annual reports, and that such traces can 

be observed and measured (Kabanoff, et al., 1995). The distinctive value patterns were 

identified via the investigation of certain words and phrases that were related to the 

companies’ strategy and customer relations. Frequent references to the same concept or issue 

were interpreted as an indication of importance (Huff, 1990). The analysis was not computer-

aided. Instead, the analysis was performed manually, by logging the frequency of customer-

orientated statements and by registering the type of sentence that customer-orientated 

statements were used in. This manual method was used because of my interest in the context 

of where the words were used was greater than my interest in the words themselves.  

 

The theoretical basis for the text analysis method was influenced by the work of Hellspong 

(2001) and Rutherford (2005). The valuation scheme that was constructed for the text analysis 

was structured by combining Hellspong’s (2001) method of ‘corpus linguistics’ and 

Mintzberg’s (1999) ‘strategy process’. To determine how the customer-relation values that are 

espoused in the annual reports changed during the 5-year period that was studied, a one-way 

ANOVA test was conducted.  

 

Phase 2. After the first phase, where I provided an overview of the industry and its espoused 

customer values, and how Swedish real estate companies are organised in relation to these 

values, I conducted an interview study with top-level managers from 15 of the companies that 

were reported on in Paper 1. This interview study was reported on in Paper II. The main 

purpose of this paper was to investigate how and why the Swedish real estate industry uses 

different business models. This paper provides an overview of the field and provides a 

comparative discussion of the arguments proposed by the top-level managers in relation to the 

arguments proposed in the current literature on ‘strategy’.  

 

The interview material was analysed via the identification of concepts that linked the different 

top-level managers’ stories together. The material was then combined using profiles based on 

the real estate management literature and the descriptions that each top-level manager had 

given. Gradually, two concepts arose, ‘in-house or outsourced frontline personnel’ and 

‘leasing as a management task or a centralised function’; each describing the strategic plan 

behind the organisation of the real estate management businesses that were studied.  

 

Phase 3.In the third phase of the research project Akerlof’s (1970) ‘market for lemons’ model 

was used to evaluate online office advertisements, in relation to the quality signals of the real 

estate owner. These quality signals were developed through the use of Benjamin et al’s., 

(2006) ‘signals of quality’ and by adding the signal if a real estate owner had been called to 

appear at the special court for real estate rents (Hyresnämnden). From these signals, the 
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hypothesis that the internet marketplace for commercial premises contains an overabundance 

of lemons was developed. If the lemon model is correct, the probability of an experience of 

bad quality should be higher for premises that are owned by real estate companies that either 

signal bad quality or do not signal quality at all.  

 

The study in Paper III was limited to office premises that were advertised in the Malmö 

central business district (CBD) area. This limitation was made so as to ensure a fair 

comparison between the managing companies, since location is crucial when leasing office 

premises. This approach follows a previously-used method of how to geographically screen a 

real estate market which is similar to McCartney’s (2008) study of Dublin’s office market, 

and Dermisi & McDonald’s (2010) study of the downtown Chicago office market.  

 

The material for the study consists of the advertisements for office premises in Malmö, from 

February 2013 until the end of January 2014. The data was obtained by observing and taking 

inventory of Objektvision, the largest online advertising platform for office premises in 

Sweden. This inventory lasted for 52 weeks, were the advertisement of 46 of them were 

logged. A total of 6.557 advertisements from 381 unique cases were logged. During the data 

collection period, the number of offices that were advertised was between 129 and 162 per 

week.  

 

From a careful logging of the weekly inventory that was available on the internet marketplace 

and from reviewing the ownership information of the properties, (including the organisational 

form of the ownership and other ownership information relating to the management of the 

properties), two ownership variables were identified: (i) a binary variable that indicated 

whether the ownership of the property was present locally or not, and (ii) a binary variable 

indicating the benefit of scale. Both of these variables are associated with features that are 

considered as quality signals with respect to the real estate owner, according to Benjamin et 

al., (2006), even if it of course is simplification to use a binary scale. Further to this, two 

additional variables that were seen to correlate with attributes of the real estate management 

were identified. One variable indicated whether the company was vertically integrated or not, 

and another variable indicated whether the company had been to court more than once during 

a two-year period. Benjamin et al. (2006) consider vertical integration as a signal of quality 

for the real estate owner.  

 

Phase 4. This phase of the research project resulted in an in-depth understanding of the 

different organisational settings that exist in the industry, and how decision-makers make 

informed decisions, and ensure that decisions are implemented in a way that is congruent with 

the decision-makers’ original wishes. The method used in this paper was, to a large degree, 

influenced by Eisenhardt’s (1989) claims regarding theory building from case studies. 

Although I did not intentionally seek to build a theory in Phase 3 of the research project, it 

became an appealing approach, since I assumed that all organisations shared some common 

problems.  

 

I chose three organisations whose business model was in-house real estate management. I 

interviewed each decision-maker and the real estate management team at the three 

organisations. In total, 9 respondents were interviewed in the in-house setting. When selecting 

the respondents in the real estate management teams, I was careful to select respondents who 

worked together. For example, the real estate managers who worked with the head of real 

estate, as well as the technical manager were included. The selection of respondents was done 
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in this way so that the work premises were the same for all of the respondents, and the 

validity of the study was thereby increased.  

 

Three real estate owners who outsourced their real estate management were also selected for 

the study. From each of these three organisations, I interviewed the person from the real estate 

owning company who had responsibility for its real estate portfolio. In my selection of the 

three real estate owning companies, I selected companies that had chosen to outsource their 

real estate management to different service partner companies. 

 

The selection of the three real estate owners also informed my decision regarding the service 

partner companies that were included in the study. It also informed my decision regarding 

who was interviewed in the different service partner companies. As in the case of in-house 

management, I wanted to interview the real estate management teams that worked with the 

decision-maker who I had interviewed at the real estate owning company. In total, 7 

respondents from the service partner companies were interviewed.  

 

The theoretical basis for the analysis of the interviews was the framework of Transaction 

costs theory. To enable a sorting of the material, I considered each organisational setting as a 

separate case and incentives were pinpointed through this theory.  

 

Phase 5. This phase of the research project was particularly grounded on the work done 

during Phases 2 and 4. During Phase 5, I returned to the interviews that were conducted 

during Phase 2 and Phase 4 of the project, and I began to group and classify the organisations. 

The methodology of Weber’s ‘ideal types’ (Weber, 2009) was employed to form a 

comprehensive picture of the organisations that existed in the area of commercial real estate 

management. According to Weber, subjectivity is both unavoidable and necessary when one 

forms ‘ideal types’. Notwithstanding this, during the grouping and classification process, I 

concluded that the differences between the various real estate businesses did not lie in their 

organisational structure, but in the mind-set of the decision-maker, instead.  

 

Figure 3, below, presents a schematic diagram of the process of how theory was related to the 

collection of the different empirical data that was used in this project, and how theory gave 

rise to the initial problematisation addressed in this thesis. 
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Figure 3. Schematic overview of the research process used in this thesis 

 

4 Method – research approach and data 
 

Within the particular context of this thesis, which explores the commercial real estate 

industry, both a well-defined empirical setting and a research design is needed to manage the 

complexity of the field that was studied. The main objective of the research project was to 

find determinants for the different organisational forms of working with customers within the 

commercial real estate industry, with the further view of presenting a discussion of the 

challenges that this industry is faced with in this particular area. Therefore, different datasets 

with different characteristics, different methods, and different analytical approaches were 

used.  

