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ABSTRACT 

The efficient use of public money is a concern of all society. The more efficient the 

government machinery, the smaller the portion of funds raised assigned to operating 

costs and more invested in health, education, security, and transport, for instance. Shared 

service centres (SSCs) have contributed to this, allowing billions of dollars cost cut in the 

public service in several countries. However, cases of SSCs failures are causing billion-

dollar losses, and it is necessary to understand and overcome the causes of failures. This 

scenery has motivated me to study the factors that contribute to the performance of SSCs 

and to explore whether there are SSCs models in the public sector that are simply copies 

of SSCs models of the private sector (without the necessary adaptations). Three 

objectives were established for the research: to analyse the factors that could influence 

the performance of SSC; to investigate to which extent there are significant differences 

between private and public SSCs; and to analyse if there are evidence of copy problems. 

Also, a principal research question: to what extent does factors such as culture, 

leadership, resources and readiness for change, influence on service excellence, market 

orientation and performance of Shared Services Centres? An action research design was 

defined with a mixed, quantitative and qualitative approach. The quantitative approach 

refers to a conceptual model with seven constructs (culture, leadership, resources, 

readiness for change, service excellence, market orientation, and performance), 

individually validated by previous studies. This proposed model was validated 

empirically through a survey with 146 SSCs respondents from countries like the USA, the 

UK, Canada, and Brazil, and the research hypotheses were confirmed. On the qualitative 

approach, were applied open-ended questions submitted later to content analysis, and 

the quantitative and qualitative results were discussed with an Action Learning Set 
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composed of SSC managers and public-sector experts. The main findings were the 

confirmation of the proposed model variables’ relationship, influencing the SSC 

performance. This allows managers to establish actions to improve the similar 

dimensions of their SSC, improving the overall performance. It was also confirmed the 

existence of significant differences in the context of public SSCs operation regarding the 

private. These findings were also discussed in the Action Learning Set and resulted in 

eight measures proposed for the best adaptation of public SSC models to the reality of the 

public sector. For further research, I suggest investigating whether the SSCs of the public 

sector have in fact the minimum requirements to be classified as SSCs or are just 

departments that centralised services from other areas and were named SSC for 

convenience. Another opportunity for research is to verify to what extent the New Public 

Management has been successful in encouraging the adoption of SSCs, e.g. in countries 

like the UK and the US, so that they were more oriented to their clients, as this research 

found evidence there are public SSCs not oriented to their customers. 
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Shared Services Centres (SSCs) have been shown to be a phenomenon with 

accelerated growth and represent an evolution of the traditional organisational models, 

more precisely, in support of service operations, such as HR, finance, purchasing, 

accounting and IT, as well as numerous others (Richter & Brühl, 2016). An SSC can be 

defined as the concentration of a company’s resources, for the processing of common 

and repetitive activities, to serve the internal partners with a high level of quality and 

reduced cost, to please customers, and to add value to the business (Schulman et al., 

1999). Its most intense use began in the mid-1990 and is usually reported as pioneers 

in their adoption, GE, and Unilever. Today virtually every 500 largest companies listed 

by Fortune magazine have an SSC (Fersht & Aird, 2011); this includes Walmart, Shell, 

Exxon Mobil, BP, and Toyota, to illustrate some. Even these few details are enough to 

explain the increasing adoption and relevance of SSC to the private sector. Another 

important information is that the gains from reduced operating costs in SSC 

implementation projects may exceed 20% (Schulman et al., 1999; Quinn et al., 2000; 

Yusof et al., 2016). However, in the public sector, only a few countries like Australia, 

Canada, the USA and the UK, have been able to benefit in large-scale from the 

organisational model SSC, reducing their operational costs in billions of dollars and 

improving the quality of public service (OECD, 1995, 2010). That said, I will explain the 

process of choosing my research topic. The choice of a subject for social research is 

informed by the interest of the researcher, the influence of their environment, and the 

literature reviewed. In my case, these three components were present in the choice of 

the Shared Services Centre as the theme of my research. My research shows that there 

is a potential for SSC adoption in public sector of many countries, especially in 

developing countries, the case of Brazil, my country of birth and where I live. In Brazil, 

there are numerous SSCs in the private sector, but practically none in Government. 
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The reason for the choice of the theme – In my professional career, as a management 

consultant, I worked for large management consulting firms such as Gemini Consulting, 

PricewaterhouseCoopers, and IBM Global Business Services. There, I had the 

opportunity to participate and lead numerous projects of diagnosis, design, and 

deployment of SSCs in the private sector. In my experience, when I did my Masters in 

business administration, I found during the research for the dissertation a lack of studies 

on SSC in the public segment. Also, the potential application of SSCs in public 

management and its capacity in the release of funds for governments core activities 

(better use of citizen's money on education, security, transportation, health, etc.) drew 

my attention to this opportunity for a contribution to the Academy and practitioners. 

Public managers, especially in developing countries, need and will need further 

systematised knowledge on this subject so that they can deploy SSCs effectively and 

without incurring basic errors that have led some public SSCs to failure with huge losses, 

like those in Australia found during the literature review for this research (NCA, 2015). 

This context described quickly, and the expansion scenario make the theme Shared 

Services Centre in the public sector very relevant and thought-provoking. In the 

following sections, I present more information about the context and approach of the 

research; the objectives of the study; the contributions of the study to the Academy, 

managers and SSC practitioners; and finally, I summarise what is presented in the 

remaining chapters of this thesis. 

1.1. Research Context 

As illustrated above, in the private sector, the SSCs have been adopted in virtually 

all economic sectors, most often by large enterprises. In these companies, the 

concentration of support services (such as HR, IT, finance, etc.) in a new service unit 
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(SSC), conducted as a business and oriented to its customers, usually generate the 

greatest benefits, with substantial cost reduction and improving the quality of services 

provided by the SSC (Schwarz, 2014). Although for many years the SSCs are part of the 

public policy of some federal (e.g. the USA), state (e.g. Australia) and inter-municipal 

(e.g. the UK) governments, this occurs especially in developed countries. This fact is 

possibly due to greater professionalism in public administration and a lesser degree of 

political interference when changing governments, and better level of awareness of 

citizens about their rights and possibilities for improvement in public services 

(Denhardt & Denhardt, 2000; Tomkinson, 2007). However, developing countries can 

also benefit from the implementation of SSCs in public administration, and I intend to 

contribute to this with this research. During the preliminary searches, I found that there 

is very little research on the SSCs of the public sector, as I report in the next chapter, the 

literature review. Based on these preliminary studies, including cases of failure of some 

public SSCs, e.g. NCA (2015), it became my initial assumption that some of the problems 

are related to two central issues: no market orientation and a copy of the SSC model of 

the industry, without proper adaptation. Being customer oriented (market-oriented) is 

a fundamental principle of an SSC, whether industry or the public sector (Schulman et 

al., 1999; Bergeron, 2002; Tomkinson, 2007). Thus, I decided to investigate what factors 

influence the performance of an SSC and how market orientation relates to this 

performance. For doing this, I prepared a conceptual model and tested it empirically. 

Regarding the copy of the SSC model that was not implemented properly  (Ulbrich, 2010; 

Estabrooks et al., 2006), it was my assumption that this simple act of copying and pasting 

the private model of SSC did not consider the specific characteristics of the services 

rendered by the public sector, like the political context, nature and finality of the Civil 

Service—different from the private service—and the Civil Service staff profile. These 
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differences may be more pronounced in a country and less in another, with a greater 

presence of best management practices observed by research in the public sector of 

developed countries. 

Given these circumstances, I also decided to investigate in this research two 

groups of SSCs, public and private, especially in countries like the UK, the USA, Canada, 

and Brazil, to understand the main differences in the characteristics of services provided 

by public and private SSCs, and in their modus operandi, and results obtained by these 

groups in the scope of operation and management. I chose the UK, the USA and Canada, 

mainly for its tradition in applying SSC in the public sector, and Brazil because it is my 

home country and I intend to establish a knowledge foundation for future research and 

continue contributing to the advancement of its public SSCs. Besides the already 

mentioned studies, I investigated other areas of knowledge in management to gain 

insights and concepts for my research. For instance, the discussion on the 

appropriateness of the use of industry management practices in the public sector 

(Hughes, 2012; Pollitt, 1990; Flynn, 2007); the positive impacts of the use of SSCs in the 

public sector (Paagman et al., 2015; Goff, 2005; Janssen & Joha, 2006); the reformist 

movement New Public Management (NPM), that defends the adoption of successful 

practices of the private enterprise in the Civil Service, and favoured the adoption of the 

SSCs by governments in countries like the USA and the UK (Hood, 1995b; Pollitt & 

Summa, 1997); the comparisons between the practices of management in the public and 

private sectors (Hammer, 2007; Walsh et al., 2008; Denhardt & Denhardt, 2007); and 

Knowledge Translation, concept that explains how to move knowledge (e.g. a shared 

services centre model) from one context (e.g. private sector) to another (e.g. public 

sector), 'translating it' accordingly (Armstrong et al., 2013; Straus et al., 2009; Ulbrich, 
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2010). All these studies were also useful for a broader understanding of the 

phenomenon SSC and obtaining conceptual tools for analysing the research topic on the 

SSCs. Similarly, theories of the organisational model, management model, and service 

design were analysed, and concepts applicable to this research were systematically 

identified and compiled. 

As for the ethical aspects of research, the methodological approach in all its 

aspects, especially the involvement of participants, was pre-approved by the Ethics 

Committee of the University of Liverpool. Although the participants' involvement was 

limited to providing answers to an online questionnaire for a non-controversial subject 

matter, all the initial contact to invite them, and clarifications on the nature of the 

research and its objectives, was provided within ethical standards for management 

research (Easterby-Smith et al., 2008). Furthermore, they were informed about the 

voluntariness of their involvement, and that they might interrupt such a participation at 

any time. Another important aspect highlighted was as for the confidentiality and 

anonymity of the individual answers, including on the non-disclosure of the name of 

their organisations. In addition to these precautions for ethics applied to the research, 

others have been taken to ensure complete adherence to the ten principles of ethics in 

social research to protect informants and research objects, according to Easterby-Smith 

et al. (2008, p.134). 

1.2. Objectives of the Study and Approach 

As discussed in the previous section, the SSC models introduced in the public 

sector were copied from the private sector, and the simple copy and paste may be the 

cause of problems that have led public SSCs to failure, since there are significant 

differences between the public and private management (see Section 2.2.3.), especially 
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as for the context and nature. To understand the factors that influence the performance 

of SSCs and examine the differences empirically, I defined the following aims and 

research questions. 

Research aims:  

1. To analyse the factors that could influence the performance of SSC;  

2. To investigate to which extent there are significant differences between 

private and public SSCs; and,  

3. To analyse if there are evidence of copy problems (copy of SSC model from 

the industry right to the public sector without proper translation). 

Based on the literature reviewed, I defined two research questions: RQ1: To what 

extent organisational factors (discussed below in this section) influence the 

performance of Shared Services Centres? RQ2: Do Shared Services Centres of the Public 

Sector differ from the SSCs of the Private Sector? 

Research utilisation – Much has been discussed about the low level of practical 

application of the knowledge generated by the Academy. This subject is known as the 

‘theory-practice divide’ (Lee & Greenley, 2010; Halasz, 2016). For example, in some 

universities, the incentive model rewards the researchers based more on the amount of 

new knowledge generated than on the quality, or its effective contribution to improving 

management in the real world. It is a concern of this doctoral thesis to not only meet the 

requirements for obtaining the title of doctor in business administration by its author, 

but generate practical knowledge that is useful to managers, and others interested in 

the evolution of the SSCs management practices. For this, all the methodological 

approach was designed with this goal in mind, from the choice of the subject and setting 
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of goals, until the formation of an Action Learning Set of experts in SSC and public 

service, to criticise the preliminary results of the analysis, help to broaden the 

understanding of the setting where the SSCs are inserted, and to generate knowledge 

that can be put into practice in SSCs. 

Therefore, the research design was conceived to combine the methods of 

qualitative and quantitative traditions which, according to Creswell (2013), lead to 

complete results that can be directed to a practical application of the knowledge 

generated. The results are more complete because the limitations of a method are 

compensated by another. In the quantitative part of the inquiry, a conceptual model was 

conceived aiming to analyse the factors that influence the performance of the SSCs, 

composed by the variables Culture, Leadership, Resources, Readiness for Change, 

Excellence, Market Orientation, and Performance. The constructs and corresponding 

scales to these variables were obtained from previous empirical studies that had already 

validated these components of the conceptual model in other contexts. In the qualitative 

part of the model were studied the differences between the SSCs of the private and 

public sectors. In the collection of data for empirical validation of the conceptual model, 

the constructs and the corresponding scales were submitted through a questionnaire to 

managers and senior professionals of SSCs, resulting in a sample of 146 SSCs, public and 

private, establishing parameters for comparison. The qualitative part of the survey was 

applied using the same questionnaire with open-ended questions, whose answers were 

subjected to content analysis, and whose preliminary results were discussed with my 

Action Learning Set, consisting of executives from SSCs and public service experts. The 

Action Learning Set also evaluated and discussed the results of the quantitative part, and 

helped transform the knowledge generated by the research in eight measures, for 
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adaptation and improvement, which can be implemented in the public sector SSCs to 

improve their performance. 

1.3. Action Research 

As my small management consulting company was not the proper setting for 

research, I chose the theme shared service centres in the public sector, as discussed in 

the previous sections. Then, the objectives established for the research mentioned 

above have led to a high degree of complexity for their achievement, requiring an 

approach that could reconcile quantitative studies (e.g. to understand the relationship 

of the factors that influence the performance of SSCs) and qualitative (e.g. to understand 

the differences in management of public and private sectors, or how the political 

influence affects the SSCs). I would also like, to promote change through the SSC 

managers. Therefore, I decided to adopt the approach Action Research (AR), in this case, 

aimed at solving the research problems and generating knowledge (Coghlan & Brannick, 

2014). The central idea of this approach is the use of scientific methods to study and 

solve organisational (or social) issues, together with people who experience such issues 

(Coghlan & Brannick, 2014). 

From the review of the literature on methodologies, I conceived a research design, 

based on AR, which could bring a solution to the issues in focus, and learning for me and 

the other participants. So, I could contribute with practitioners (e.g. managers of SSCs), 

the Academy and with my development and of those involved in the study. My role in 

the Action Learning Set (see details in Chapter 3) was as a researcher, change agent and 

facilitator in the consolidation of findings, knowledge, and actions for implementation. 

Throughout the research project, AR proved to be the right choice to deal with many 
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methodological challenges, for instance, how to understand the social context of the civil 

SSCs, and how to put the knowledge developed in action. 

1.4. Contribution of the Study 

This study provides an original contribution to the development of theoretical and 

practical knowledge about the SSCs from the public sector and, equally important, the 

operational knowledge that is immediately applicable by SSCs public service managers. 