 

4.1 Sources of data 
 

The five papers presented in this thesis use four different data sets; all of which were collected 

and compiled by the author. They were collected during the period 2009-2014 (with a break 

between 2011-2012 due to parental leave).  

 
 

Paper I Paper II Paper III Paper IV Paper V 

Data collection 

period 

2009 2010 2013-2014 2014 2014 

 

 

Data set 1: I used annual reports in Paper I to map the industry’s espoused costumer values. 

The data consisted of the annual reports of 25 real estate companies that were published 

between 2004 to 2008. My main focus in the annual reports was on the CEO’s statement and 
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the companies’ presentation of the work that they had done in the previous year. The financial 

numbers that were presented in the company’s balance sheet were not of particular relevance 

to the present study, instead, the texts that each company chose to espouse their values and 

dealings with customer relations were focused on. These texts contain what Häckner (1988) 

defines as ‘soft information’, in contrast with ‘hard information’, that can easily be quantified. 

 

The data set consists of a mix of listed- and non-listed companies, as well as large and small 

companies. This information is displayed in Table 2:  

 

Table 2. Participating companies in Paper I 

 Large Small Total 

Listed 8 8 16 

Private 

Family 

Institutional 

 

 

3 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

5 

Total 11 14 25 

 

Companies that had a revenue turnover between €50 million and €999 million were 

categorized as ‘small’, and companies that had a reported revenue turnover of €1,000 million 

or more were classified as ‘large’.  

 

From the table, we can see that listed companies dominated the data set. This is largely due to 

the fact that only companies with annual reports that included a statement from the CEO were 

included. Since companies are not legally required provide an annual report with a statement 

from the CEO, (only the financial numbers are legally required), several companies could not 

be included in the study. However, all of the listed companies do provide their annual reports 

with a CEO-statement, since the annual reports have become an important communication 

tool for these companies (see, for example, Rutherford, 2005; and Smith & Taffler, 2000). 

The 17 listed companies included in the study were all listed real estate companies with 

commercial real estate. 

 

Data set 2: Data set 2 consists of studies of real estate management organisations. It actually 

contains two different data sets. Data set 2.1 was collected during 2010 for Paper II, and data 

set 2.2 was collected during 2014, for Paper IV and Paper V.  

 

Data set 2.1 consists of interviews with 15 top-level managers at 15 commercial real estate 

companies. The distribution of the participating companies can be seen in Table 3. All of 

these 15 companies were chosen among the 25 companies that were included in Paper I.  

 

Table 3. Real estate companies included in paper II 

 Small Large Total 

Listed 5 4 9 

Private 2  2 

Family 2  2 

Institutional 1 1 2 

Total 10 5 15 

 

As can be seen in Table 3, the majority of the top-level managers who participated in the 

study come from listed companies. Note too that none of the privately- or family-owned 

companies are regarded as ‘large’.  
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Data set 2.2 also consisted of interviews with real estate management organisations, and the 

interviews were referred to in Paper IV and Paper V. 

 

The data set for Paper IV and Paper V consists of interviews with 6 decision-makers and their 

real estate management organisations. Three of the decision-makers have an in-house real 

estate management organisation, and three have outsourced their real estate management, as 

displayed below: 

 

Table 4. Real estate owners included in Paper IV and Paper V 

 In-house Outsourced Total 

Listed 1 0 1 

Institutional 2 2 4 

REIT 0 1 1 

Total 3 3 6 

 

As can be seen in Table 4, the majority of the companies that were included in the studies are 

institutionally-owned, which is merely a coincidence. However, all of the companies included 

in these studies were regarded as ‘large’, as defined above. This was the case because the 

companies with outsourced management could have had an in-house management and thus 

the size of the company should not be the main reason for using outsourced management.  

 

Data set 3: Paper III used the data set that was collected during February 2013 to January 

2014. Data was collected weekly from Objektvision, the online marketplace for office 

premises. This inventory lasted for 52 weeks. A total of 6.557 advertisements from 381 

unique cases were logged. During the data collection period, the number of offices that were 

advertised was between 129 and 162 per week. 

 

The market where the study was conducted consisted of 44 companies, 117 properties, and 

over 540,000 square metres of office premises. Of this, 90 percent was commercial space and 

has an approximate value of over 1,180 million euros. The 44 companies are presented below: 

 

Table 5. Presentation of the companies included in Paper III 

 Large Small Total 

Listed 3 0 3 

Private 3 17 20 

Family 0 14 14 

Institutional 3 3 6 

REIT 1 0 1 

Total 10 34 44 

 

In Paper III, a distinction regarding the form of ownership was made. Consequently, 

companies were classified as ‘Listed’, ‘Private’, ‘Family’, ‘Institutional’, and REIT (Real 

Estate Investment Trust) companies. From analysing the table, we can also conclude that most 

of the companies are privately owned; either family-owned or by private investors (34 of 44 

companies). We also note that these companies are more frequently classed as ‘small’, 

especially the family owned companies, than the other companies. This was the case, since all 

of the listed companies, half of the institutional companies, and the REIT-owned company 

were classified as ‘large’ companies. The same criteria with respect to the classification of a 

company as either ‘large’ or ‘small’ were applied in this paper, as in Paper I. 
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Taking all of the data in consideration, the different data sets were selected so as to enable 

access to different levels of knowledge of the commercial real estate companies and their real 

estate management organisations. However, this data-based approach was not used for cross-

checking the data in the individual papers. Instead, it was used to build a broader body of 

knowledge and understanding of the field. 

 

4.2 Research approach 
 

A multi-method data analysis approach was used in my analysis of how the commercial real 

estate industry works with its customers, and how it is organised to serve its customers. The 

use of different methods involves engaging in both qualitative and quantitative research 

within the overall research project (Bryman & Bell, 2007). This enabled a broader analysis, 

compared to an analysis restricted to a single method.  

 

‘Text analysis’ was used in Paper I in the mapping of espoused values concerning customer 

relations in the commercial real estate industry. The text analysis was based on Hellspong’s 

(2001) theory of text analysis, and on the perspective of Mintzberg et al.’s (1998) view of 

‘strategy’. The analysis process was then used to categorise the different companies according 

to a set number of characteristics. After I logged and classified the companies’ espoused 

values, I then conducted a quantitative analysis of these values, so as to determine how they 

had evolved over the time period under investigation.  

 

Paper II, Paper IV, and Paper V all used interviews and a comparative analysis to investigate 

real estate companies. The interviews were semi-structured, as defined by Kvale (1995), so as 

to enable both standardisation, and the opportunity for the respondent to elaborate on their 

answers.  

 

Paper II consisted of 15 interviews with top-level managers from 15 different companies. All 

of the companies were selected from the original 25 companies that were included in Paper I. 

I was thus familiar with the companies, since I had read each of the companies’ previous five 

annual reports.  

 

In Paper IV and Paper IV, each organisation was considered as a separate case, according to 

Eisenhardts (1989). This was done so as to enable a classification of each company, and to 

reason about theory in the different organisational settings, separately.  

 

Paper III used a statistical analysis to determine whether the online office market was a lemon 

market or not. The method that was used to ascertain this was to log the advertisement of 

offices in Malmö CBD every week for one year, and then apply a standard regression 

analysis. To classify whether the companies were lemons or not, I analysed the quality signals 

associated with each company (according to Benjamin et al., 2006), and recorded whether the 

company had appeared in court. 

 

There were primarily pragmatic reasons for using different research approaches, and the 

choice was determined by the research question and the available data in the specific study.  
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4.3 Quality of data and method 
 

The quality of data and methods in contemporary research projects are often discussed in 

terms of ‘reliability’ and ‘validity’ (Arbnor & Bjerke, 1994). Validity is often divided into 

internal validity, that reflect if the conclusions drawn really follow from the material, and 

external validity that concerns whether the results can be generalized. 

 

4.3.1 Reliability 
  

Throughout all of the papers that are contained in this thesis, effort has been made to ensure 

that it, as far as possible, is possible to replicate the individual studies that are reported on in 

the papers. Two of the papers (I and III) rely on publicly available data and are therefore easy 

to replicate. 

 

In Paper I, data come from annual reports and well-established theories were applied. 

However, since the findings were categorised by the researcher, there is risk of biases in terms 

of misinterpretation that might enter into the analysis. However, since the categories were 

defined in a simple and theoretically-anchored way by applying Mintzberg’s definition and 

categorisation of espoused values as intentioned or realized actions, there should be a high 

degree of reliability. 

 

In paper III the data set for paper III consists of online advertisements for offices for rent in 

the CBD area of Malmö. The problematic features of the article from a reliability perspective 

concerns that quality indicators which we be commented on in the section on internal validity 

below. 

 

Paper II, IV and V are based on interviews and such studies are always problematic from a 

reliability perspective, but a number of measures were taken to try to make sure that the 

answers reflect the true view of the respondents and that other would have got the same 

answers. 

 

The design of the interview process was structured as semi-structured interviews (Kvale, 

1995). The interviews with the decisionmakers from the real estate owners had, as their 

starting point, the choice made regarding whether or not to structure the real estate 

management in-house or to outsource it. As for the interviews with the individuals from the 

real estate management teams, the starting point was a more comprehensive question 

regarding work tasks and the representatives’ placement in the organisation, in order to 

become familiar with the representatives’ authorities. All in all this procedure led to an openly 

presentation and review from the respondents.  

 

To enable the sorting, interpreting, classifying and coding of the material, all interviews were 

taped, and the interviewer transcribed all of the material. This is a time-consuming working 

procedure, but enables a better overall understanding and feeling for the nuances of the 

material. Also, it helps secure the process and ensure the respondents are correctly quoted. 

Taping and transcribing are also working procedures that are considered essential when 

working with interviews (see for example Riessman, 1993). 

 

To enable analysis, each real estate owner and management team pairs were considered as a 

separate case before clustering the three with in-house management as one and the three with 
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outsourced management as another. This enabled what Eisenhardt (1989b) labels ‘cross-case 

patterns’. From there, structures and similarities were crystallised as well as making it 

possible to highlight differences within the material. 

 

As time has passed by, especially since Paper I and Paper II, the conclusions made in the five 

papers may not necessarily match the conclusions of a new set of investigations. As 

LeCompte & Goetz (1982) claim, it is impossible to freeze the circumstances of a performed 

study. However, if one were to take on the role that I played in the different studies, I believe 

that the studies can be replicated, because the objects that were studied are well-defined, and 

exist in a narrow and structured market. However, some of companies that were reported on 

in Paper I do not longer exist, and we note that several new companies have entered the 

market. In addition, at the present time, at least one company representative who was 

interviewed for Paper IV and Paper V has changed company. But we should bear in mind that 

the real estate industry is quite uniform (see, for example, Palm 2008), which indicates that 

new companies and a change in company representatives should not change the fact that this 

study can be replicated.  

 

4.3.2 Internal validity  
 

Paper I conclusions were based on standard statistical analysis of the data and the conclusions 

should be valid given the data.  We must however bear in mind that only the companies’ 

espoused values in their annual reports were studied in this paper, and to be able to answer the 

research question in a more general way, other sources of information must be considered as 

well. 

 

Paper II employs a classic perspective on strategy, where strategy is considered to be 

something that the management can plan and then execute. The results of this paper are both 

grounded on the literature on strategy, as well as on the literature on real estate management, 

and this speaks for internal validity. For Paper II, respondents were selected among the 

companies that were included in data set I. All of the original 25 companies were not included 

in the interview study, but since saturation in the material was reached, I claim that a high 

degree of validity has been achieved here (Patton, 2002). 

 

The theoretical framework called “Market for Lemons” (Akerlof, 1970) was used in Paper III. 

However, this framework has never been applied to the real estate market before. In this 

context, there is a risk involved in using signals of quality (Benjamin et al., 2006), and 

especially the quality signal of ‘vertical integration’, because, even if the real estate 

management function is performed in-house, this does not answer the question of whether this 

function is performed in a good way or not. It can still be the case that the real estate owner 

does not allocated sufficient resources for this function, or has employed low-skilled workers. 

The data was as in paper I analysed with standard statistical methods and this contributes to a 

high internal validity, given the data. 

 

Paper IV presents a study of information sharing and how the real estate owner secures 

information on which to base informed decisions. Since only large companies were studied, 

the process within the company should be more formalised. The study only reports on how 

these company representatives reasoned, and it does not try to evaluate whether the decision-

maker was actually well-informed; only whether they think that they have access to the 

information that they want to have access to. One way to increase the internal validity of this 
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study would have been to conduct a more ethnographic-influenced study, where the 

researcher participates in the everyday decision-making process and with information sharing 

within the companies.  

 

Paper V reports on how real estate management teams are motivated to perform the tasks that 

are prioritised by the real estate owner. Here, the same kind of risks appear as in Paper IV, re. 

the perception that the incentives are not evaluated whether they work or not, only if the 

incentives are available or not. One way in which one might increase the internal validity of 

this study would be to engage in a participatory form of research where the researcher 

participates in the everyday work of the real estate management team. 

 

When one considers the five papers in total, their claims to internal validity, we note that the 

different theoretical frameworks and methodological approaches, and the different data sets 

that were used in the studies suggest that a higher level of internal validity has been achieved, 

compared to a situation where only one theory, method, or set of data might have been used. 

The research questions that are raised in this thesis have been investigated and discussed 

using different levels and perspectives. However, the perspective of how the companies are 

organised with respect to providing service to customer has only indirectly been dealt with in 

Paper III.  

 

4.3.3 External validity  
 

In Paper I the external validity for the specific group is strong since all of the real estate 

companies that were listed on the stock market were included, and many of these companies 

provided a detailed description of the company in the annual report. However, if we were to 

apply this study on smaller companies, (which a turnover of less than 5 million euros per 

year), we would have faced different questions because these companies do not have the same 

financial basis for building their organisation, and thereby, their strategic customer-relation 

platform.  