The knowledge proposed by this research can help in the adaptation and improvement 

of its operations to achieve client focus and high performance. The main contributions 

are the systematisation of the factors that influence the performance of an SSC (culture, 

leadership, resources, readiness for change, excellence, and market orientation), which 

enable managers to make the necessary adjustments for each factor and improve the 

performance of the SSC, as detailed in Section 4.3, Discussion of the Results. Also, eight 

measures that allow to adapt the current model of SSC, or implement a new one, as 

appropriate, to reflect the environment of the public sector and so that it is not a simple 

copy of the SSCs of the private sector. Furthermore, a contribution to the rescue of the 

history of the development of the SSC concepts and practices, as this research has 

identified as one of the forerunners of modern SSCs, an initiative of the US education 

sector in the 1960s, as discussed in Section 2.3, Shared Services Centre: Definition and 

Genesis. 

1.5.  Structure of the Thesis 

This section provides an overview of this doctoral thesis, including an illustrative 

diagram (Figure 1.1 below) and a brief explanation of the purpose of each of its five 

chapters. 
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Figure 1.1 Diagram of the thesis’ chapters 

 

Chapter 1, Introduction, provides general information about the research project, 

the choice of the theme, its relevance, the background of the researcher, the objectives 

of the study, which methodological approaches were used, and the ethical aspects 

involved, allowing the reader a quick recognition of the content of the document. In 

addition to the introductory text, presents the Research Context, Objectives of the Study 

and Approach, Action Research, Contribution of the Study, and Structure of the Thesis. 

Chapter 2, Literature Review, aims to present the knowledge identified and 

critically evaluated in my research on existing studies, on the topic Shared Services 

Centre, and concerning the concepts and models in management, mainly in the 

organisational and service operation fields, which I later used to investigate holistically 

the SSCs, target of this research. This chapter also informs the origin of the constructs 

and measurement scales used to build the conceptual framework of this research, which 

also led to the questionnaire used as an instrument for survey data collection. The 

previous studies that validate such constructs are properly identified and each of the 
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seven components of the model (culture, leadership, resources, readiness for change, 

excellence, market orientation, and performance) is defined and discussed. The 

literature review was helpful throughout the project cycle; from the choice of the 

research problem, the better understanding of the public service, to the analysis and 

conclusions about the results. 

Chapter 3, Action Research, aims to inform how the project was developed to solve 

specific problems of public sector SSCs, how knowledge was produced and how it was 

ensured that the knowledge generated by this research is applicable in practice of SSCs, 

with emphasis on the public sector. Thus, discusses approaches and methods used to 

conduct the research, explaining why the option was for a mixed method (qualitative 

and quantitative), and why it was necessary including an Action Learning Set formed by 

specialists in public service and shared services. Moreover, it describes the sources of 

data, how data were collected and analysed, and details about the questionnaire, survey 

controls, sample, participants, and the like. As for the quantitative action research 

approach, it presents the analysis and the results achieved, informing the sample 

characteristics and details of the statistical treatment applied to the sample both the 

validation and analysis (e.g. exploratory factor analysis for each construct, correlation, 

multiple-regression, hypotheses validation, among others). Therefore, it is in this 

chapter that are discussed the results of the empirical validation of the conceptual model 

proposed by this research. Also, it presents how the experience with the ALS contributed 

to my academic and professional growth and development. 

Chapter 4, Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations, is intended to report 

how the research made it possible to answer the research questions, and, so, achieve the 

goals established for the study. Thus, the main findings are discussed, and summarised 
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the significance of this research. Moreover, there are presented the results of the 

validation of the hypotheses set out in the conceptual model. In addition, eight measures 

for the right adaptation of the SSC into the public service context are proposed, and some 

recommendations for SSC managers are made. Finally, are drawn up the implications of 

the knowledge generated by this research, both for Academia and the public sector SSCs. 

Chapter 5, Reflection and Learning as an Action Researcher, shares my learning and 

development as an action researcher. Also, what has changed in my attitudes, 

assumptions and skills as a scholar-practitioner. Additionally, it gives suggestions to 

expand the public-sector SSC knowledge in future researches as were identified from 

this work. 
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2.1. Chapter Introduction 

This chapter discusses the literature reviewed to support the formulation of the 

research question, develop the conceptual model that directed the survey in the field, 

and perform the analyses and conclusions of the thesis. 

Through literature review, it was possible to identify what other researchers have 

researched on the shared service centres (SSC) and find that there are very few 

academic works on public sector SSC, that, as explained in Chapter 1, intended to be the 

main beneficiary of this thesis. To give an idea on how the SSC is little explored, I 

searched the engine Discovery from the University of Liverpool for the keyword "shared 

services" in 30/10/16 ("shared services" with quotation marks, present in titles, and 

only in academic journals) and resulted in 396 texts; of which only 14 mentioned the 

term “public service” (also searched with quotation marks) in some part of the text. 

(Discover accesses the main scientific knowledge bases via EbscoHost). These few 

articles found have sought to study, for example, the following phenomena related to 

the Public Sector SSC: organisation redesign (Wang et al., 2007), case study (Becker et 

al., 2009; Ulbrich, 2010), critical success factors for adopting SSC (Borman & Janssen, 

2012), motives for introducing SSC (Paagman et al., 2015), SSC implementation 

(Farquhar et al., 2006), IT governance and SSC (Janssen & Joha, 2007), among others. 

There was no research found seeking to understand the factors influencing the 

performance of a shared services centre, and this motivated me to perform this research. 

Another fact that caught my attention is that, though the SSC in the public sector has 

been born under the mantle of the New Public Management (which seeks, among other 

things, better serve interests of citizens), there are indications in the literature that the 

quality of service might not have improved with SSC, and the public SSC may not be 
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market-oriented (Pollitt & Summa, 1997; Tomkinson, 2007). Moreover, these articles 

also helped me find new references to other studies that complemented my knowledge 

on the subject. Similarly, my participation in two international conferences on SSC in the 

public sector, in the USA (Washington DC and Chicago), also broadened my vision and 

understanding of the topic.  

In reviewing the previous studies, the gaps were evident, and this made it possible 

for me to choose to research an area not yet explored, that is the factors that can 

influence the performance of SSCs. To gain a broader understanding of what factors 

affect the SSC performance I tried to understand the drivers for SSC, and the SSC as a 

service operation, besides the factors that can influence its performance. Also, I tried to 

locate the SSC within our understanding of organisational research. All this context 

mentioned contributed to addressing and answering the two research questions, 

discussed in Section 1.2, RQ1: To what extent organisational factors influence the 

performance of Shared Services Centres? RQ2: Do Shared Services Centres of the Public 

Sector differ from the SSCs of the Industry? 

Besides this introduction, this chapter covers the following content: first (Section 

2.2), discusses the adoption of management practices from the industry by the public 

sector, exploring how it occurs and analysing some theories and concepts involved, for 

example, the New Public Management. These discussions are particularly important for 

understanding how the public sector 'imported' the management practice ‘SSC’ from the 

industry. Afterwards (Section 2.3), the SSCs are defined and the origins of this 

organisational model discussed, including for what purposes the companies and 

governments use them as service operations, serving internal and external customers. 

Then (Section 2.4), it explores the trajectory of expansion of SSCs in the corporate world, 
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starting from the reasons that led the industry to embrace the SSCs with so much 

emphasis, and the associated risks are identified in this new organisational paradigm. 

In the next section (2.5), it focuses the expansion of the SSCs in the public sector, the 

reasons that led to its expansion, and the tendencies of growth observed for the use of 

SSCs for local and national governments. It goes on then to the exploration of the 

elements that can impact the SSC performance, as an operation of services, through the 

discussion of the factors that can influence its performance (Section 2.6), passing by the 

formulation of the conceptual model and hypotheses of inquiry. Finally, the Conclusion 

section (2.7) summarises how the issues raised in the discussions of this chapter were 

addressed in my research and offered subsidies to answer the research questions. 

2.2. The Public Service Adoption of Private Sector Management Practices 

As this thesis approaches with emphasis the public sector’s Shared Services 

Centre, it is useful to delineate the public service context where such SSC have emerged. 

The term ‘service’ can be understood from different perspectives, such as from the 

supplier of its execution as well as from the benefits generated and the customer 

experience. As the investigation of my thesis is related to the performance of SSC, 

associated with the way in which the services are provided, an operational definition of 

the view of the service execution seemed the most appropriate, and the definition of 

Grönroos (2011, p. 285) was chosen: 

"Service is value-creating support to another party’s practices... this support may 

either relieve customers from taking on some task or enable them to do something that 

otherwise would not be possible to accomplish or would be accomplished less efficiently 

or effectively (Grönroos, 2011, p. 285)." 
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A standard definition of 'public service' in academic texts was not found. To have 

a working definition, the Merriam-Webster dictionary entry was adopted: 

“The business of supplying something (such as electricity, gas, or transportation) to 

the members of a community; work that someone does as part of a government: the 

work done by public servants (Merriam-Webster, 2015b).”  

A simple reading of the definitions of 'service' and 'public service' makes it clear 

that there may be similarities between the private and the public service. Nevertheless, 

there is an old discussion about the appropriateness of using successful management 

practices of private management, in the public sector (Hughes, 2012; Pollitt, 1990; 

Allison, 1992). Authors who are against the use of private management practices in 

public service say, for example, that the public sector is so specific that private sector 

models become irrelevant to its operation. They also argue that it is very difficult to 

establish objectives in the public sector, as well as keeping them as a target for some 

time because they change constantly; and if the objectives change frequently, other 

industry practices will no longer make sense. Another relevant difficulty would be 

measuring results in the public sector (Hughes, 2012; Pollitt, 1990; Flynn, 2007). 

However, these authors recognise that it is necessary for the public sector to be effective 

in cost and manage performance, but, with exclusive management practices. The 

researchers who advocate the use of private management practices in public service 

have argued, for instance, that the industry is inherently more efficient by having 

practices already tested by time, and the public-sector environment leads to inefficient 

management practice. They mention, as an example, that similar contracts are much 

more expensive in the public sector (Hughes, 2012). Regardless of the conceptual 

discussion, it is certain that more and more the practices of private management are 
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being placed in the public service, and SSCs were no exception, as we have seen so far 

and we will see in the following subsections. 

2.2.1. The Improvement in the Public Service 

Since I discuss public service operations in this thesis, it is useful to seek to 

understand how studies already performed, approached improvement in the public 

service. Boyne (2003, p. 223) proposed a definition of public service improvement based 

on quality: "A closer correspondence between the perception of the real, and wanted, 

patterns for the public service”; in other words, the more the real performance to be 

brought near of the wanted, the better. The question arises, however, as to the use of the 

word perception; for example, an improvement from whose perspective, as the public 

service has by nature many stakeholders, such as citizens, civil servants, the 

Government, the control bodies, and so forth. In the SSC context, there are also SSCs 

providing services for other agencies or departments of the Government and not solely 

to the citizen (this is important when considering the conceptual model set to explore 

the problem addressed by this research). An alternative view to improving the public 

service is adopted by other authors who focus on the customer’s perception. According 

to Osborne (2010), to mention one of this authors, service performance is subjective and 

related to the client expectation and their perception of the quality of the process that 

provides the service. 

Improving the quality and the performance of the public service is a continuous 

demand. The public sector is susceptible to changes in the local economy in such a way 

that during periods of lower tax revenue, there is more pressure to cut operating costs 

to release money for investments (Gershon, 2004; Farquhar et al., 2006). This pressure 

creates a demand for innovations in service operations of Governments (Gershon, 2004; 
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Zuniga & Murillo, 2014), and it was in a similar context that the SSC arose as a 

Government policy in the USA and the United Kingdom, as part of the New Public 

Management movement (Gershon, 2004; Schwarz, 2014; Tomkinson, 2007), addressed 

below. The SSCs were an appropriate response since they enable significant reductions 

in costs and improvements in the quality of services (Janssen & Joha, 2006; Schwarz, 

2014; Schulz & Brenner, 2010). 

2.2.2. New Public Management 

The New Public Management (NPM) is a reformist movement with root in the 

1970s/1980s, in Europe, with the intention of introducing the successful practices of 

private management into public administration (Hood, 1995b; Pollitt & Summa, 1997). 

The primary goal was to provide better services to the public by encouraging the public 

administration to utilise their limited resources more efficiently. The term management 

was used instead of administration to underline the need for public managers to be more 

pro-active (less bureaucratic in comparison with the old public administration) in 

conducting the public’s affairs (Schwarz, 2014; Hood, 1995a). Among its key features we 

find: (a) the empowerment and the incentives given to managers to encourage greater 

efficiency; (b) the citizen-orientation; the citizen should be called customer and be 

treated like a client that is referred to as a client and must be treated as such; (c) planned 

and structured performance management; and (d) the systematic recruitment of third 

parties to provide certain public services (Denhardt & Denhardt, 2000; Schwarz, 2014). 

While the former public administration (old public administration) was anchored 

in the bureaucratic model and political theory, the NPM is based on the economic theory 

and a post-bureaucratic paradigm (Kapucu, 2006; Klijn, 2008; Said & Thuraya, 2016). 

The public management began to assert itself as a catalytic agent of market forces, 
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shunning the role of a policy implementer, responsible for isolated goals dictated by 

politicians politically (Kapucu, 2006; Osborne, 1993). Thus, the public administration 

should not produce its goods and services, but provide goods and services that are 

produced by others, and regulated by it. The New Public Management has paved the way 

for the use of private resources, non-profit organisations, and innovative structures 

(such as decentralisation models and the SSC), as well as better technology in the 

provision of public services (Kapucu, 2006; Osborne, 1993). Additionally, it promoted 

an entrepreneurial culture with a focus on the reduction of costs and greater efficiency 

(Dunleavy & Hood, 1994; Pesch, 2008). Critics of NPM say, for example, that there is no 

convergence among researchers about what is NPM (Hood & Peters, 2013), and that 

using the word “client” is a mistake because citizens are much more than just recipients 

of services, they are voters and funders of public services (Kincaid, 1997). 

With this background in mind, insight can be gained from the implicit and explicit 

principles that guided the design of public SSC, as lower operating costs, focus on results 

and outcomes (citizens), professional management, etc. (Osborne, 2010; Paagman et al., 

2015). This research emphasises the focus on results and outcomes of the SSC, that is, 

its "market orientation (MO)" because the historical analysis reveals that the SSCs were 

born with this MO principle in their DNA. On the other hand, taking a model from the 

private sector and deploying it in the public sector requires some care because of the 

differences between these sectors, as discussed below. 

Therefore, we have seen here that the NPM movement has encouraged 

governments to copy successful management models from the industry, and that this 

has occurred in the case of SSCs. However, there are significant differences between the 

contexts of private and the public sectors, as discussed below. These differences should 
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have been considered for a correct translation (Armstrong et al., 2013; Straus et al., 

2009; Ulbrich, 2010) of the industry’s SSC model to be applied in the public sector, and 

this research verifies if there is evidence of this type of copy problem. 