 

Paper II studies the same companies and in Paper II and the arguments above concerning 

external validity should be relevant for the conclusions in this paper also. 

 

The data set for paper III concerns the CBD area of Malmö. One might question whether this 

study is relevant to other office markets outside the Malmö CBD. However, the observation 

that companies that been called to appear in the special rent court (Hyresnämnden) have to 

advertise their office premises for a longer time period indicates that this is a quality 

parameter, and this parameter may well be relevant in other geographical markets, at least in 

Sweden. 

 

Paper IV and Paper V report on the same set of interviews. As the results of these studies 

indicate, the companies´ reason in the same way, regardless of whether they have in-house 

personnel or outsourced management.  This indicates that this should be transferable to 

companies with the same pre-requisites. However, we should bear in mind that the three 

companies that had in-house management are all ‘large’ companies, and in ‘small’ companies 

with a more informal organisational structure, arguments for organising the management in-

house of outsource might look different. The same condition is applicable to the companies 

which used outsourced management. They were all ‘large’ companies, as were the service 

companies. The outcome of the study might have been different, if I had studied small real 
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estate owners who work in close collaboration with small service companies, since in such 

circumstances, the business setting would more closely resemble a relationship between 

person-to-person, than a business-to-business relationship. However, there is nothing in the 

material that speaks against the assumption that the outcome of the two different papers is 

transferable to situations which include other ‘large’ companies. I claim this because the 

outcome of the study, both with respect to information and incentives for effort, is unanimous 

among all of the included companies.  

 

The empirical setting of the research project was Sweden, with its unique regulations. 

Whether the results of the present are to be considered valid outside of Sweden is not an easy 

question to answer. Although the real estate market is international, in the sense of 

international investors are involved in a large part of the transactions, the market is still local. 

The real estate market is ‘local’ in the sense that Sweden has its own particular laws and 

regulations with respect to real estate, thereby establishing a ‘local’ legal framework.  

 

Although the real estate market is local, in the sense that it is restricted to specific geographic 

location, international companies were included in all of the papers. The fact that they own 

real estate in other countries in addition to Sweden might also have influenced their strategic 

actions but this has not been investigated in the present study. In Paper IV and Paper V, two 

companies with foreign owners and headquarters were included in the study, but in fact it was 

their Swedish divisions or subsidiaries that were actually studied. In summary, I do not think 

that the result of this thesis can be “copy and pasted” into another national setting. 

Notwithstanding that, I do think that many of the conclusions that are made in this thesis are 

applicable in an international perspective. 

 

In summary, when one takes the whole of the material into account, there exists a rather high 

level external validity with respect to the study, as long as one considers relatively large 

companies in Sweden. However, as soon as one moves outside of Sweden, much of the 

claimed validity is lost. This is due to the specific features of the Swedish real estate market. 

One example is how the Swedish real estate market has developed after the Swedish financial 

and real estate crisis in the beginning of the 1990s, as discussed in section 1.1.  

5. Summaries of the five papers 
 

In this section, a brief summary of each of the five papers is presented, including the 

methodology that was used in each of the papers, and the results of each individual study.  

 

5.1 Paper I 
‘Customer orientation in real-estate companies: The espoused values of customer relations’ 

This paper was published in Property Management, 2011, Vol. 29, No. 2. 

 

Purpose: The original idea behind this paper stemmed from my licentiate thesis, where I 

stated that businesses within the industry need to change, and incorporate customer relations 

in their management systems. The purpose of this paper was to analyse how the espousing of 

customer relations has evolved over time in the Swedish real estate sector. Has a shift 

occurred within the Swedish real estate sector from product thinking towards customer 

thinking?  
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Method: The research is based on an analysis of 25 companies’ annual reports that were 

mapped for the years 2004-2008. The mapping of the annual reports consisted of logging 

how, and in what context, these companies wrote about their customers and service. The 

material were then analysed through text analysis using the theoretical framework of 

Mintzberg´s five Ps. 

 

Findings: The Swedish commercial real estate industry, in general, has made a shift from 

product orientation to customer orientation. However, the statistical analysis of the data did 

not show that a significant strategic change had taken place during the 5 years that were 

studied. We may interpret this as the industry had made the shift towards customer orientation 

already, before 2004. The study also indicated that there was no increase in espoused 

customer focus in the annual reports, during the time period studied. Furthermore, the study 

implies that it is not sufficient to categorise the companies within the industry as either being 

product orientated or customer oriented. Instead four categories of companies were suggested: 

Product orientated, Customer orientated, Project oriented, and Financed oriented. 

 

5.2 Paper II  
‘Strategies in real estate management: two strategic pathways’ 

This paper was published in Property Management, 2013, Vol. 31, No. 4. 

 

Purpose: The overall aim of this paper is to obtain insight into which strategic questions the 

real estate owner is faced with when the real estate owner is tasked to organise a real estate 

management team. The paper is a continuation of the first paper, where I concluded that the 

commercial real estate industry is customer oriented. My interest was then piqued with 

respect to the question of how, and through the use of which motivating forces, does the 

industry choose to organise its frontline personnel and its leasing of offices.   

 

Method: The data consisted of recordings of interviews with 15 commercial real estate 

company executives.  

 

Findings: The findings in this paper were that when making strategic plans for a company, the 

commercial real estate industry has two strategic pathways to consider regarding the 

organisation of real estate management. The first is to choose whether to have one’s own 

frontline personnel, or to outsource this function. The second is to decide how the leasing task 

should be treated: Should it be treated as a real estate manager’s task, or should it be a 

function of its own within the organisation? The conclusion of the study was that the 

organisations that were studied can be structured using either pathway, and the firm can still 

be successful. Furthermore, the arguments that were made by the top-level managers were the 

same, regardless of how their organisation was structured. They all based their strategic plans 

on the view that the current structure of the organisation was suited to take care of the 

customer. In other words, they had the same arguments, but chose different strategic pathways 

to achieve their goals.  

 

5.3 Paper III  
‘The Office Market: A Lemon Market?’ 

This paper was published in Journal of Property Finance and Investment, 2015, Vol. 33, No. 

2. 
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Purpose: The overall aim of this paper was to investigate whether the online market for 

offices in Malmö between 2013 and 2014 was a lemon market, or not. The focus of the 

investigation was to determine whether quality signals from the real estate owner influence 

how offices are advertised.  

 

Method: The paper is based on a statistical analysis of the advertisement of offices in Malmö 

CBD, collected weekly during a period of one year. The paper used four quality signals to 

evaluate the influence of quality signalling in advertisements. These signals were ‘vertical 

integration’, ‘scale’, and ‘local presence’ according to Benjamin et al. (2007), with an 

addition signal;  ‘appearance in the rent court’ (Hyresnämnden).  