2.2.3. Key Differences Between the Private Sector and the Public Sector 

Later in this study, I argue that the differences between the management context 

of the industry and the public sector justify the existence of variances in SSC models in 

these sectors, which often do not occur. Therefore, it is important to understand the 

main differences here in these two contexts. Several studies point to a significant 

difference in the essence and form of private sector management in comparison to the 

public sector. In the examples given below, some differences are identified that 

distinguish the public and private sector. In general, the surveyed authors present their 

arguments about the differences between management in both sectors in a convergent 

perspective. In a characterisation of the public sector, several features are often 

highlighted (Boyne, 2002): 

▪ It is highly bureaucratic;  

▪ Public managers are less materialistic and have a weaker organisational 

commitment;  

▪ Organisations that receive funding from political sponsors are loyal to the 

preferences of these authorities at the expense of service users; 

▪ The public sector has multiple sources of potentially conflicting authority; 

▪ A discrepancy between the public service objectives and the actual outputs 

produced; private managers have more control over their organisations as 

opposed to public managers; 

▪ Public organisations are funded by taxation rather than fees; 
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▪ Other distinctions: Absence of competitive pressures; an overly formal structure 

for decision making; preoccupation with rules rather than results; and managers 

have less freedom to react to the circumstances they face (fragmentation of 

authority); 

▪ Lastly, a characteristic worth highlighting is that the public sector is mainly 

concerned with working on the inputs, rules, and the process while the industry 

is more concerned with outputs and outcomes. 

This research discusses the limitations of current models of public sector SSC, 

arising from an incomplete adaptation of these models when transferred from the 

private sector. Therefore, it is important to understand the significant differences 

between the two sectors, which elicit in a need for such adaptations. To give another 

example of those differences, Pollitt (1990) argues that it is foolhardy to import a foreign 

body of private management to the public sector because the ideology is different from 

the ideology of public service.  

2.3. Shared Services Centre: Definition and Genesis 

This section provides the definitions of SSC more used by researchers and seeks to 

bring more light to the roots of its emergence. Many authors report that SSC has raised 

in the 1990s (e.g. Tomkinson, 2007; Schulman et al., 1999), but my research found there 

is evidence the very first concepts of SSC has been born much earlier, in the 1960s, as 

demonstrated in this section. To complement, the view of critics and opponents of the 

SSC model is discussed. 

Definitions of Shared Services Centre were initially conceived for the industry and 

varied in scope and emphasis. The following are five significant conceptions of SSC. The 
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first, characterises the SSC as the concentration of a company’s resources, for the 

processing of common and repetitive activities, to serve the internal partners with a 

high level of quality and low cost, to please customers, and to add value to the business 

(Schulman et al., 1999). The second conception, states that the SSC is created because 

the business units prefer to share a set of services, rather than to have them duplicated 

within the same organisation (Quinn et al., 2000). The third delineation defines the SSC 

as a cooperative strategy in which a subgroup of existing functions is concentrated into 

a new semi-autonomous business unit. The envisioned outcome of this project is greater 

efficiency, generation of value, reducing cost and a better service to internal customers 

of the organisation, competing in the market (Bergeron, 2002). In another definition, the 

SSC is a model of organisation in which a common company merges its business support 

functions - originally performed by various entities - operating in a separate unit that 

provides services to the rest of the company considering them as business customers 

(Ulrich, 1995). Finally, the fifth definition states that SSC is an organisational concept that 

consolidates the processes within the company group to reduce redundancies, and 

offers support processes; the definition goes on to list several defining characteristics of 

an SSC. It is a separate organisational unit in the group; it is aligned with the best 

practices of foreign competitors; it has the cost-cutting as a major driver of its adoption; 

is focused on internal clients; and is operated as a business (Schulz & Brenner, 2010). 

Each of these definitions presents a different look at the same phenomenon, as 

emphasised by me underlining the keywords, which in my view are complementary. 

The Shared Services Centre is, therefore, the type of high-performance 

organisation that sets up an operation based on a customer-supplier relationship, with 

a formal contract for service delivery and billing for the services delivered. This 
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operation has its unique governance defined and driven by their customers who, besides 

sharing resources and investments in the SSC, actively engage in its decision-making 

process (Schulman et al., 1999; Quinn et al., 2000). For the SSC to work properly, these 

features exemplified here together with others, varying according to the degree of 

maturity of the organisation, must be present in the operation. Thus, the shared services 

unit needs to be semi-autonomous, not responding to any of their clients hierarchically, 

even though these customers take part collectively in its governance (Schulman et al., 

1999). The SSC must seek continuous improvement in line with recognised market 

practices, aiming for excellence in services in its portfolio (Bangemann, 2005). 

According to Schulman et al. (1999), the SSC should conduct itself as a business unit and 

charge for its services. Finally, it must operate with a high degree of automation so that 

the goals of reducing costs and raising the quality of services can be achieved (Schwarz, 

2014). All these characteristics need to be present so that an operation of services is 

considered a SSC. 

If we want to draw a regressive timeline for establishing the genesis of the SSC, we 

can consider, on a historical basis, the milestones referred below, corresponding to 

three decades: A) the 1990s; B) the 1980s and C) the 1960s. 

A) The 1990s. While there is no general agreement on the exact emergence date of 

the SSC, it is accepted that SSC has its growth in the private sector, in the 1990s for 

activities such as HR, IT, finance, and accounting, among others (e.g. Tomkinson, 2007; 

Schulman et al., 1999). These authors, among many others, refer the emergence of SSC 

in the Industry in the 1990s. Just to recall, regarding organisational design, in the late 

1980s and 1990s, there was a predominance among corporations of decentralised 

Strategic Business Units. The reduction of more than 30% in costs and the impressive 
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improvement in service quality increased the appeal of this new organisational model, 

with many companies preferring it over the centralised and decentralised models 

(Schulman et al., 1999; Ulrich, 1995). The significance of the emergence of SSC is that it 

may well signify a completely new paradigm in organisational design (Ulrich, 1995). 

B) The 1980s. There is evidence the pioneering practices that led to the 

contemporary SSC concepts have their origins in practices that precede those just 

mentioned above. In 1984/1986 General Electric (GE) formed the ‘Client Business 

Services’, which operated shared financial and accounting services. Several publications 

have determined this to be the beginning of the current SSC (Quinn et al., 2000; Lacity & 

Fox, 2008; Paagman et al., 2015). It is equally important to recall that in 1985 the 

concept of sharing also was present in what Porter (1985) called the horizontal 

organisation, i.e. arising opportunities between business units to share activities and 

resources of the value chain end and support activities, looking for economies of scale 

and scope. The purpose of this sharing can be related to cost reduction and an effort of 

differentiation. In the Porter's view, every company is a collection of activities 

performed to design, produce, market, deliver and support its product [or service] as 

part of its value chain, reflecting its history and business strategy. To share a valuable 

activity will turn in a significant advantage of costs if it involves a significant fraction of 

the assets or operating costs, and if the share to reduce the cost of its implementation. 

Porter also addresses the difficulties in establishing these interrelations. The sources of 

impediment mentioned by him are: the asymmetric benefits; the loss of autonomy and 

control; biased incentives; the different circumstances of the business units; and the fear 

of dealing improperly with the decentralisation (Porter, 1985). Also, being according to 

the referred author for the sharing possibilities are explored, it is necessary to establish 
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a horizontal organisation, composed of mechanisms that enable the interrelationships 

between business units. An older reference to SSC is cited in the report of Alt & Smits 

(2007), dating the SSC to a core banking system developed in Switzerland in 1973. 

However, it is not clear whether this was simply a consortium of banks or in fact an 

embryonic SSC. 

C) The 1960s. During the research for this thesis, I discovered that during the 

1960s, American researchers had been exploring the sharing of educational resources 

in rural areas (to improve the standard of schooling) while maintaining district 

autonomy. These organisations were termed ‘Rural Shared Service’ (DeBlassie & 

Ludeman, 1973; Wilson, 1970). The main features of the educational initiative correlate 

with the SSC model, these include, providing services for multiple clients, sharing 

resources and governance, maintaining customer autonomy, and improving client 

satisfaction through better quality services. This discovery could set a new milestone in 

the formal reporting of the emergence of SSC. Nevertheless, it is important to note that 

Schwarz (2014) identified several European organisations operating in the 1930s with 

features of centralised support services to business units, for example, the Central 

Administrative Area in 1934 and the Central Department in 1936. However, further 

study is required to determine whether these initiatives can be classified as precursors 

to the SSC. The findings herein show that the root of the emergence of SSCs is much older 

than the 1990s, usually reported in studies on SSC as the time when the SSCs emerged 

(Schulman et al., 1999; Bergeron, 2002; Bangemann, 2005). 

The SSC management model can be seen as successful, if we consider that most of 

the leading companies in the world adopt it (Fersht & Aird, 2011), as well as most 

governments in developed countries, for instance, United States, United Kingdom, 
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France, Italy, Spain, and Canada, among others. However, there are some critics of the 

SSC model (few as far as I could find in my research), that here are represented by 

Seddon (2008), perhaps the best known of them. Seddon argues that the SSC projects 

fail to achieve their goals by causing a disruption to the service flow when centralising 

these services, creating additional handoff, which generates more waste. Moreover, they 

cause, in his opinion, duplication of activities and rework increasing the time of delivery 

of the service to a client and creating what he calls “failure demand,” which would be 

additional demands by customers due to failures and mistakes made in the first service 

(Seddon, 2008). The tone of his book “Systems thinking in the public sector: the failure 

of the reform regime... and a manifesto for a better way” seems more a political position 

against the British reform movement, which encouraged the adoption of SSC in public 

service, than an argument with empirical reasoning technique based on research. For 

example, he says that SSC is based in command-and-control and suffering from a 

systemic view, which in this way generalised is not true. There may be some SSC that 

way, but those that were implemented according to the concepts and best practices of 

SSC, are not (Schwarz, 2014; Tomkinson, 2007; Quinn et al., 2000). They excel at work 

toward the vision of end-to-end processes, considering the systemic vision and the work 

through cross-functional teams, where applicable (Brocke & Rosemann, 2014; 

Schulman et al., 1999; Quinn et al., 2000). Furthermore, in his book, it is evident that 

Seddon (2008) uses the discussion of SSC, among other organisational practices, to 

defend the methodology created by him in the 1980s (The Vanguard Method). This 

methodology aims to help service providers to migrate from command-and-control to a 

more systemic approach, which is good, but inherent in the SSC model in the design of 
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virtually all the SSC researches analysed (e.g. Schulz & Brenner, 2010; Su, 2009; 

Bangemann, 2005; Schulman et al., 1999). 

2.4. Shared Services Centre: Expansion in the Private Sector 

In the previous section, I discussed the timeline of the emergence of the SSC. Here, 

I discuss the most relevant aspects of its expansion in the private sector. Until the 1970s, 

large corporations used the centralised model of organisation, derived from classical 

models of Taylor and Fayol, mainly for its support functions such as human resources, 

finance, information technology and accounting. The strengths of the centralised model 

are common systems, standards, consistent controls and economies of scale; by its turn, 

the weaknesses would be the passivity concerning business needs, the corporate 

support costs are not controlled by the business areas, and inflexibility on the dynamism 

of these areas, which are not seen as clients (Schulman et al., 1999). 

In the 1980s, the strategic business units (SBU) emerged with greater emphasis. 

Each SBU had the freedom to get organised to reach the objectives that were attributed 

to it and so, they privileged the use of the decentralised model for the support functions 

(Porter, 1985). Because of this decentralisation emerged important redundancy of 

structures, resources, and activities. The main strengths referred to the decentralised 

model are the control by the SBUs of support services, and responsiveness to client’s 

needs. As weaknesses stand out, the difficulty of adopting standards in the whole 

enterprise, the emergence of various types of controls, duplicating efforts, and the high 

costs caused by redundancy (Porter, 1985; Schulman et al., 1999).  

It was in this context of decentralisation, and in search of better competitive 

conditions, that companies like Hewlett-Packard and General Electric (GE), referred to 
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in the previous section, faced the reality of having high redundancy in its support 

functions. That circumstance led them to develop the model now known as Shared 

Services Centre (Mechling & Schwarz, 2007; Schulman et al., 1999). Thereby, have 

become references as the first private sector companies to use this new model of service 

operation. The SSC model, which sought to combine the strengths of centralised and 

decentralised models, had high acceptance by businesses and began to be applied as an 

operational strategy in the industry, more intensely from the second half of the 1990s. 

With the impact of successful cases of improving service quality and cost savings 

accounts of up to 30% for a significant number of companies, the use of SSC in the 

private sector has spread to virtually all industries (Mechling & Schwarz, 2007; Quinn 

et al., 2000; Bergeron, 2002). To illustrate the expansion of SSC, let's look at some 

numbers for 2001, 2007 and 2011. In research conducted by Bywater in 2001 to the 

International Quality and Productivity Centre, with 200 of the 500 largest companies 

listed by Fortune magazine, it was found that 97% of them already used or intended to 

use SSC (Bywater, 2001). In 2007, research conducted by IBM Global Business Services, 

in cooperation with the Wharton School and The Economist Intelligence Unit, with more 

than 1200 CFOs and senior finance professionals from large companies around the 

world, revealed that more than 50% of the respondents have already adopted the SSC 

as effective practice in their organisations (Rogers et al., 2007). More recently, in 2011, 

it was found that about 90% of the companies present in the Fortune 500 had SSC 

(Fersht & Aird, 2011), and it is reasonable to consider, roughly, that the SSC solution is 

present on most major global corporations. 
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2.4.1. Types of Problems with the Implementation of SSC in the Private 

Sector 

The expansion of the SSC also brought some problems worth to be known for 

perfecting the model. The decision and deployment of SSC involve risks and issues that 

must be well managed throughout the project lifecycle and service operation. One can 

assess the potential SSC risks through the model developed by Janssen & Joha (2008), 

which provides analysis of the following potential risks for the implementation and 

operation of an SSC: service requirements not clear or unstable; uncertain interfaces, 

lack of participation of stakeholders; low quality on subcontracting; loss of control of 

the services; delays in the supply of services; low quality of services; increases in the 

costs of services; lack of motivation of service partners; services not accepted by clients; 

unpredictable costs for clients; detachment of goals and lack of governance mechanisms. 

Other risks are also reported for other studies, such as loss of control over the 

implementation costs (Bridelli, Werneck & Martins, 2004). Expenditure on 

infrastructure, employee relocation, recruitment, training, technology, computer, travel 

and legal expenses can be easily underestimated and hardly controlled. For Bergeron 

(2002), among the problems for implementing an SSC are the laborious cultural change 

required to adopt a service to client vision, and the initial expenditure, which can be 

high, if compared, for example, with the outsourcing model, where the service provider 

assumes the inaugural investments. Therefore, challenging budgets, well-defined 

process indicators and a mentality of detailed control of costs are basic so that these 

problems are minimised (Deloitte, 2007). 

2.5. Shared Services Centre: Expansion in the Public Sector 

The Shared Services Centre (SSC) is a growing phenomenon in the public sector of many 

countries, promising to reduce costs and improve the quality of service to citizens (Tomkinson, 
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2007). Since the 1990s they are part of strategies of different spheres of governments such as 

the US, Canada, the UK, and Australia, saving for the public sector of each country billions of 

dollars because of reduced operating costs (OECD, 1995, 2010). With few exceptions (e.g. the 

UK and the US), it appears more mature and widespread in the industry (Searle, 2014), which 

has been present since the early 1990s (Schulman et al., 1999). 

2.5.1. Expansion of the Shared Services Centre (SSC) in the public sector 

worldwide 

The OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) has stated 

that the SSC has become a core focus of the policies of their member countries 

government administration. The majority of developed countries and many developing 

countries have already adopted the SSC as a model for their service operations (OECD, 

2010). It can be assumed that the SSCs in the public sector are part of the innovations in 

continuous growth brought by the NPM movement, as well as the customer orientation, 

e-government, control of results and professionalisation of management (Gonzalez et 

al., 2013). The autonomy to managers brought by NPM has fostered decentralised 

organisational models and the emergence of numerous redundancies in support 

functions such as finance, accounting, HR, and IT. The SSC was brought to public 

management as a way to correct this dysfunction and reduce operating costs (Janssen & 

Joha, 2006; Tomkinson, 2007). 

2.5.2. Example of Benefits – Expansion of SSC in Local Governments in the 

UK and Losses in Other Countries 

Because of the financial crisis, the UK’s public-sector spending faced greater 

scrutiny. The recession that followed the crisis saw the United Kingdom’s government 

taking measures to cut progressively public spending using SSC as an organisational 

model for the public service. The intention behind the decision was to lower back office 
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costs; with estimated savings of approximately £20 billion attributed to the 

implementation of the model (Turle, 2010). Although the UK’s implementation of the 

model appears to be a success, other governments have been less successful. For 

example, the Government of Western Australia has accrued a billion dollars in losses. 

More pertinently, other governments have abandoned the SSC altogether and returned 

to the old, decentralised model (NCA, 2015). 

SSCs in public management were set up with the external focus due to the New 

Public Management philosophy. However, there is evidence to suggest that there has 

been a trend toward an internal focus, which has resulted in an array of problems (see 

below). For this reason, this thesis seeks to understand whether the public SSC has an 

outside orientation (market orientation) or an inside orientation. 

2.5.3. Example of Services Provided by the SSC in Local Governments 

The public managed SSC provides services typical to its privately managed 

counterpart. For example, finance and accounting, HR, procurement and internal audits. 

Along with this, sector specific services are also provided; some of which are: welfare 

provision, building control and maintenance, waste collection, homeless 

accommodation, emergency planning and healthcare (Tomkinson, 2007). These are just 

a few examples of the extensive range of services covered by publically managed SSCs. 

A more in-depth look reveals a variety of services offered either directly to citizens or 

other agencies and government departments. 

2.5.4. Three Cases to Illustrate Problems with Shared Services Centres 

An analysis of three SSC projects (see Appendix A) that had partially or totally 

failed, exemplify the risk that governments and non-profit organisations face when 
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embarking on these complex internal ventures, with inside orientation. The first two 

cases are from Governments (the United Kingdom and Australia) who experienced great 

challenges during the SSC implementation phase. The third case is an American 

University (Yale), which ran into difficulties during the running of the SSC. The main 

causes of failure in the former case were the inability of governments to balance 

between political and technical affairs as well as bureaucratic interference. In the second 

case, Yale, the project managers seem to have been insensitive to the customers of the 

SSC (NAO, 2008). The study revealed that a key fault, common to all three cases was a 

lack of orientation to their respective market. This situation led organisations to 

dissociate themselves from their customers and other stakeholders. 

As we have seen in the discussions in the sections above, SSCs have expanded 

considerably in the public sector in several countries, bringing countless benefits and 

billions of dollars in avoided costs. However, we have also seen that there are several 

cases of failure, which have caused significant losses of public money. The 

understanding of the limitations of public SSC models and the extent to which these 

limitations are related to potential failures is a contribution that this study intends to 

offer to public managers. Preliminary analyses have led me to assume that SSC models 

copied from the industry by the public sector do not have all the features necessary for 

public SSC to function properly in the public context. The understanding of which 

characteristics of the SSC would need to be structured differently in the public sector, 

minimizing the risk of failure, is one of the expected products of this research. In section 

2.6, I examined seven organisational elements (culture, leadership, resources, readiness 

for change, excellence, market orientation, performance) present in a service operation 

like an SSC. There is evidence that these elements can have a critical role in the success 
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of an SSC (Bergeron, 2002; Robbins, 2011; Richter & Brühl, 2016; NAO, 2008). Also in 

Section 2.6, these elements are structured as variables in a conceptual model so that the 

relationship between these variables is verified empirically. 

2.6. Conceptual Model: Modelling, Literature Review of Each Concept and 

the Proposed Model 

This section is dedicated to the conceptualisation, presentation, and discussion of 

the conceptual model developed during the literature review, whose main purpose is to 

elucidate the research problem that aims to examine organisational factors that 

influence the performance of Shared Services Centres (SSCs). The conceptual model is 

the starting point of the quantitative part of the inquiry, which, in its whole, combines 

the qualitative and quantitative approaches, as explained in Chapter 1 and detailed in 

Chapter 3. The following is the first part of the discussion of the conceptual model, 

Building the Conceptual Model that conceptualises this type of model and clarifies which 

steps were fulfilled to reach the proposed model. The second part, Choosing Already 

Validated Constructs, focuses on the choice of constructs that would compose the model, 

detailing the applied selection criteria and exemplifying which constructs were 

considered or not. The third part, Literature Review of each Conceptual Model’s 

Concept, brings the reviewed literature of each concept that makes up the conceptual 

model, contextualising existing theory and formal knowledge about the theme and its 

relevance to this study. The last part, The Proposed Conceptual Model, presents the 

conceptual model resulting from the modelling and discusses each of its components 

(constructs). It also shows how the constructs were tested and validated in previous 

studies, discussing their relationship with other constructs of the proposed model and 

the hypotheses I established that were later tested and validated in the field. 
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2.6.1. Building the Conceptual Model 

Here an introduction to the theme 'conceptual model' is provided, and discussed 

for what purpose and how the conceptual model proposed by this thesis was conceived. 

What is a conceptual model – Conceptual model is a diagram, built on concepts and 

theory, that presents the main elements of a 'system' under study with relationship 

hypotheses between such elements (Jonker & Pennink, 2008). The theory allows the 

identification of the variables (constructs) and the relationship between them so that 

hypotheses can be generated and tested empirically. Without the theory, it would not be 

possible, for example, to create an interpretation of reality up front, and build the 

proposed model. Theory instructs us on what to look at, how to look, and where to look. 

The conceptual model also helps in the visualisation of ideas and concepts and how their 

components are interrelated. The conceptual model intends to be an informative and 

revealing version of the reality under study. In the case of management, this is a 

simplified representation of complex organisational phenomena, which enables the 

mathematical formulation of such phenomena to be tested experimentally (Culyer, 

2014). Thus, the mathematical model designed represents and allows to study the part 

of the real world of interest. This was the main reason for adopting such a quantitative 

approach in this thesis. And that is, because it is adequate to study the factors that 

influence SSC performance. Conceptual modelling has proven an important tool, since it 

allowed to establish the scope of the study and to understand the relationship between 

the factors analysed, and if in fact, each factor contributes to the performance of the 

SSCs.  

Measurement scales – Every mathematical model needs evidence to feed its 

parameters. One of the ways to obtain such evidence is field surveys (e.g. 
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questionnaires), using already existing measurement scales, carefully designed to 

measure each specific construct (latent variable). As the construct is a concept, it cannot 

be measured directly (Culyer, 2014; Easterby-Smith et al., 2008), and the measurement 

scales fulfil this role. It is important to verify that such scales had good performance 

when applied in the studies of origin. More information about scales of measurement 

can be found in Section 3.8. Questionnaire and Measurement Scales. 

Three main purposes of a conceptual model – According to Jonker & Pennink 

(2008), a conceptual model exists to fulfil three main roles: (1) The first role of a 

conceptual model is to associate research with the existing body of knowledge. The 

conceptual model shows how the researcher is approaching the researched 

phenomenon. The theories and concepts considered in the elaboration of the conceptual 

model show from which perspective the phenomenon is being approached. 

Furthermore, what factors were chosen to be analysed connecting the current research 

to other works. This makes it possible to justify the inquiry at a theoretical level. (2) The 

second role of a conceptual model is to help better structure the research problem since 

while building the model it is necessary to revisit the research problem several times. 

The model can be a good representation of the phenomenon under study and help to 

simplify it, because only the main factors end up remaining. This contributes to giving 

focus to what is essential for understanding the phenomenon. (3) The third role of a 

conceptual model is to enable the analysis of the phenomenon under the lens of systems 

theory. This allows, for example, that we analyse the components of the model in their 

relationships to verify how the elements interact dynamically in situations of cause and 

effect. 
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2.6.2. Choosing Already Validated Constructs 

This part of the document discusses the process applied for identification and 

selection of constructs, which should compose the conceptual model proposed by this 

thesis.  

A conceptual model can be built with new constructs, developed from scratch from 

the theory, especially for a given research. In this case, the research project time may 

take some years between the proposal of the conceptual model, the validation of the 

measurement scales and the validation of the model hypotheses. However, the most 

common in quantitative research is, whenever applicable, to search for individual 

constructs already validated in previous studies, and with them to form a new 

conceptual model adequate for the scope and research problem of the study (Jonker & 

Pennink, 2008; Hair, 2006) and use it. This last one was the approach adopted in this 

thesis, because it was established as a premise to the use of existing constructs, as a 

matter of time restriction to the development of the research project. 

Next, I discuss the method adopted for conceptual modelling in this work. Since no 

established method of conceptual modelling was found during the literature review, I 

chose to develop my method, based on the recommendations of  Jonker & Pennink 

(2008) and Tappenden (2012). It is a two-stage method that leads the modeler from the 

identification of the factors relevant to the phenomenon studied, to the final modelling. 

Stage 1 Identification of constructs potentially useful – The first stage in the 

conceptual modelling method used in this thesis was to identify potentially applicable 

constructs (organisational factors) that could express the analysed phenomenon, 

making it possible to model the reality of the research. For this thesis, the potentially 

applicable constructs are those that influence the performance of organisations 
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(applicable to SSCs). In this way, the first step was to seek previous studies whose 

conceptual models or individual constructs influence the performance of organisations. 

To do this, I followed five steps: (a) I defined keywords relative to operations 

management, constructs, conceptual model, quality, and measurement scales; (b) I 

searched academic research databases accessible via the Discover mechanism of the 

University of Liverpool with access, for instance, to virtually all Business Management 

and Public Sector journals; (c) I selected articles through systematically reading the title, 

abstract and methodology section giving preference to articles whose objective was the 

development of measurement scales; (d) I expanded the search via Google Scholar; and 

after dozens of articles thoroughly examined, (e) I found 38 studies with constructs 

potentially applicable. It is important to note that I tried to start the search for already 

existing constructs quite openly, as explained in item (a) above so that I could find as 

many potential constructs as possible. 

Table 2.1 below lists the 38 studies that I identified as potentially useful, and which 

brought more than 180 constructs as the source for my analysis and selection. The 

constructs in bold in the table are the most relevant for this thesis, and the articles with 

highlighted numbers show the articles whose constructs were selected at the end of 

Stage 1. Soon after the table, I comment on how I examined some of these works, to 

exemplify the construct analysis and filtering activity. 
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The following, I use three examples to demonstrate how I examined the selected 

articles. The first example illustrates an article selection that presented a relevant 

construct for the conceptual model proposed by this thesis. The second and third 

examples show article analysis whose constructs were discarded, since they could not 

be used as factors that influence the performance of an organisation, directly or 

indirectly. 

Example 1 (article #04 of Table 2.1 above) Identification of relevant constructs – The 

initial selection of the article occurred as described in steps (b) and (c) above. In 

possession of the article, I proceeded with an initial reading to verify the methodological 

consistency of the work examining its validity and reliability (Easterby-Smith et al., 

2008), and which constructs could actually be useful. Oliveira & Roth (2012) in this 

study elaborated Service Orientation constructs; that is, the propensity of the 

organisation to deliver excellence in service. Examples of such constructs are Service 

Culture, Measurement System, Service Standards, Value Orientation, Leadership, 

Market Acuity, Relationship Management and New Service Development, and they have 

developed their respective measurement scales empirically through research involving 

181 senior managers. It is interesting to note that the article makes clear the 

relationship of these constructs with excellence in service. In analysing carefully the 

constructs proposed by the authors, I verified that four could be useful: Service culture 

(the measurement scales could be applied in a broader construct 'Organisational 

Culture'), with standardised path loading 0.86 (it should be greater than 0.60); 

Measurement system (measurement scales could be applied in a broader construct 

'Performance'), with standardised path loading 0.82; Service standards, with 

standardised path loading 0.84 and Value orientation, with standardised path loading 

0.82 (both could be applied in a broader construct 'Excellence'). This initial assessment 
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came through insights from the article itself and literature review, and showed that 

these constructs have the potential to verify the contribution of factors to the 

performance of an organisation, and this property was confirmed in Stage 2, discussed 

below. Although this evaluation is not conclusive at this point, it acts as an effective filter 

in the pre-selection of potential constructs. 

Example 2 (article #03 of Table 2.1 above) Discarded constructs – Initially, what 

caught my attention in this article was the association of the construct Upper 

Management Capabilities with the construct Market Orientation. My initial expectation 

was to understand how the first construct was developed, if, for example, encompassed 

or not leadership and which measurement scales have been proposed by the 

researchers Celuch et al. (2002). While analysing the article in this stage, I verified that 

the first construct, Upper Management Capabilities, includes Leadership, Strategy, and 

Planning, but to my surprise, the article does not bring the measurement scales, making 

its use impossible in my study. 

Example 3 (article #16 of Table 2.1 above) Discarded constructs – This study 

highlights three constructs (Organisational Readiness to Change, Individual Fear of 

Change, Job Performance), with measurement scales validated by 340 sales managers. 

It was pre-selected so that I could look more closely at the construct Organisational 

Readiness to Change. Two aspects of the analysis led me to discard it. First, the 

measurement scale of the construct of my interest was not very comprehensive (low 

coverage) when compared to other studies, such as, for example, Cinite et al. (2009). 

Second, the performance studied is that of the individual and not the organisation as would be 

of my interest. However, although the article has been dismissed, it brought an important 

contribution highlighting and justifying the relevance of organisational culture to the overall 
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performance of an organisation. Given I was in search of constructs related to organisational 

performance, it has helped. 

A conceptual model should have as few constructs as possible explaining the 

phenomenon, to comply with the principle of simplification (Jonker & Pennink, 2008; 

Easterby-Smith et al., 2008). When one thinks of constructs associated with 

Organisational performance, one can expect to work with concepts such as economies 

of scale, specialisation, effectiveness, efficiency, and relationship. However, in the 

searches carried out constructs related to these themes that could apply to this thesis 

were not found; on the other hand, it was identified the construct Resources that 

allowed to study the influence of the organisational resources in the performance of 

SSCs. Other concepts/constructs, which were located and could, eventually, be adopted, 

were purposefully left out of scope. This is the case, for example, of constructs such as 

Customer Orientation, dropped because the concept was attended by the construct 

Market Orientation, and Executive Commitment, whose concept has been met by the 

construct Leadership. Another example of a construct thrown out by simplification of 

scope is New Service Development, which could influence the performance of an 

organisation while defining its service portfolio. For the study conducted in this thesis, 

it was evaluated as having less impact in comparison to the other selected constructs. 