 

Findings: The finding in this paper was that the hypothesis that the market for office 

properties that were advertised on the internet for the Malmö CBD is a lemon market cannot 

be rejected. The observation that real estate owners who had appeared in court more than once 

in the last two years were also more inclined to advertise their properties supports the 

hypothesis.  
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5.4 Paper IV:  

‘Real Estate Management: Incentives for Effort’, Submitted 
 

Purpose: The overall aim of this paper was to investigate how representatives of real estate 

owners have offered incentives for the real estate management organisation to ensure that the 

real estate management organisation prioritises the “right” tasks.  

 

Method: The data that was used in this study consisted of interviews with 6 large commercial 

real estate owning companies and 3 large service provision companies. In total 19 interviews. 

Each of the interviews were treated as separate cases and then clustered together to enable an 

investigation into the occurrence of incentives for effort in the organisation. Each company 

that owned real estate was represented by a top-level manager (the managing director, or, in 

the cases where the company which owned the real estate was not the managing company, the 

person who was head of the real estate division). The service providing companies were 

represented by a top-level manager who was responsible for service contracts. In addition to 

these nine people, one whole division in each of the real estate management organisations was 

also interviewed.  

 

Findings: The conclusion that was drawn in this paper was that irrespective of whether the 

real estate management organisation was organised in-house or not, both organisational forms 

employ a low degree of incentives at the management level. In situations where the real estate 

management was outsourced, there existed formal requirements that stipulated the individual 

real estate managers perform certain tasks. These formal requirements were ubiquitous and 

regulated the contract between the real estate owning company and the service company. In 

situations where real estate management was performed in-house, there existed a more 

informal environment where responsibility begat accountability. The individual real estate 

manager, via his or her employment, was given authority to make purchases, as well as 

engaging the company in long-term contractual settings with customers, and by that authority, 

also the confidence from the senior management to prioritise tasks and perform them. 

 

5.5 Paper V 
‘Information for Decision-making in In-house and Outsourced Real Estate Management 

Organisations’, Submitted 

 

Purpose: The overall aim of this paper was to investigate how the decision-maker in 

companies that own real estate owning makes informed decisions.  

 

Method: The data that was used in this study consisted of recordings of interviews with 6 

large companies that own commercial real estate and 3 large service provision companies. In 

total 19 interviews. Each of the interviews were treated as separate cases and then clustered 

together to enable the question of how incentives for effort from the real estate management 

teams could be aggregated and discussed. Each company that owned real estate was 

represented by a decision-maker (the managing director, or in the cases where the owning 

company is not the managing company the one that is head of the real estate division) and the 

service providing companies by a decision-maker being the one responsible of service 

contracts. Beside these nine decision-makers one line in each of the real estate management 

organisation were also interviewed. 
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Findings: The conclusion that was drawn in this paper was that, in the in-house organisation, 

information sharing is performed in informal ways. For example, the managing director had 

weekly personal contact with the managers, where the managing director spoke about 

everyday things as well as strategically important issues. In the situation where the real estate 

management was outsourced, the information sharing process was more formalised, where the 

contract between the real estate owner and the service company stipulated what information 

was to be reported, when, and how. Furthermore, the study showed that, in the in-house 

situation, information was reported mainly orally, while in the outsourced situation 

information was reported in writing. This indicated a rigid process in the outsourced situation 

which did not appear in the in the in-house situation.  

5.6 Overview of the five papers 
 

Taking all the five papers into account, we conclude that they represent an investigation into 

the organisation of the management of commercial real estate businesses towards their 

customers. In Table 6, an overview of the methods and the empirical material that was used in 

each paper is presented. 

 

Table 6. Overview of methods and empirical material used 

 Paper I Paper II Paper III Paper IV Paper V 

Title ‘Customer 

orientation in 

real-estate 

companies: The 

espoused values 

of customer 

relations’ 

‘Strategies in 

real estate 

management: 

two strategic 

pathways’ 

‘The Office 

market: A 

Lemons 

Market?’ 

‘Real Estate 

Management: 

Incentives for 

Effort’ 

‘Information for 

Decision-

making in In-

house and 

Outsourced 

Real Estate 

Management 

Organisations’ 

Research 

Question 

How has the 

espousing of 

values related to 

customer 

relations evolved 

over time in the 

real estate 

industry? 

How do Swedish 

real estate 

companies 

organise their 

real estate 

management 

tasks? 

Do bad real 

estate owners 

drive out good 

real estate 

owners from 

the online 

marketplace for 

offices? 

How are real 

estate owners 

ensured that 

their real estate 

management 

prioritises the 

right tasks? 

How does the 

decision-maker 

remain 

informed so as 

to make 

informed 

decisions? 

Method Based on 

mapping of the 

industry’s annual 

reports. 24 

companies for 

the years 2004-

2008 

Based on 

interviews with 

15 top-level 

managers 

Based on 

weekly logged 

advertisements 

between 

February 2013 

to January 2014 

Based on 19 

interviews with 

6 

decisionmakers 

and 13 

managers 

Based on 19 

interviews with 

6 

decisionmakers 

and 13 

managers 

Background 

theories 

Strategy as Ploy 

with strategic 

action and 

strategic 

intention as 

defined by 

Mintzberg 

(1999) 

Strategic 

planning and 

business models 

as defined by 

Teece (2010) 

Market for 

lemons as 

defined by 

Akerlof (1970) 

and Quality 

signalling in 

real estate 

management as 

defined by 

Benjamin et al. 

(2006) 

Incentives in 

organisations as 

outlined by 

Milgrom and 

Roberts (1992) 

including 

Transaction 

cost as defined 

by Williamson 

(1975) 

Incentives for 

information 

sharing inside 

the firm as 

outlined by 

Hertzberg et al. 

(2010) 

including 

Transaction 

cost approach 

as outlined by 

Williamson 

(1975) 
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Empirical 

material 

25 real estate 

companies, with 

a focus on 

commercial real 

estate, annual 

reports, 5 years 

back in time 

15 interviews 

with top-level 

managers in the 

Swedish 

commercial real 

estate industry 

Advertisements 

of offices for 

rent in the 

Malmö CBD 

area were 

weekly logged 

for 46 weeks. 

Six decision-

makers, where 

3 came from 

companies with 

in-house 

management 

and 3 from 

companies with 

outsourced 

management. In 

addition, 6 

management 

organisations 

were 

interviewed. In 

total 19 

interviews were 

made. 

Six decision-

makers, where 

3 came from 

companies with 

in-house 

management 

and 3 from 

companies with 

outsourced 

management. In 

addition, 6 

management 

organisations 

were 

interviewed. In 

total 19 

interviews were 

made. 

Analysing 

methods 

Context analysis, 

the model of 

corpus 

linguistics, and 

for analysing the 

development 

over time a One-

side ANOVA 

was used. 

Using the 

framework of 

strategic plan in 

combination 

with real estate 

management 

concepts enabled 

the analysis to 

extract the 

different 

strategic 

pathways. 

Using four 

quality signals 

as proxies in a 

regression 

analysis. 

Using the 

framework of 

transaction 

costs for 

analysing the 

interview 

context in 

relation to 

incentives. 

Using the 

framework of 

transaction 

costs for 

analysing the 

interview 

context in 

relation to 

incentives. 

 

From Table 6, we can see that two papers (Paper I and Paper III) employ a statistical 

approach, and three of the papers (Paper II, Paper IV, and Paper V) have a qualitative 

approach with respect to the nature of the data and how it was subsequently analysed. 