In Stage 1, to each analysed article there were countless queries to the reviewed 

literature, revisits to the research problem and complementary analyses, which is 

common during the design of a conceptual model (Jonker & Pennink, 2008). From this 

interaction and informed analysis, it was possible to identify the seven 

concepts/constructs (culture, leadership, resources, readiness for change, excellence, 

market orientation and performance) considered relevant to be treated in Stage 2 as to 
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the causality and relationship with other constructs, and the formulation of hypotheses, 

namely, the elaboration of the proposed conceptual model, discussed in the following. 

Sage 2 Selection of final constructs – The second stage aims to ratify the relevant 

factors identified in Stage 1. The Stage 2 begins when Stage 1 already has sufficient 

knowledge produced and not at the end of Stage 1. One of the reasons for this is that in 

reviewing the articles in Stage 1, it is possible to identify several relationships between 

constructs confirmed in those studies, and this helps in choosing more relevant 

constructs (in my case, the factors that influence the performance of an SSC) and 

beginning of the modelling. 

To ratify the constructs recommended by Stage 1, the key question in Stage 2 is 

'What is relevant?' In this case, relevant is a small number of factors that have a 

significant influence on the performance of SSCs. Relevance may have been verified in 

empirical studies researched or be established by the researcher of the new study 

(Jonker & Pennink, 2008; Easterby-Smith et al., 2008). 

However, to ratify the relevant factors, first of all, I followed two suggestions of 

Jonker & Pennink (2008). First, I began to sketch the conceptual model, and second, I 

put more on the right in the sketch the concept that will be explained by the model; in 

my case, Performance. In this way, the concepts used to explain Performance were more 

on the left of the diagram. Another insight for modelling was that during the literature 

review, it became clear that the New Public Management movement (which gave rise to 

SSCs in the public sector) emphasises the orientation of the public service to its 

clients/citizens. This, translated in terms of existing conceptual models and constructs, 

means Market Orientation (Deshpande & Farley, 1996). Thus, I already had two 
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constructs ratified as relevant, early in the modelling: Performance and Market 

Orientation.  

After the filtration established in Stage 1, of the 38 studies with potentially 

applicable constructs, remained 11 studies, shown with article numbers highlighted in 

Table 2.1 above, which propose the constructs considered most relevant to this thesis 

(culture, leadership, resources, readiness for change, excellence, market orientation, 

and performance). In Stage 2, the modelling followed four steps (1) outlining the initial 

diagram of the conceptual model, starting with the Performance and Market Orientation 

constructs, as discussed above; (2) revisits to each of the articles from which the 

constructs considered to be relevant have been extracted, and carry out additional 

researches in the literature to better understand the scope of each construct and its 

proven relationship with other constructs; (3) complementation of the conceptual 

model diagram with each relevant construct ratified, including visual identification of 

the relations of causality between the constructs, based on the articles of origin and 

complementary literature; (4) conclusion of the conceptual model diagram and 

establishment of the hypotheses to be tested empirically. 

To illustrate step (2) I cite an example of complementary research for the 

Excellence, Market Orientation and Performance constructs: the study of Caruana et al. 

(1999) confirmed the relationship between these constructs and helped me in the initial 

modelling. This procedure is discussed in more depth in Section 2.6.4 The Proposed 

Conceptual Model. 

The following is a review of the theory regarding each dimension (concept) of the 

conceptual model.  
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2.6.3. Literature Review of each Conceptual Model’s Concept 

A conceptual model can direct a research by providing a graphic representation of 

the variables (theoretical constructs) to be studied. The conceptual models express a 

systematic view of a phenomenon, through the specification of the relationship of a set 

of variables, and the resulting hypotheses (Creswell, 1994). To build a conceptual model 

is necessary to perform a thorough literature review to find the variables of interest for 

the model, and the measurement scales empirically tested. This section introduces the 

concepts and theories intended for design, development, and review of the conceptual 

model developed for this research (see Section 2.6.4 The Proposed Conceptual Model). 

They encompass the following areas of study: culture, leadership, resources, readiness 

for change, excellence, market orientation, and performance. Later, in Section 2.6.4, 

these elements are linked as relevant factors for an SSC service operation. It is 

interesting to note that the public sector SSCs, especially those with a New Public 

Management-related origin, should be market-oriented and each of the seven elements 

mentioned above should contribute to this. 

2.6.3.1. Culture 

Culture can be defined as “the collective programming of the mind which 

distinguishes the members of one human group from another” (Hofstede, 1984, p.21). 

In other words, culture pertains to the thought habits of a people and their subsequent 

actions (Liu, 2009). More than that, culture plays a key role in the success of all 

organisation's dimensions (Cameron & Quinn, 2005). Organisational culture should not 

be stagnant; rather, success in a dynamic business environment requires it to adapt to 

changing circumstances to survive, for instance, through its re-enactment (Schein, 1999; 

Anderson & Anderson, 2010). This is particularly crucial in a market-oriented 
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organisation, which often operates in a highly turbulent environment, and it is necessary 

a deeper analysis of its basic values, artefacts, behaviours and standards (Homburg & 

Pflesser, 2000). Several studies (e.g. Tomaskova, 2015) have identified culture as a 

major barrier to the adoption of Market Orientation (MO). A closed culture, whether 

strong or weak, it tends to direct the organisation to have internal focus; and open 

culture, too weak or strong, tends to direct the organisation to have an external focus. 

Therefore, the more open to its business environment is the organisational culture, the 

more it will favour the adoption of MO (Hayden, 1993; Deshpandé & Farley, 2004). 

Before embarking on a journey of cultural transformation aiming at the MO, the 

organisation needs to define how market-oriented it is, and as it should be to maximise 

the performance (Song & Parry, 2009). However, why is it important to change? Why is 

change a need? Usually, the answer is related to the mission of the organisation, its 

external environment, and its current performance. A diagnosis of organisational 

culture can help the organisation to understand better their cultural characteristics 

most relevant. Also, it can help to establish a plan to enhance the cultural elements 

lagged (Cameron & Quinn, 2005). Studying MO, Gebhardt, Carpenter and Sherry Jr 

(2006) identified that cultural transformation was the common aspect decisive for 

companies to become market-oriented successfully. They concluded that cultural 

artefacts enhanced gave the necessary support, not only for the organisations surveyed 

become MO, but also to rebalance the intra-organisational power properly. Moreover, 

the reviewed researches showed that, usually, cultural change is triggered by external 

factors, also in non-profit organisations (Gainer & Padanyi, 2005).  

To shape an organisation through a MO cultural lens, it is important to consider 

how an organisational culture can be more effective in creating the behaviours needed 
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to generate higher value for customers and providing thus a superior performance for a 

sustainable business (Narver & Slater, 1990). According to these authors, there are three 

behavioural components leading to the MO: (a) the customer orientation; (b) the 

functional coordination; and (c) the orientation to the competition. It is worth pointing 

out that, although in the public sector there is usually no market competition, and in the 

case of SSC, the characteristics and quality of the service need to be compared with what 

is on offer by other organisations. These include private sector companies (that have 

direct dealings with the public), who can be used as a quality benchmark to compare 

with public services. This is necessary because an SSC operation runs like a business 

unit; thus, it needs to be oriented to its corresponding market. A market-oriented SSC 

must have a culture that inspires high-quality customer service in the short, medium 

and long-term; this allows the organisation to provide appropriate responses to the 

expectations of the customers (Liu, 2009; Dessein & Santos, 2006). Finally, the culture 

must promote the customer/citizen to the heart of the mission of the service operation. 

There are also evidences from SSC studies that culture is an important issue to be 

addressed (e.g. Janssen & Joha, 2006; Schwarz & Chakraborty, 2012; Persson & 

Göransson, 2012). 

2.6.3.2. Leadership 

Proper leadership is a factor that determines the success or failure of an operation 

of services such as the SSC. The attitude of the first level management on market 

orientation (MO) is the major determining factor in whether this business model (SSC) 

is adopted by an organisation (Tomaskova, 2015). According to Kotter (2001), 

leadership rests on successfully governing change; thus, the primary role of a leader is 

to exercise influence over the behaviour of a group to ensure that their actions are 
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conducive to achieving the necessary goals (Robbins, 2011). An effective leader is, for 

instance, proactive and decisive. She or he guides employees towards achieving the 

mission of the organisation and motivates them to provide quality customer service. 

Furthermore, an effective leader not only advocates the quality and excellence of 

services but also acts to set an example to employees, discussing important operational 

issues with the employees and engaging with customers. Senior management should be 

prepared to influence and to conduct the organisational changes (explored below) 

necessary for the evolutionary adaptation of a service operation (Cinite et al., 2009).  

It is not possible to deploy MO without a leadership duly prepared to conduct the 

necessary transformation of the organisation (Menguc et al., 2007; Prabhu & Robson, 

2000). Empirical studies have demonstrated that there is a positive correlation between 

an effective leadership and the market success of distinguished, high-performance 

companies (Prabhu & Robson, 2000). Leadership plays a crucial role in the cultural 

transformation that will direct the organisation towards market-orientation. There are 

at least four critical leadership actions for an organisation to become market-oriented: 

(a) establishing a pact to direct the organisation to MO; (b) establishing a vision of MO 

and the steps for its deployment; (c) communicating the vision; and (d) empowering the 

employees to perform the necessary actions so that the organisation becomes MO 

(Narver et al., 1998). 

I analysed the three paradigms and models of leadership from Kanji & Sá (2001): 

(a) transcendent leadership, which cultivate the transcendent motivation of their 

supporters; (b) transactional leadership, which motivate followers mainly through 

contingent-reward-based exchanges; and (c) leadership transformation, which try to 

inspire followers to accomplish great things, acting as strong role models). Among them, 
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just transformational leadership seems to be the most appropriate conceptual approach 

to driving the change required in adopting MO. This approach is the one most suited to 

perform change management and organisational transformation. Unlike transactional 

leadership, for example, transformational leaders work to establish a vision and 

encourage their followers to achieve it. This inspiration is based more on truth and 

commitment than on contractual agreements, as occurs in transactional leadership. 

2.6.3.3. Resources 

Since the public sector organisations exist not to achieve profit, but to meet the 

needs of particular groups of customers/citizens, the strategic approaches in the public 

sector are focused on how to maximise the organisational performance, and not on how 

to increase profitability (Pablo et al., 2007). Therefore, an "outside-in  approach 

(typically used by companies, not governments), as the Resource-Based View (RBV) is 

quite suitable for the study of how to monitor or evaluate the performance of an SSC in 

public management because the RBV studies the success of companies from their 

internal resources (Evanschitzky, 2007; Wernerfelt, 1984). Born originally to explain 

the competitive advantage of businesses in the industry, the RBV can help explain the 

performance of a public sector service operation showing to what extent its resource 

groups contribute to a better performance (Peteraf, 1993; Wernerfelt, 1984). The RBV 

believes that the source of competitive advantage is the organisation's resources and 

that there is a unique configuration of these resources and capabilities in each company 

(heterogeneity), distinctive competencies difficult to be copied by competitors (Barney, 

1991; Mahoney & Pandian, 1992).  

In the perspective of the RBV framework, there is an important distinction 

between the enterprises with profitable ends in comparison with the government 
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organisations as for the treatment given to the intellectual capital, the knowledge 

resource (Syed-Ikhsan & Rowland, 2004; Landry et al., 2006). Many private companies 

have serious limitations in capturing, structuring and disseminating knowledge which 

their collaborators hold. Employees perform procedures are not always well 

documented, limiting the identification and transfer of knowledge, as well as its use as 

a business resource. In government organisations, the procedures are all documented 

(sometimes to excess) to ensure that laws are abided by (Denhardt & Denhardt, 2000). 

However, because of their hierarchical and bureaucratic structure, government 

organisations have difficulty disseminating the knowledge (Syed-Ikhsan & Rowland, 

2004). That being said, it is important to consider that the public SSCs also experience 

similar problems with its use of resource knowledge (Syed-Ikhsan & Rowland, 2004).  

The RBV have been criticised for a limited view of resources, especially for 

assuming that a firm has sufficient resources (Janssen & Joha, 2007). Therefore, any 

research that addresses RBV must examine the dynamic capabilities, which are intended 

to bridge this RBV gap. The concept of dynamic capabilities aims to cover this gap 

addressing aspects not encompassed by RBV such as specific skills, processes, 

procedures and organisational structures. The dynamic capabilities can be defined as 

the company's ability to develop, join in and reconfigure external and internal skills to 

adapt to fast-changing environments (Teece & Pisano, 1994; Teece, 2007). Other 

researchers define the dynamic capabilities, roughly speaking, as a specific set of 

business processes (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000). However, in general, all of them 

recognise that the dynamic capabilities allow the organisation to adjust their resources 

adapting to the demands of the environment in which it is inserted (Janssen & Joha, 

2007).  
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 From the reviewed literature, five groups of resources were considered in 

preparing the construct used in this thesis: (a) financial resources – relating to needed 

investments in operation; (b) physical resources – relating to premises and equipment; 

(c) human resources – which include individual skills; (d) organisational resources – 

which include organisational skills; and (e) specific service-related resources such as 

the posture and practices in the provision of services (Evanschitzky, 2007). Although 

there is no consensus among authors on what 'resources' are, the RBV offers theoretical 

tools for an organisation's internal vision, and it is possible to reconcile the RBV with 

MO concerning the organisation of resources to make them more customer-oriented. 

For example, the MO may contribute with its Outside-in vision, complementing the 

predominantly Inside-out vision of RBV (Evanschitzky, 2007). 

2.6.3.4. Readiness for Change 

As discussed above, the commitment of senior management is critical to the 

success of an SSC. Similarly, the willingness of an organisation to adapt to the necessary 

changes is also an essential deciding factor (Kotter, 2001; Schulman et al., 1999; Todnem 

By, 2005). The readiness for change is part of the change management process, i.e. the 

process of continuously renewing the direction of the organisation, its structure, and 

resources to meet the ever-changing needs of internal and external customers (Moran 

& Brightman, 2000). Furthermore, the readiness for change within the organisation is 

dependent on the perception (by members of the organisation) that change is necessary 

as well as its ability to effect change (Jansen, 2000). If an organisation cannot administer 

management of change, the transformation project is likely to fail; in its attempts to 

become market-oriented (Hayden, 1993). Although the technical aspect of the 

transformation project is important, the most critical factor to success is the people; they 
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will be the most impacted by the project. The changes affect the emotions of the 

collaborators because of the stressful nature of the project. Therefore, a climate of 

confidence, transparency, and respect must be established between participants. Every 

change causes discomfort and insecurity in the people involved, and care must be taken. 

Thus, productivity and camaraderie across the organisation are not adversely affected, 

as a high-stress environment will have a negative effect on the success of the project 

(Weeks et al., 2004; Kotter, 2001; Jansen, 2000). 

Studies indicate that around 50% to 66% of transformation projects fail to achieve 

their goals and attributes due to resistance to change, this is known as the “veiled cause” 

(Waddell & Sohal, 1998). The literature on resistance to change has identified several 

possible causes that can be categorised into three main groups. A) Communication, such 

as lack of understanding about what is happening; lack of knowledge about the reasons 

behind the change; ignorance of the impacts that will be brought about by the change, 

etc. B) Political reasons, such as reduction of power; opposing interests; interference; 

choice of suppliers, etc. (C) Technical reasons, such as disagreement regarding the 

adopted solution; ignorance/fear of new technology; financial impact; technological 

impact; impact on competitiveness, etc. These causes indicate the extent of the 

resistance to change; also, there are other minor causes (Anderson & Anderson, 2010; 

Weeks et al., 2004). Although resistance to change is usually associated with negative 

attitudes of staff, such as delays in the project, higher costs and changes to the original 

scope, it can have positive consequences such as encouraging staff to get better engaged 

and informed about the transformation, this ultimately means that they can be used as 

agents of change (Waddell & Sohal, 1998; Anderson & Anderson, 2010).  
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The readiness for change can be approached at an organisational level which may 

require the alignment of processes and methodologies with business goals, and at an 

individual level, requires the appropriate skills to be developed through training and 

alignment of staff expectations. Studies suggest that organisations with a culture of 

continuous learning favour the individual readiness for organisational change (Choi & 

Ruona, 2010). It is important to note that the readiness for change works in the 

organisational cultural framework and Kotter (1995) reminds us that the preparation 

of the organisation to be able to change should be reflected and absorbed by the culture 

of the Organisation in question. A construct of readiness for change developed and 

tested for the public sector was used in this research (Cinite et al., 2009). 

2.6.3.5. Excellence 

Although there are many studies addressing business excellence, there are few 

clear definitions of the subject. The following are discussed definitions of service 

excellence and business excellence. Studies on excellence in service state that this 

concept is related to providing excellent service quality exceeding the customer's initial 

expectations, generating satisfaction and customer loyalty (Gouthier et al., 2012). The 

definition of excellence in services is also addressed by Johnston & Clark (2001) which 

argues that, normally, excellence in services is defined as "exceed expectations,” but that 

this definition is insufficient for operationalisation. In his research, he found that service 

excellence is related more to 'be easy to do business with' than to exceed the 

expectations. He concluded that service excellence depends on four characteristics: (a) 

delivering what was promised; (b) providing customers with a personal touch; (c) going 

the extra mile; and (d) excellent complaint, problem and query handling (Johnston, 

2004). 
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As for business excellence, some researchers link the concept to excellence in 

quality together with excellence in other aspects of management, for example, finance, 

logistics, and human resources. They also argue that business excellence is a way of 

achieving high-quality service and thus, customer satisfaction (Klefsjö et al., 2008). 

Other researchers associate business excellence with the principles and management 

models of the European Foundation for Quality Management (EFQM) and the 

International Organisation for Standardisation (ISO) (Dale et al., 2000). According to the 

Merriam-Webster dictionary, excellence means "the quality of being excellent"; "an 

excellent or valuable quality" (Merriam-Webster, 2015a). That is, it is something that 

exceeds the usual standard, something that is better than the alternative (for example, 

in services). 

Excellence can be only achieved if the use and optimisation of key resources are 

aligned with all areas of the company and stakeholder interests are highly considered. 

The pursuit of excellence in services is an ongoing process (Caruana et al., 1999; EFQM, 

2015; Bou-Llusar et al., 2009). It necessitates the alignment of all operational processes 

towards the goal of achieving high standards in customer satisfaction (Marques, 2006). 

The analysis of organisational excellence needs to go beyond "pro-excellence posture" 

and practices. The patterns and levels of service quality, benchmarking mechanisms for 

continuous improvement, and its orientation to deliver value to customers must be 

considered (Sharma et al., 1990; Camarero, 2007; Hietschold et al., 2014; Noble & 

Mokwa, 1999). Excellence, market orientation, and service quality are interrelated and 

result in a significant contribution to the business performance (Caruana et al., 1999; 

Chang & Chen, 1998). 
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2.6.3.6. Market Orientation 

Briefly, Market Orientation (MO) is the pursuit of the strategic alignment of an 

organisation with the objective of making it more proactive and oriented to its external 

environment. There are two main conceptual approaches to MO. In the first, MO refers 

to the generation and propagation of market intelligence throughout all departments 

and the ability to respond to changing needs (Kohli & Jaworski, 1990). In the second, MO 

is the organisational culture that creates the most efficient behaviour necessary for the 

generation of superior value to the customer and thus a better business performance 

(Narver & Slater, 1990). According to the MO, to deliver quality services and products a 

company needs to monitor, understand, and respond to the needs of its clients in a 

continuously evolving environment (Jaworski & Kohli, 1993). This requires the 

development of a strong customer orientation along with the capacity to satisfy their 

expectation (Bearden & Netemeyer, 1999; Deshpande & Farley, 1998). The company’s 

ethos should reflect their objectives by including values such as a commitment to 

meeting the client's needs (Day, 1994). In addition, a common view of the market needs 

to be shared by the organisation's managers (Gebhardt et al., 2006). Researchers have 

highlighted a need for further research be carried out on MO in different scopes to ratify 

the MO/performance relationship (Narver & Slater, 1990; Kohli & Jaworski, 1990). 

It is also important to understand that to have a more complete and useful market 

orientation, it is not enough to address the needs expressed by the customer (responsive 

market orientation), but it is necessary also to identify and give an answer to the latent 

customers’ needs (proactive market orientation). Various researchers have 

demonstrated that proactive MO contributes directly to the success of new products 

launched (Narver et al., 2004). 
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Despite MO applies to all market environments and all type of organisation can 

embrace it and adjust the degree of MO according to their characteristics and reality 

(Narver & Slater, 1990), there are still a few market-oriented government organisations, 

but the trend is that there will be a considerable expansion of it. Usually, it is the 

existence of competition that leads an organisation to become market oriented. 

However, the pressure of customers/ citizens for better services and better use of public 

money can be a sufficient stimulus to this (Hayden, 1993). The lack of competition in the 

public service could cause their service operations not to be the best possible and MO 

can help identify opportunities for improvement. At this moment when the public sector 

organisations are seeking to become market-oriented, there is little research that can 

help them in this activity (Cervera et al., 2001). To improve the performance, MO should 

lead the company to act geared to competition, to customers and with inter-functional 

coordination (Walker et al., 2011). While the application of MO is a more common 

approach to private companies, public sector organisations can obviously benefit from 

market intelligence, and their dissemination to all its departments, as they can respond 

appropriately with the required form, content and agility (Cervera et al., 2001). When 

analysing the application of MO to public management, clearly there is a latent risk of 

putting the focus solely on customers/citizens, for the attention to the interests of the 

various stakeholder groups can determine the success of an organisation (Hult, 2011). 

In public management, two other important stakeholder groups, in addition to 

customers and citizens, should be considered (a) public servants; and (b) public 

managers (Walker et al., 2011). A better understanding of the expectations and needs of 

the customers/citizens may make a public organisation a more efficient service provider 

(Jaworski & Kohli, 1993); also the MO can bring social and psychological benefits to the 

employees, creating a more pleasant working environment, employee team spirit, and 
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generating a better level of employee commitment (Jaworski & Kohli, 1993). Also, 

according to Harris & Ogbonna (2001), managers need to be fully engaged with the MO 

for the functional coordination to work properly. 

Even though the MO was seen in the 1990s as a competitive advantage, today it is 

so widespread in companies that have become more a necessity, an essential item to 

compete, than a competitive advantage. Only companies that have adopted a MO 

approach earlier might take advantage of it as an advantage to compete in their markets 

(Kumar et al., 2011). However, this does not limit its relevance. Dozens of studies have 

confirmed the relationship of MO with the performance improvement of organisations, 

and no study showed a negative impact of MO (Kumar et al., 2011; Liao et al., 2011). 

That is, although not necessarily a competitive differential, it has a positive impact on 

company performance. 

Although, as mentioned earlier, the SSCs in the public sector were born with the 

NPM movement which stimulates the customer orientation, it is not clear in the 

literature whether the public sector SSCs are market-oriented. On the contrary, there is 

evidence (e.g. the cases of SSC failure mentioned above) that government and non-profit 

organisation's SSC are not market-oriented. Thus, a well-tested MO construct from 

Narver and Slater is applied here to investigate the extent to which public sector SSCs 

are market-oriented (Narver & Slater, 1990). 

2.6.3.7. Performance 

As noted in Section 2.2.2, New Public Management, public sector organisations are 

less susceptible to competitive pressures and are financed by taxes and not by revenue. 

Nevertheless, due to the quest for the professionalisation in public management, there 

is a growing demand for more efficient public management (Denhardt & Denhardt, 
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2000; Gonzalez et al., 2013). This social pressure, which also demands greater 

transparency in public management, pushes these organisations (including the SSCs) 

towards high-performance work practices and greater efficiency. High-performance 

improvement is one of the main motivations for the deployment of public sector SSCs. 

Therefore, several mechanisms for controlling and reporting performance have been 

initiated (Sole & Schiuma, 2010). Studies have shown that the use of performance 

monitoring systems improves the results of public service (Speklé & Verbeeten, 2014).  

The strong relationship between market orientation and successful business 

performance has been proven by numerous empirical studies; the more the 

organisation is focused on its market, competition, and customers, the better its 

performance (Hult & Ketchen, 2001; Baker & Sinkula, 1999; Kirca et al., 2005). Studies 

show that, in the case of non-profit organisations, this positive relationship is even more 

intense (Cano et al., 2004). For a non-profit organisation, being open to an external 

environment engenders greater responsiveness, innovation, and flexibility. As a result, 

the organisation is compelled to improve its systems, process, and performance 

(Deshpande & Farley, 1998). 

It is worth noting that MO is just one of numerous factors that affect the 

performance of a company. These include alignment of strategy to the business 

environment, organisational and managerial issues, the alignment of the structure with 

the strategy, and the degree of innovation in its products, processes, and services 

(Greenley, 1995; Han et al., 1998). It is even affected by entrepreneurship, and 

organisational learning (Hult & Ketchen, 2001); as well as organisational 

responsiveness (Hult et al., 2005). However, despite the proven existence of these 
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moderators between MO and performance, all studies have ratified the positive 

association between market orientation and performance. 

Five conceptual lenses were extracted from the literature to analyse the construct 

performance: (a) goal orientation - checking if there are goals and strategies to achieve; 

(b) measurement system - assessing the quality of the performance verification 

mechanisms; (c) resources for performance measurement - which seeks to identify the 

dedication of resources to the performance monitoring; (d) performance - to assess the 

performance of the service operation; and (e) society results - which assesses the impact 

of the service operation to society (Sole & Schiuma, 2010; Oliveira & Roth, 2012; Bou-

Llusar et al., 2009). 

This section discussed six key elements to understand the factors that can 

influence the performance of an SSC (culture, leadership, resources, readiness for 

change, excellence, market orientation), and also the performance dimension itself. To 

study the interrelationship of these factors, and their contribution to the performance 

of an SSC, a conceptual model was designed, which is discussed in Section 2.6.1. 

2.6.4. The Proposed Conceptual Model 

In the previous sections, the literature analysed for understanding the current 

knowledge about the shared services centre (SSC) phenomenon and where it is placed 

in the context of management theory was discussed. From the exploitation of the 

existing work, it has been possible to identify the gaps and choose the research problem. 

Moreover, it was possible to find constructs and measurement scales developed and 

tested and elaborate the conceptual model to analyse the interrelations of the factors 

that influence the performance of SSCs. In this section, the conceptual model is 

presented, and focus is given to the assumptions made and the interaction of variables. 
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Section 2.6.4.1 below shows how the model was designed, the literature that supports 

each model variable, and an overview of the relationship between the variables. A more 

detailed theoretical discussion of each model variable is found in Section 2.6.3, including 

the operational definition of each concept. Soon after the conceptual model background, 

Section 2.6.4.2 discusses the hypotheses formulated for the empirical test of the model. 

2.6.4.1. Conceptual Model Background 

The conceptual model of this research should help understand how the 

organisational elements Culture, Leadership, Resources, Readiness for Change, and 

Excellence contribute to the strategic direction Market Orientation and the outcome 

Performance of the SSC. For this, I developed the following in the model shown in Figure 

2.1, that is based on constructs and measurement scales properly established, and 

solidly tested in previous studies by other researchers. As there are virtually no specific 

measurement scales for shared services centres, measurement scales used were derived 

primarily from quality, and service operations, whose sources are shown in Table 2.2 

below.  
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2Table 2.2 Conceptual model variables and the corresponding support from the literature 

The method of development of the conceptual model is discussed in sections 2.6.1 and 

2.6.2. 

Figure 2.1 below shows the conceptual model designed and the relationship 

between the independent and dependent variables. Also, it illustrates the proposition 

generated from the literature review that the more organisational elements Culture, 

Leadership, Resources, Readiness for Change, and Excellence are developed regarding 

best practices and maturity, the greater the shared service centre market orientation, 

Dimensions 
Variables (constructs) 

to be tested 

Source of construct/ measurement 

scales: 

Organisational 

elements 

Culture 

Quality culture: Hietschold et al. (2014) 

Service culture: Oliveira & Roth (2012) 

Organisational Buy-in: Noble & Mokwa 

(1999) 

Leadership  Bou-Llusar et al. (2009) 

Resources Evanschitzky (2007) 

Readiness for change Cinite et al. (2009) 

Excellence 

Excellence: Sharma et al. (1990) 

Service quality: Camarero (2007) 

Benchmarking: Hietschold et al. (2014) 

Service standards and Value 

Orientation: Oliveira & Roth (2012) 

Strategic direction Market Orientation Deshpande & Farley (1996) 

Outcome Performance 

Goal orientation: Sole & Schiuma 

(2010) 

Measurement system: Oliveira & Roth 

(2012) 

Resources for performance 

measurement: Sole & Schiuma (2010) 

Performance: Liu (2009) 

Society results: Bou-Llusar et al. (2009) 
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and better its performance. For example, a culture that stimulates the practices of the 

quality, and of service to the client, in which there are sponsorship and incentive for the 

continuous improvement, must contribute to a better performance of the organisation. 

In the same way, a leadership that sets the example of near relationship with the client, 

and that drives the officials in work as a team and organisational transformation, must 

contribute positively to the performance. Furthermore, the right available resources 

(e.g. financial, physical, human) and the capacity of readiness for the change, influence 

the performance. The latter ensures that there is no discontinuity in the company's 

productivity, during the changes. As for the excellence, the existence of direction to the 

value for the client and rigid standards of service quality, lead the company to a higher 

level of market orientation (client) and performance.  

As discussed earlier in this chapter, the market orientation has been investigated 

and confirmed to be related to business performance. Therefore, the conceptual model 

below tried to verify the degree of market orientation of the SSC. Finally, the model—in 

a sub-item of Performance—considers that performance should reflect not only the 

financial dimension but also the results for the society, especially if we consider the SSCs 

from the public sector. 