 

6. Discussion and conclusions 
 

The overall aim of this thesis is to analyse a number of issues in the commercial real estate 

industry in Sweden, with focus on customer orientation and the organisation of real estate 

management  

 

The combined research presented in the five papers discussed above provides increased 

knowledge concerning these issues. By addressing the research issues, I aimed at creating a 

deeper understanding of how a commercial real estate company organises itself towards its 

customers. What follows is a discussion of the main research questions, followed by a section 

that provides a summary of the conclusions that can be drawn by this research project. 

 

6.1 How is the industry organised, so as to satisfy its customers’ needs? 
 

All of the five papers that are included in this thesis address this question from different 

perspectives and methods, as discussed below. 

 



 36 

Paper I: This paper provides a mapping of the values espoused by commercial real estate 

companies regarding their work with customer relations. The conclusion that we can draw 

from this paper is that, even before 2004, the commercial real estate industry had made the 

shift towards being more customer orientated. It indicates that the early "backwardness" of the 

real estate sector and of a late change into considering customer relations as important. 

 

From Paper I, we also note that it is not particularly easy to classify a company as either 

customer oriented or product oriented. The classic perception which claims that service or 

products are polar opposites to each other in terms of what a company might decide to focus 

on (see, for example, Parasuraman et al., 1985) was found not to be sufficient, because the 

real estate industry has more focus areas than just products and service. Instead, I proposed 

four different organisational orientations; ‘Brick’, ‘Customer’, ‘Project’, and ‘Financial’. Of 

these categories, companies with both a ‘Customer’ or ‘Project’ orientation can be regarded as 

service oriented. 

 

Paper II: From paper II it is evident that the commercial real estate industry in Sweden is able 

successfully organise itself, both with in-house management and outsourced management. 

Both ways of organising the management of a business seem to be successful and the 

arguments (which are all based on customer contact) for organising the management in a 

particular way all originate from the top-managers; but their strategic plan to enable the 

organisational customer fit is different.  

 

Regardless of whether the real estate management is organised in-house or is outsourced, the 

leasing of properties is also treated in two different ways. What is of interest is the way 

leasing is organised within the real estate management organisation. Leasing can be organised 

as either a manager’s task or as something that is centralised as a function of its own. In this 

case, the arguments for organising the leasing are based on customer focus, but the strategic 

plan that is implemented to realise such an organisation may vary. 

 

Paper III: From the regression analysis of the online office advertisements, we find that 

vertical integration is significantly correlated with advertisement. If a real estate owner has 

organised the real estate management function in-house, then such a real estate owner will 

also engage in more online advertisement than businesses where the real estate management 

function is outsourced. This observation stands in contrast to earlier studies that have 

concluded that vertical integration is a signal of quality. 

 

Paper IV and Paper V: Both papers investigate the two different ways of organising a real 

estate management team with respect to how it interacts with its customers. This may rely on 

an in-house management team, or this management can be outsourced. Paper IV highlighted 

the fact that the in-house organisation of real estate management is more informal, and 

incentives are established in the light of the notion that ‘responsibility begets accountability’. 

Paper V demonstrated that in cases where the real estate management organisation is 

outsourced, a more rigorous information reporting system regarding the business’s customers 

is followed. 

 

When we consider all of the five papers discussed above, we note that all of the companies 

that were investigated consider customer relations as something important to them. All of the 

companies employ an organisational strategy for satisfying their customers’ needs. Even if a 

real estate owner organises the real estate management in-house or outsources this function, 
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the basis for the structure remains customer-oriented, as this is a necessary condition to be 

competitive. 

 

6.2 What motives and incentives does the real estate manager have? 
 

The question regarding motivation and incentives to work in a customer-oriented way was 

primarily discussed in Paper III and Paper IV, as presented below. 

 

In Paper III, it was argued that the frequency with which a real estate company is called to 

appear in the rent court (Hyresnämnden), positively correlates with the frequency with which 

the company advertises its properties online. Knowing that poor customer relations correlates 

with longer periods for which a property needs to be advertised before it is leased provides an 

incentive for the real estate manager to work more closely with customer relations. The risk of 

ending up in the rent court should also affect top management. 

 

Paper IV: This study investigated the differences between the incentives that are available to 

businesses which manage their real estate in-house in contrast to businesses that have 

outsourced this function. This study thus considered incentives for the individual real estate 

manager, as well for the company that has been tasked to perform the management service. In 

both organisational settings, there are no bonuses offered on the real estate manager level. In 

the in-house setting, a bonus exists for all employees, but only if the company as a whole 

succeeds in achieving certain goals, including achieving or exceeding a pre-determined score 

on their SCI (Satisfied Customer Index). In the outsourced situation, there are no bonuses that 

are tied to contracts, except for in one case, but that bonus was subjective, with no pre-

determined goals that were set for it to be awarded. This reflects the general problem to 

construct bonuses in a way that creates the right incentives.  

 

In the in-house situation, it is primarily up to the individual real estate manager and her good 

judgement about which tasks will be prioritised. There is a relationship of trust between the 

senior management and the real estate manager in this matter. In the outsourced situation, on 

the other hand, all of the tasks that are to be conducted by the real estate management team 

are stipulated in the contract between the real estate owner and the service company. The out-

sourced real estate management team are subject to a rigorous set of performance criteria. It is 

these performance criteria, and the original contract, that create the incentive for the out-

sourced management team, and not necessarily their pride in doing a good job. Both 

organisational settings have one thing in common however, which is that there is no direct 

monetary incentive for the individual real estate manager to prioritise one or another task, 

regardless of how prioritised the real estate owner may think a particular task is. 

 

As direct monetary incentives and bonuses can lead to sub-optimization, the companies 

primarily work with other methods to create incentives, e.g. promotions and prolonged 

contracts.  

 

Paper V: In Paper V, the sharing of information was investigated, in both in-house and 

outsourced organisational settings. It was found that customer information, except for 

contractual information, is seldom requested and thereby there is a low level of incentive, 

from the management side, to provide information on this question. This implies that, in the 

in-house situation, the trust from the senior management is high regarding the individual real 

estate manager’s ability to deal with requests made by the customer. In the outsourced 
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situation, the contract stipulates hard facts concerning customers, but the real estate owner has 

confidence that the service providing company will deal with customer questions in good 

time, before negative consequences in financial reports or vacancies appear.  

 

6.3 Summary of conclusions 
 

In summary, we conclude that it is evident that the Swedish commercial real estate industry 

has an espoused strategy towards customer relations. How individual firms structure their 

organisation however, differs. On a strategic business level, the different firms operating in 

the Swedish commercial real estate industry either structure their real estate management 

organisation in-house or they outsource it. The arguments are the same for both ways of 

structuring the organisation. Top management representatives (primarily managing directors) 

all motivate their ways of structuring the organisation by invoking a customer perspective  

 

In Paper I, I presented a number of examples of companies that described describing 

themselves as ‘service-management oriented’. They both highlighted the fact that service was 

a core activity within the firm, as well as that customers’ perception of quality was a driving 

force in value creation. Both of these statements correspond well with a basic service 

management perspective. (See, for example, Albrecht, 1988, and Grönroos, 2008). It also 

reflects what Grönroos (1994) claims as being the five key factors of service management. 