2Figure 2.1 Conceptual model of factors influencing SSC performance 
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For the creation of this conceptual model, these seven variables were chosen since 

priority had been given to empirically tested constructs, which were investigating 

factors that contribute to the performance of service operations, which is the case of an 

SSC. These constructs were selected from the literature reviewed, considering mainly 

the extent of its practical application, that is, greater importance was given to those 

more established constructs by different empirical tests. Following these premises, it 

was possible to draw up a comprehensive and consistent conceptual model. 

The following the hypotheses are contextualised and discussed to test the 

relationship between the variables. 

2.6.4.2. Conceptual Model and Research Hypotheses 

As seen above, the proposed conceptual model suggests that the independent 

variables of the model contribute to the performance of SSCs. To test the relationships 

of this proposition, six hypotheses were proposed (H1 to H6), as shown in Figure 2.1 

above, and discussed below in specific subsection for each variable (2.6.4.2.1 to 

2.6.4.2.6). According to Creswell (2013), in quantitative studies, hypotheses are used so 

that forecasts are made by the researcher on the relationships expected between the 

variables. The tests of the hypotheses use statistical methods and allow the investigator 

to make inferences about the population from the sample data. Note: the definitions of 

each concept/variable of the model are presented in Section 2.6.3. 

2.6.4.2.1 Culture 

Several studies have demonstrated the association between organisational culture 

and excellence in service, which has been confirmed by numerous works (Oliveira & 

Roth, 2012; Mohammad Qawasmeh et al., 2013; Irani et al., 2004). To discuss 

organisational culture as a potential source of competitive advantage for a company, 
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Barney (1991) puts it as an enabler of excellence. Hietschold et al. (2014) verified that 

the quality-oriented culture is essential for the success of total quality programs, which 

aim to achieve a level of excellence. Noble & Mokwa (1999) proved that a culture where 

there is organisational buy-in contributes directly to the success of the implementation 

of a strategy (with an impact similar to the deployment of an SSC). Oliveira & Roth 

(2012) have found that the culture of service relates positively to service orientation, 

with a propensity to deliver service excellence. These and other investigated studies 

have demonstrated that culture is related to excellence, and this was taken as probably 

also true in the case of SSC. Previous empirical studies found a positive relationship 

between culture and excellence in service (Hietschold et al., 2014; Noble & Mokwa, 

1999; Oliveira & Roth, 2012), and this construct was taken to this research. Identifying 

the extent to which this is true in the context of public sector SSCs is one of the targets 

of this research. 

Therefore, 

H1: Culture relates positively to Excellence in SSCs 

2.6.4.2.2 Leadership 

The business excellence model by Kanji (1998), tested several times empirically, 

presents leadership as a protagonist in the generation of business excellence, in works 

originally developed in the field of quality. Another study, conducted by Prabhu & 

Robson (2000), confirmed not only, that leadership is critical to the achievement of 

excellence in service, but that it is the determining factor in the differentiation of world 

class companies. Leadership has a prominent place in nearly all established models 

aimed at excellence in management, for example, the European Foundation for Quality 

Management (EFQM) and the Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award (MBNQA) 
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(Gouthier et al., 2012). Gouthier et al. (1994) while studying the main models of 

excellence in service, including the Johnston framework of the Deming Prize, found that 

leadership appears highlighted in these models, among the factors that enable 

excellence. Similarly, Bou-Llusar et al. (2009) studied four models of TQM of renowned 

authors, besides the EFQM and the MBNQA, and also proved the relation of causality 

between leadership and excellence empirically. 

Therefore, 

H2: Leadership relates positively to Excellence in SSCs 

2.6.4.2.3 Resources 

Theoretical approaches that study how organisational resources can bring 

competitive advantage for businesses, as the Resource-Based View (RBV), prove that 

resources are enablers for operational excellence (Barney, 1991; Fok-Yew & Ahmad, 

2014). Countless studies proved empirically that the resources connect positively with 

the operational excellence; in other words, for obtaining and sustaining competitive 

advantage and superior performance (Fok-Yew & Ahmad, 2014), obtained through the 

company's resources. Operational excellence is not just about reducing costs and 

improving quality; it also involves the preparation and differentiated use of the 

resources (Fok-Yew & Ahmad, 2014). According to Gouthier et al. (2012), operational 

excellence is the effective use of the company's resources and proper preparation of the 

processes leading to excellence. Evanschitzky (2007) also demonstrated empirically in 

his study that the resources (financial, physical, human, organisational, service-specific 

and intangible) relate positively to sustainable competitive advantage. 

Therefore, 
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H3: Resources relates positively to Excellence in SSCs 

2.6.4.2.4 Readiness for change 

Evans (2013, p. 437) argues that to develop and sustain performance excellence 

over time, it is essential that there is readiness for change. This causes companies to 

become stronger and more competitive, he said. To achieve Excellence, businesses must 

go through numerous changes, and be prepared for such changes is, therefore, a decisive 

factor. To respond to external changes, companies promote internal changes so that they 

can keep competitive (Brown & Eisenhardt, 1997). Other authors such as Fok-Yew & 

Ahmad (2014), Weeks et al. (2004) and Todnem By (2005), also have confirmed by 

empirical testing, the direct relationship between the readiness for change and 

operational excellence. Furthermore, it has been empirically proven that the 

preparation of the organisation's members is crucial to the success of the 

implementation of changes (Jones et al., 2005; Haffar et al., 2013). This positive relation 

between readiness for change and excellence having been proved in other areas of 

knowledge, is the starting point I need to check if such an observation is valid for the 

SSC. 

Therefore, 

H4: The greater the Readiness for change, the higher the level of the Excellence in SSCs 

2.6.4.2.5 Excellence 

Although studies on business excellence are not recent (Peters et al., 1982), just a 

few studies were found that evaluate the impact of the excellence on market orientation 

(Caruana et al., 1999). As we shall see in the following section in more detail, the 

abundant MO studies seek more to understand the consequences of being MO than its 
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antecedents (Pulendran et al., 2000). For the development of the excellence part of the 

conceptual model, I sought support in four empirical studies: (a) attributes for 

excellence (Sharma et al., 1990); (b) Service quality (Camarero, 2007); (c) 

Benchmarking (Hietschold et al., 2014); e (d) Service standards/ Value orientation 

(Noble & Mokwa, 1999). From these studies, I extracted the constructs related to 

excellence, which allowed me to test the hypothesis H5 formulated below. The research 

of Caruana et al. (1999) with British service companies showed that there is a direct 

relationship between excellence and MO. 

Therefore, 

H5: Excellence relates positively to Market Orientation in SSCs 

2.6.4.2.6 Market orientation and Performance 

There are numerous studies of MO since the mid-20th century (Lear, 1963), with 

higher incidence from early 1990, and many of them research the impact of Market 

Orientation (MO) in business performance (for example, Pitt et al., 1996; Liao et al., 

2011; Greenley, 1995; Hult et al., 2005; Narver et al., 2004; Kirca et al., 2005; Chang & 

Chen, 1998). These studies analyse different complementary MO antecedents, as well as 

their consequences for the performance of organisations. For example, Narver et al. 

(2004) found that the higher the orientation of a company to the market, the greater the 

successful launch and performance of new products. Kirca et al. (2005) studied the 

antecedents and consequences of MO, concluding that manufacturing companies have 

higher relationship market orientation-performance than service companies. Finally, 

Chang & Chen (1998) confirmed the positive relation between MO and performance, 

studying a broad conceptual model that contextualises the total quality.  
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The conceptual model proposed in this document presents Performance as a 

dependent variable of MO. However, the performance of an enterprise is affected by 

other internal and external factors besides market orientation, for example, the 

regulations and the strategy. The organisational culture also can directly influence the 

performance, since according to Barney (1991) it can be a potential source of 

sustainable superior performance. Another study demonstrates that adopting the 

quality philosophy is significantly correlated to the firm performance in the long run 

(Hietschold et al., 2014). However, for the research of this thesis, the antecedent factor 

was deliberately restricted to MO. There is strong evidence that MO positively affects 

performance (Jaworski & Kohli, 1993; Narver & Slater, 1990; Slater & Narver, 1994), so 

the conceptual model tested by the research of this thesis adopted Performance as the 

independent variable. It is possible that the SSC size influences the behaviour of the 

variables in relation to Performance, and this was also addressed to the scope of analysis 

to be performed. The existing studies reviewed show the positive relationship between 

MO and performance, and I did not find studies linking MO to the performance of Shared 

Services Centres.  

Therefore, 

H6: Market Orientation relates positively to Performance in SSCs 

In this section, the conceptual model (factors influencing the performance of a SSC) 

was introduced and discussed, with a special focus on the hypotheses to be tested. An 

overview was offered on how each construct of the model was analysed and chosen from 

empirical research conducted by other researchers. Also, it sought to justify these 

choices with theoretical and empirical support.  
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2.7. Conclusion 

This chapter presented the literature reviewed for formulating the research 

question, develop the conceptual model that was one of the pillars of the field work, and 

support the analysis of the results and conclusions of the thesis. I tried to establish the 

emergence and the trajectory of the SSC in the private and public sectors, including its 

expansion in both sectors and referred to the major issues addressed by the literature. 

I then discussed the factors that may influence directly or indirectly the performance of 

SSC. As for the emergence of the SSC it was identified by my research that, although most 

authors regard the emergence of the SSC to the 1990s (e.g. Tomkinson, 2007; Schulman 

et al., 1999), the literature reviewed shows that they emerged much earlier, in the 1960s 

with the 'Rural Shared Service' in the USA (DeBlassie & Ludeman, 1973; Wilson, 1970). 

Little research has been carried out on SSC in the public sector. Although a significant 

part of the literature reviewed here studied the SSC, their focus has been, for example, 

on themes like resources, competencies, governance, contracts and transaction costs, 

and the reasons for adopting (Fielt et al., 2014). As seen in this chapter, although they 

are present in most large businesses worldwide, the SSC is a very recent organisational 

phenomenon, mainly in the public sector. For this reason, the research on this subject is 

at the embryonic stage. We also saw that although the New Public Management—that, 

in essence, sought to introduce successful practices of private initiative in the public 

service, and one of these practices is the public service orientation to its customers 

(Hood, 1995b; Pollitt & Summa, 1997)—has driven the SSC in the public sector, it is 

unclear if they are, in fact, market-oriented. On the contrary, there is evidence to suggest 

that the lack of market orientation has led to cases of failure. This gap was identified and 

addressed by the conceptual model developed from constructs already validated in 

other scholarly works as seen in the next chapter. Furthermore, in the conclusions 
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chapter recommendations are made for the SSC public sector to become more market-

oriented. 

As also found in the literature reviewed, the adoption of the industry SSC model by 

the public sector resulted in numerous cases of success, but problems were also 

identified as well as significant financial losses (e.g. NCA, 2015; and Appendix A). This 

caught my attention, and I decided to explore the extent to which a single copy of the 

private sector SSC model, without due adaptation, may have caused such problems. For 

this, I have established the following research strategy: (a) first, to compare the 

performance of private sector SSC with public sector SSC and identify possible 

differences; (b) second, to obtain an explanation for these differences, based on current 

knowledge of management, for example, knowledge translation, organisational model, 

management model key differences between private and public sectors, and service 

design.  

As many countries, including Brazil where I was born and live, tend greatly to 

expand the use of SSC in the public sector, I hope this study will be useful in contributing 

to accelerating the learning curve of the public managers embracing the SSC. The next 

chapter discusses the execution of the research, contextualizing Action Research with 

its mixed approach (quantitative and qualitative) applied in this inquiry, the 

accomplishment of the survey, the obtained results, and my apprenticeship along the 

project. 
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3.1. Chapter Introduction 

With the central purpose of reaching the research aims, solving the research 

questions, and finding a good way to turn the knowledge developed by this research into 

action to improve the SSCs (especially from the public sector) performance, I adopted 

the Action Research (AR) approach. AR allowed me to, first, confirm the validity of the 

objectives and research questions of this study, which refer to relevant and concrete civil 

SSC problems. Secondly, identify, with the help of specialists/practitioners, appropriate 

solutions to the problems. Third, address measures and actions for the implementation 

of improvements in the adaptation of SSCs to the public-sector context, which can 

positively affect their performance. The specialists and practitioners were part of my 

Action Learning Set (ALS), as suggested by Coghlan & Brannick (2014) and Greenwood 

& Levin (2006). I have chosen to apply an ALS formed with outside experts because, as 

an independent consultant, I could not implement the knowledge developed by this 

thesis in my company, due to its small size. Thus, the ALS helped me draw up and format 

the knowledge for use in other organisations around the world. Broadly, with the AR 

approach, it was possible to understand what is happening with the SSCs, in the scope 

studied, and why these problems occur, as I explain in the following sections. The 

following, Section 3.2 provides the philosophical roots of this research. 

3.2. Research Philosophy 

The choice of a philosophical line to guide a social research is fundamental because 

besides clarifying how the researcher observes the social world, it helps to understand 

the own meaning of the developed knowledge. Easterby-Smith et al. (2008) point out 

that the philosophical orientation is important for three main reasons. First, it helps to 

define the general research strategy. Not only in defining what evidence will be required 

and how it will be obtained and interpreted, but also how the answers to the research 
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questions will be provided. Second, the philosophical line helps the researcher identify 

which designs will be most suitable. For example, by clarifying the limitations of certain 

approaches and providing parameters for the choice of methodologies and methods, 

eliminating unnecessary efforts early in the study. Finally, it can help the researcher to 

be more creative and use approaches that (otherwise out of his or her knowledge), 

otherwise, would be ignored. 

According to Johnson & Onwuegbuzie (2004), It has been more than a hundred 

years since the proponents of the qualitative and quantitative paradigms have had 

heated debates that have led to the emergence of purists on both sides. Quantitative 

purists argue that social science research must be objective and that generalisations 

without regard to time, context, and to establish social laws are possible and desirable. 

On the other hand, qualitative purists (called interpretivists) reject what they call 

positivism and defend the superiority of the qualitative approaches, saying that in social 

events it is not possible to differentiate the cause of the effect and the subjective knower 

of knowledge completely. They also argue, unlike the positivists, that phenomena are 

susceptible to subjective interpretation. The two groups of purists understand that their 

views of the world are ideal, and think it is impossible to make them compatible 

(Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). However, there are similar points in both approaches. 

For example, both quantitative and qualitative use empirical observations to solve 

research questions, and both take methodological care to avoid technical errors and 

preserve quality standards at acceptable levels. 