The companies in Paper I that were categorised as ‘customer-oriented’, as well as some of the 

companies that were categorised as ‘project-oriented’, do possess an overall management 

perspective regarding service and customers; they have a customer focus, a holistic approach 

to service, the focus on quality is customer-anchored, and a focus on internal development, as 

claimed in their annual reports. However, when we consider the result from Paper II, we note 

that the customer service factor permeates the organisational structure of the business. The 

result that the chosen pathway is embedded in the customer perspective of service quality is, 

in itself, a clear signal of being an organisation that is grounded in a service management 

tradition. 

 

By combining the results from Paper IV and Paper V with Paper II, we derive that the 

organisational structure that delivers the best service value for money was chosen by the 

businesses, or, in other words, the lowest transaction cost was paramount for these businesses, 

as seen in Paper IV. This result is also of interest if we relate the discussion of the service 

perspective in Paper III with the observation that in-house management prolongs the time that 

a property needs to be advertised before it is leased by a customer. If we argue that a service-

oriented firm has chosen an organisational structure that entails the lowest transaction cost 

given a certain level of service quality, then in-house management cannot be interpreted as a 

quality factor that signals that the firm takes these questions seriously.  

 

The core argument, as seen in Paper II, is that regardless of the organisational structure, the 

top management has chosen the extant organisational structure from a customer perspective. 

Of course, price is a factor. For example, one can argue that it would not be economically 

feasible to have an in-house organisation, if the real estate portfolio were not big enough. 

However, the companies that were studied in Paper IV and Paper V were all large enough and 

own portfolios that are geographically dense enough to justify an in-house organisation, so 

that argument is of no concern to this study. 

 



 39 

However, since the basic argument with respect to the choice of which structure the real estate 

management organisation will take is based on a perception of customer relations, then we 

note that there are large disparities regarding regulations and incentives in the two different 

organisational settings. In the in-house setting, information reporting is informal and the 

individual real estate manager is given an expansive mandate. The notion of ‘responsibility 

begets accountability- reflects the in-house setting quite well. In the outsourced setting, the 

contract regulates everything, from information reporting to the real estate managers’ 

mandates, which are small. The structure is not informal, and there are clear regulations and 

guidelines for each business activity that takes place. However, there is common feature of 

the two organisational settings; there is a lack of monetary incentives at real estate manager 

level within the business. There is no real estate management organisational structure, 

regardless of whether it is in-house or outsourced, where the individual real estate manager 

enjoys a direct relationship between her own effort and the possibility of earning a bonus.  

 

In the in-house setting, all bonuses are tied to the overall financial outcomes, and sometimes 

also to SCI outcomes within the business. Thereby, as an individual, one can only, to a very 

little degree, influence the possibility of earning a bonus. In the outsourced setting, we again 

find that there is no possibility of earning an individual bonus, or it is on a company level and 

is linked to a subjective bonus. In other words, if the real estate owner feels like it, a bonus 

might be paid, but there are no guidelines for awarding such a bonus, it is completely 

subjective from the real estate owner’s perspective. As mentioned above the lack of direct 

financial incentives can be explained by the difficulties in constructing such incentives as it 

can lead to sub-optimization and reduced cooperation. 

 

Two different organisational structures are adopted by different companies as answers to the 

same question regarding customer service, and the same basic argument for the choice of 

structure is invoked, regardless of which structure is ultimately chosen, but with different 

transaction costs and benefits. These transaction costs could be lowered and the benefits could 

be transformed between the two structures. But this will mean that the real estate owner in the 

outsourced setting needs to develop a higher degree of trust for the service provider, and is 

willing to let go of some control. The real estate owner in the in-house structure, on the other 

hand, would need to provide company regulations that do not intrude on the individual 

manager’s perception of freedom and control. Furthermore, in both structures owners could 

implement an incentive scheme that measures general service quality and is linked to the 

award of bonuses. These bonuses should reward, if not on an individual level, on business-

area levels, thereby ensuring that individual real estate managers have has a clear line of sight 

between their own efforts.  

 

We note that the service- and customer-orientation identified by Bengtsson & Polesie (1998) 

is now fully incorporated within the industry. Nowadays, the real estate business it is not 

solely focused on the physical aspects of a property and the management of a property. 

Instead, the practical management of real estate is seen as only one of several activities that is 

engaged in by modern service-providing real estate companies. From the customer’s 

perspective, real estate is only a shell. For the customer the services provided by the real 

estate company which support the customer’s business are of particular interest, and not only 

the physical attributes of the property. The fact that commercial real estate businesses do not 

now see themselves as being engaged in a static activity, but, instead, as actors in a 

competitive market, has given rise to a number of different issues for the industry. One issue 

is that the industry has now been forced to realize that it must organize itself in a way such 

that it can meet market demands. Another issue is that companies need to clarify for 



 40 

themselves what kind of player they are, and what role within the industry that they want to 

play. In other words, contemporary real estate businesses need an active strategy plan for their 

businesses and a clearly defined market orientation. 

 

In summary, the challenges faced by the real estate industry in Sweden are dealt with by 

structuring the organisation from a service perspective, and not by a cost cutting approach. 

We note that real estate businesses that own properties tend to rely on different incentives 

regarding information for decision and for effort making in the real estate management 

situation. While owners of real estate with an in-house management team rely on information 

that is well nuanced and from different sources, soft as well as hard information, in-house 

organisations tend to have few incentives for effort making and such organisations seem to 

rely on the idea that co-workers to be motivated through the notion of ‘responsibility begets 

accountability’. The businesses that outsource their real estate management functions, on the 

other hand, are more structured; written reports with a focus on hard information are the basis 

for decision-making in these businesses, and the work tasks that are performed by these 

outsourced management teams are well-formulated in contracts between the business that 

owns the real estate and the management business. In these contracts, the individual 

manager’s work tasks, responsibilities, and authorities are stipulated.  

 

7. Contributions and future research 
 

This chapter contains a discussion of the contributions that are made by the research papers 

that comprise this thesis, highlights how the different papers support and elaborate on each of 

the findings. The chapter consists of three different sub-sections, namely Theoretical, 

Empirical and Practical contributions.  

7.1 Theoretical contributions 
 

We conclude that the commercial real estate industry must be regarded as a service industry 

and thereby is it justified to subject this industry to studies that adopt a service-management 

perspective or a service-dominant logic perspective. Furthermore, we note in Paper I and 

Paper II that the classic classification  of organisations as either product-oriented or service-

oriented (see, for example, Kotler & Ley, 1969; and Wilkie & Moore, 2012) ought to be 

broadened and categorised as ‘service-oriented’, ‘product-oriented’, ‘financial-oriented’, or 

‘project-oriented’  organisations instead. This more finely-grained categorisation has 

implications for the field of strategy as well. 

 

Considering the field of strategy, the findings indicate that strategy in the management of real 

estate in the commercial real estate industry should be considered and analysed through a 

service management perspective or a service-dominant perspective. The reason for adopting a 

service perspective while considering and/or analysing real estate management organisations 

is the close relationship between real estate management and service management, and the 

fact that Swedish real estate companies are organised so as to deliver customer value through 

service, as seen in the different papers. 

 

The combination of service and strategy also has implications for the classic “market for 

lemons” model. Together, these different implications made in Paper I, Paper II, and Paper III 

all indicate that a particular ‘mind-set’, rather than a top down perspective, constitutes 
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customer relations. However, the mind-set of the top-level managers sets the agenda. As 

Paper III shows, this model is applicable to the commercial real estate market and indicates (i) 

how customers reason and (ii) the function of a geographically-screened market. Furthermore, 

the frequency with which a company is called to appear the rent court (Hyresnämnden) was 

tested positive in the lemon model as constituting a negative quality signal and should be 

added to Benjamin et al’s., (2006) three quality signals; ‘local presence’, ‘scale’, and ‘vertical 

integration’. We also note that the quality signal of ‘in-house management’ (or ‘vertical 

integration’) as outlined in Benjamin et al. (2006) and tested in (Hardin et al., 2009) might not 

be a quality signal on the Swedish market. This is the case because the companies that were 

studied in Paper II, in combination with Paper IV and Paper V, demonstrate that the best 

service to lowest transaction cost is chosen.  

 

7.2 Empirical contributions 
 

The industry considers customer relations as important, and has done so for more than 10 

years (at least since 2004). This is demonstrated in both Paper I and Paper II, where the 

companies’ annual reports and the top-level managers’ arguments both bear credence to this 

claim. In Paper II, it was claimed that the design of the structure of the organisation was based 

upon customer relations. 

 

The fact that leasing can be regarded either as a manager’s task or as a centralised function, 

and that both of these options are argued for in terms of how they benefit the businesses’ 

customers indicates that that it is not the structure of the organisation that determines 

customer focus. Instead, other parameters, such as a general perception of doing business, 

determine the structure of the organisation.  

 

The application of the “market for lemons” theory on the real estate industry indicated that 

this theoretical model can be used to interpret the commercial real estate market with respect 

to the leasing of offices. The implication that vertical integration correlates with a longer time 

needed to advertise a property can be interpreted as it is not the organisation setting in itself 

that constitutes value. Instead, it is how the management organisation carries out their tasks. 

Together these different implications from Paper I, Paper II, and Paper III all indicate that it is 

a mind-set instead of a top down perspective that constitutes customer relations. However the 

mind-set of the top-level managers does set the agenda. 

 

In Paper I, we conclude that the Swedish real estate industry is service oriented, but, as shown 

in Paper II, this is associated with different organisational settings. Consequently, different 

companies will choose an organisational structure that implies the lowest transaction cost, 

given a particular level of service quality. If this is the case, which Paper II and IV indicate, 

then in-house management cannot be a quality factor signalling that the firm takes these 

questions seriously. Instead, other factors constitute the different organisations’ quality 

signalling. 

 

From Paper IV, we note that there are no clear bonus incentives that are available to the 

management organisations to work in a manner that can be said to be ‘customer oriented’; 

neither for in-house management teams nor for the outsourced management providers,. 

However, there was a veiled expectation on behalf of the representatives the real estate 

owners (at least in the six of the companies included in the study) that the real estate 
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management teams were expected to work with focus on customer relations, and there might 

be more long term incentives to work in this direction.  

 

7.3 Practical contributions 
 

When one spends time with industry representatives, one is given the impression that much 

has happened within the industry during the past two or three years with respect to service and 

customer focus. However, the findings from the papers indicate that this is not the case. 

Instead, the research contained in this thesis allows us to come to the conclusion that the 

industry already had a customer focus more than a decade ago. What we note is that the 

change that Bengtsson & Polesie (1998) observed was established already in 2004. This is 

something that the industry should incorporate in their mind-set instead of still excusing 

themselves as ‘novices’ in the field of service provision. Furthermore, it is something that 

implies that the industry ought to be able to take their service orientation to the next level. 

However, this also puts demands on the educational sector to incorporate service and 

customer relations in curricula so as to be able to satisfy the industry’s requirements.  

 

The findings in Paper III note that if a company has been called to appear in rent court 

(Hyresnämnden), then it will also have to advertise its office premises for a longer period of 

time. Whether the fact that a company has been to court and this is taken into consideration by 

future tenants and that this it is an indication of a bad reputation in general has not be 

determined. 

 

With respect to the organisation of real estate management, Paper IV and Paper V highlight 

the pros and cons for each organisational form (i.e. either in-house, or outsourced). The most 

beneficial practical outcome of which form is chosen might be the fact that, although the 

individual real estate manager has a great influence over the budget process, most real estate 

managers feel like there should be a more clear relationship between their effort and the 

opportunity of winning a bonus, since the managers’ efforts are not currently measured on an 

individual level, but on company level instead. Designing such an individual incentive 

scheme is however not easy. 

 

When the choice between in-house management and outsourced management arises, 

companies within industry motivate their choice through enabling an affordable service 

delivery, regardless of the organisational form that they adopt. This gives us two different 

organisational structures as answers to the same question, with the same basic argument being 

invoked irrespective of the structure that is ultimately chosen. However, whatever structure is 

chosen comes with different transaction costs and benefits. These transaction costs could be 

lowered and the benefits could be transformed between the two structures. But this will mean 

that real estate owners who have outsourced their real estate management are forced to 

develop a higher degree of trust in their service provider and are willing to let go of some of 

the control that they currently have. The real estate owner with an in-house real estate 

management structure, on the other hand, would need to stipulate documentation in a matter 

that does not intrude on the individual manager’s perception of her freedom and control. In 

both structures, an incentive scheme which is based on measuring service quality and is 

linked to bonuses could be introduced. These bonuses should reward, if not on an individual 

level, business area levels, thereby making sure that individual real estate managers benefit 

from a clear relationship between their own efforts and the opportunity of being awarded a 

bonus.  
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7.4. Ideas for future research 
 

This thesis has a clear focus on the company perspective and the top-management. The same 

questions could be studied from a customer perspective instead. For example: How do the 

tenants perceive in-house and outsourced real estate management? It would be of interest to 

conduct a study where tenants are asked about their opinion about the organisation of the 

management of their premises. Furthermore, it would also be of interest to ask tenants who 

have recently moved from one organisational form to another how they perceive the 

differences in management.  

 

As Paper II discusses, real estate companies with an in-house management structure can 

organise leasing as an activity as either a manager task or as a central function. What is the 

most efficient solution, and how would it be perceived by customers? Do office premises take 

shorter time to lease depending on whether the real estate company has organised leasing as a 

management task or a centralised function within the organisation? Furthermore could this 

question be studied from a customer’s perspective regarding their perception of the leasing 

process: How is the leasing process perceived by a new customer? 

 

Another question is the question of service in general, and the measurement of service that is 

provided. First, how do company executives interpret service? Can we determine whether 

they perceive service from a goods dominant logic perspective or from a service dominant 

logic perspective? Second, how do real estate companies measure the service that they 

provide and customer satisfaction? Even more interesting: How do they use this information?  
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