Fortunately, many researchers propose pluralism as a solution to the philosophical 

positivism-interpretivism, and methodological quantitative-qualitative impasses 

(Saunders, 2012). After all, today's world is increasingly complex, dynamic and 

interdisciplinary, requiring methods that go beyond what a single tradition can offer 
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(Easterby-Smith et al., 2008; Creswell, 2007). In the last thirty to forty years, pragmatism 

has been consolidated as a research philosophy. One of the central points of pragmatism, 

rooted in the works of American philosophers William James and John Dewey (Easterby-

Smith et al., 2008), is that in social studies, theories and concepts must come from 

people's practical experience. There must be a balance between observation and 

reflection on one side, and the abstract and concrete on the other. Many of the 

characteristics of pragmatism help to bridge the seemingly irreconcilable positivism and 

interpretivism, for example (Creswell, 2007): (a) the researchers are free to choose the 

techniques and methods that best meet the research objectives; (b) pragmatists do not 

view the world as a single unit, which in mixed approaches corresponds, as an 

illustration, to the use of various methods of data collection (quantitative and 

qualitative); and (c) pragmatists believe in the existence of an external world, but as well 

in a world within the people’s mind. Pragmatism also enables the researcher to define 

how to make the mix of approaches more effective. 

Action Research is rooted in pragmatism. Greenwood (2007), in discussing his 

proposal for 'pragmatic action research,' argues that Action Research is anchored in 

pragmatism and it was this worldview that led to the development of the multi-

disciplinarity of AR. He also understands that research participants should be free to 

choose the theories, methods, and techniques from social sciences and humanities. To 

give more example of scholars linking AR to pragmatism, Stringer (2013) makes a wide-

ranging discussion of how the essence of pragmatism is inextricably present in the 

design and practices of the AR. He also argues there is space in the AR for the use of 

methods and techniques from the traditional science. Another aspect to be highlighted 

by adopting the philosophy of pragmatism is the concept of triangulation (Webb, 1989) 

that suggests the application of different perspectives and methods, which complement 
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each other and lead to a more complete and better understanding of the subject under 

study. 

The research for this thesis was conducted within the philosophy of pragmatism 

and used the design explanatory sequential mixed method (Creswell & Clark, 2007). This 

method assumes that the quantitative approach is first performed, the results validated 

and analysed. The qualitative approach is then followed to complement the 

interpretation and to evidence the practical application of the initial results, as discussed 

in the following sections. 

3.3. Research Design 

Under an Action Research approach, with roots in the pragmatic philosophy and 

general systems theory (Greenwood & Levin, 2006), the design of this study is 

descriptive, with cross-sectional survey, using mixed quantitative and qualitative 

methods. After investigation and study of the (scarce) existing literature about the 

Shared Services Centres (mainly in the public sector), as well as the literature on public 

service and service operations, it has been possible to set up the theme, and the problem 

of research referred to in the previous section. During the literature review, it became 

evident that for the empirical investigation of this thesis, it would be essential to apply 

an approach that could deal with a complex context of a problem with multiple faces. 

This required an approach that would work with mixed methods, to be carried out 

quantitative and qualitative analyses of data on the phenomenon under study. It is 

common when it comes to management research, that a problem requires more than 

one approach and eclectic designs to be studied and solved (Easterby-Smith et al., 2008; 

Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Creswell & Clark, 2007). This is the context of the 

research for this thesis, which demanded a mixed method because the quantitative 
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approach (developed applying a survey) was necessary to ensure a consistent study of 

the interrelationship of variables of the conceptual model proposed, seen in the previous 

chapter. 

In this thesis, it was used a cross-sectional survey, applied to 146 respondents from 

different shared services centres, public and private, in countries such as Brazil, United 

States, the United Kingdom, and like. To collect the quantitative data, a questionnaire 

was developed in line with the inferential survey concept, according to which, it first 

established the conceptual model and the relationship between the variables and 

concepts (Easterby-Smith et al., 2008) to be then tested by application of that 

instrument. One of the main concerns with the use of questionnaires for data collection 

is the quality of the items applied to measure the variables under study, the scales of 

measurement (Easterby-Smith et al., 2008). To minimize this problem, I used, as detailed 

in Section 3.8 Questionnaire and Measurement Scales, peer-reviewed scales widely 

approved, developed and empirically tested by other researchers. This way, I could bring 

to the study the safety of the items presented in the questionnaire and measure the 

variables of the conceptual model (discussed in the previous chapter). 

On the other hand, the polishing and preparation for the practical application of 

the knowledge produced by the quantitative approach required a qualitative approach. 

To do that I used the insights and experience of experts in Shared Services Centres (SSCs) 

and Public Service, through an Action Learning Set (Pedler, 2012), mentioned in the 

previous section. As shown below, experts in public services were heard because, 

although there were surveyed SSCs from the public sector, and industry, the priority 

target for applying the research results are the SSCs of governments—in all spheres of 

activity, federal, state, regional and municipal levels, as explained in Chapter 1. 
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The following are presented sections What is Action Research and How it Emerged, 

How This Study Applied the Action Research, Method of Survey, Sources of Data and 

Communication Methods, Questionnaire and Measurement Scales, Administration of the 

Research, Statistical Approaches/Data Analysis, Quantitative Action Research, 

Qualitative Action Research, Results Obtained With the Action Learning Set, and My 

Learning With the Action Learning Set. 

3.4. What is Action Research and How It Emerged 

According to Reason & Bradbury (2001), Action Research (AR) is a set of practices 

to apply knowledge and solve a given problem. The definition of McNeill & Chapman 

(2005) perhaps is even more suitable for this research because according to them, AR is 

a systematic way for researchers and practitioners to conduct research which is 

designed to generate practical results, which are used to improve specific aspects of the 

context of the practitioners. AR offers to the practitioners the opportunity to study their 

problems scientifically (Greenwood & Levin, 2006), giving prominence to the practical 

relevance of the research. AR helps cover the gap between theory and practice, 

combining ideas and actions necessary to promote some improvement for individuals, 

groups or entire communities. Although it combines action and research, it is not a 

methodology, but a process, participatory and democratic, which creates positive 

change in greater or lesser extent (Coghlan & Brannick, 2014). In addition, Greenwood 

& Levin (2006) pointed out that AR also provides apprenticeship to the participants of 

the process. 

The emergence of the AR is attributed to the studies of Kurt Lewin, one of the 

fathers of social psychology in the 1940s (Barton et al., 2009; Susman & Evered, 1978). 

However, the development of AR also goes by the works of Brazilian researcher Paulo 
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Freire on consciousness-raising, and has even more ancient roots, as Marxists’ studies 

and the Aristotelian philosophy (Coghlan & Brannick, 2014). While it may have Marxist 

influence, the AR can be applied independently of any ideology. The basic idea of AR, 

according to Coghlan & Brannick (2014), is to apply a scientific approach to study and 

find solutions to relevant organisational or social problems, together with the people 

who experience such problems. In the case of this thesis, AR was applied to better 

understand the problem and to submit the findings of the survey carried out, to 

specialists in public service and SSCs managers to assess its relevance and find ways to 

operationalise them. Barton et al. (2009) argue that AR can be developed in a two-step 

cycle, the first step of diagnostic when the problem is identified and analysed, and the 

interpretations (hypotheses) are formulated to explain it. The second step, when the 

hypotheses are tested, preferably in a real social situation. The study of this thesis was 

developed observing these two phases. The problem was identified and diagnosed 

through the qualitative and quantitative survey, and the test of the findings and 

preliminary interpretations was performed by the Action Learning Set. Furthermore, the 

ALS helped to provide a practical contribution applicable to the SSCs. The constitution 

of the ALS is detailed below in Section 3.13.1.  

3.5. How this Study Applied the Action Research 

As informed above, the empirical research conducted for this thesis used a mixed 

design that combined quantitative and qualitative approaches. The quantitative 

approach, discussed in Section 3.11, was used to test the conceptual model proposed by 

this thesis. Through this model, the factors that can influence the performance of SSCs 

were tested statistically. The qualitative approach, presented and discussed in Section 

3.12, was applied to understand if there are significant differences between public and 

private SSCs. The results of both approaches, qualitative and quantitative, were then 
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subjected to discussion and analysis of a team of seven experts, through an Action 

Learning Set, further discussed below. Therefore, it was possible to identify and format 

knowledge generated by this study that may help to improve the performance of public 

SSCs. 

3.6. Method of Survey 

3.6.1. Sampling Approach and Considerations 

The three classical approaches to the definition of a sample (sampling strategy) to 

be researched are secondary data, probability sampling survey and population survey 

(Rungtusanatham et al., 2003; Easterby-Smith et al., 2008; Dillman et al., 2014). As this 

is an unmatched survey of a recent phenomenon, yet there is not much available 

secondary data, much less to the theme and the research questions of interest of this 

thesis. The population of SSCs (discussed below) is not yet known, which prevents the 

use of probability methods and population survey (Dillman et al., 2014). Therefore, I 

decided to adopt a non-probabilistic method (non-probability sampling), specifically, 

the convenience sampling. The convenience sampling was embraced because of my 

access to groups of SSC managers from countries like Brazil, Canada, UK, and the USA, 

among others. My access to SSC managers comes from three complementary sources: 

(a) my participation in SSC international conferences in the USA, with the presence of 

hundreds of managers; (b) contact details of SSC public sector managers of UK I have 

collected through Internet search; and (c) about 20 groups specialised in SSC on 

LinkedIn, which totalled in March 2016 more than 80,000 members. For example, HR 

Shared Services Network, with more than ten thousand members and Global Shared 

Services Executives, with more than seven thousand. The approach to these managers is 

detailed in the following subsections. 
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3.6.2. Population 

It was not found a total number of Shared Services Centres in the world, nor in any 

region, not even estimated. However, there is research conducted by a management 

consulting firm, focusing on the private sector, which illustrates the potential reach of 

the population of SSCs. Accenture (2013) reports that more than 75% of the 500 

companies listed by Fortune magazine have SSC. Searle (2014), citing the same base of 

Fortune, says that companies adopting SSC in that group range 90%. Thus, though there 

are not real numbers as for the total of SSC, it is possible to have an idea of the dimension 

and representativeness of the SSCs in the industry. As for the public sector, total 

numbers were also not found, but the relevance of the SSCs in governments like Canada, 

UK, and the USA, can be verified by their massive inclusion in their policies of reducing 

costs and improving service to the citizen (Schwarz, 2014; Tomkinson, 2007). 

Furthermore, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) has 

recommended that its members adopt the SSC as a way of making the public 

management more efficient in their countries (OECD, 2010). 

3.6.3. Sampling Process 

To test the hypotheses of the conceptual model by the appropriate public and 

verify the relationship between variables, were followed the steps of sampling process 

in Figure 3.1 below. 
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3Figure 3.1 Sampling Process adapted from Kalyan Acharjya (2016) 

 

Figure 3.1 above presents the essential steps of sampling to ensure that the data 

collected are free of four major types of errors, according to Forza (2002) and Malhotra 

& Grover (1998): (1) sampling error, which prevents the results from being generalised; 

(2) measurement error, arising from the use of measurement scales not compatible with 

components of the conceptual model; (3) statistical conclusion error, which leads to 

error in the determination between existing or not a relationship between the 

investigated variables; and (4) internal validity error, what takes place when the rival 

hypothesis can explain the relationships. 

In step ‘Define the target population’ identifies the population to be considered in 

the survey, which will enable Determine the sampling frame in step two when potential 

respondents are identified. Completing this activity, it is possible to go to the next step 

to Determine sampling procedure that will ensure that the correct profile of respondents 

participates in the research. It goes on, then, to the choice of a method probabilistic or 

non-probabilistic, depending on the context of the project, on the maturity of the 
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investigated phenomenon, on the existing population, and on the availability of 

respondents. In Define appropriate sample size established the required sample size to 

have representation and, in the last step Execute, sampling design defined the 

proceedings for deployment of the procedures that will lead to having the proper 

sampling frame, discussed below. 

3.6.4. Sampling Frame 

The sampling frame is the set of all those who can be chosen to participate in a 

survey, or a subset of the total population (Easterby-Smith et al., 2008; Dillman et al., 

2014). Initially, I wanted to survey just the SSCs of the English public sector, using a list 

of 226 SSC managers that I prepared from a search on the Internet. However, after two 

months between the invitation sent by email to 226 managers to participate in the study, 

several follow-up contacts and only 26 responses (11.5%), I decided with my supervisor 

to include the private sector SSCs from the UK and other countries. The response rate 

itself had been not so bad, because usually, the rate of responses on the Internet is 

smaller than those of classical methods, such as mail and telephone (Dillman et al., 

2014), but with only 26 cases, I wouldn't have enough to ensure representativeness and 

accuracy, and to ensure precision in the results and recommendations (Easterby-Smith 

et al., 2008). After that decision with my supervisor, I adopted a new approach of survey 

known as networking sampling (Dillman et al., 2014), and extended the sampling frame 

to approximately 80,000 members of LinkedIn groups specialised in SSC and about 50 

contacts details of managers of SSC from the US and Canada. With these measures, it was 

possible getting more 120 responses totalling 146 cases, an appropriate number for 

testing the conceptual models from a statistical standpoint. To have adequate sample 

size is important in any empirical study to be able to make inferences regarding the 

population. In empirical research with non-probability sampling, it is necessary a 
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sample size greater than 100 cases (Hair, 1998; MacCallum et al., 1999), and the total of 

146 cases in this study qualify it as for the size of the sample. 

3.6.5. Sampling Unit  

Though not always present in empirical research, the prior specification of the unit 

of analysis, that is, who or what is being studied, is a relevant factor within the sampling 

strategy (Rungtusanatham et al., 2003). In other words, the unit of analysis is the entity 

which is the basis of any sample outside-in (Easterby-Smith et al., 2008). It is from it that 

the data will be collected and analysed. The unit of analysis of my thesis is the shared 

services centre (SSC). That is, an entity providing services to other components of the 

organisation, or even to the external customer, or citizen in the case of the public sector, 

in unique and innovative rules (characteristics of an SSC), as discussed in Section 3.3. 

Research Design. There has been no geographic or industry restriction for the SSC to be 

investigated. Moreover, there is no concern to previous statistic procedures for selection 

of units to be surveyed due to, as mentioned above, the non-probability sampling nature 

of this study. As for the persons who will respond to the questionnaire, with this 

sampling unit definition, are discarded, for example, potential respondents who do not 

have enough degree of knowledge of the SSC target of the survey. 

3.7. Sources of Data and Communication Methods  

This section discusses the aspects related to data sources and communication 

methods for obtaining quantitative data needed to test the conceptual model. 

3.7.1. Sources of Data 

A researcher can collect data for a survey from secondary sources, i.e., data 

produced by other researchers, or primary sources when they are generated by the 

interested party. As mentioned in Section 3.6. Method of Survey, I had to opt for primary 
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data due to the SSC theme practically do not have secondary data available, at least for 

this study. The primary sources of data can be accessed mainly through observation, 

interviews, or Web-based surveys (Dillman et al., 2014). The use of the Internet for 

realising inquiries has been growing substantially in the last years, making possible a 

significant decrease of costs and terms (Dillman et al., 2014; Easterby-Smith et al., 2008) 

and the Web-based survey was the way chosen by me for the inquiry driven in this 

thesis. More and more people from all over the world use the Internet, and the Internet 

penetration rate (percentage of the population with access to the Internet) grows every 

year. In some countries already exceeds 90%, the case of the UK, for example, with 

91.6%, and Netherlands with 93.2%. Other countries like the USA (87.4%), Brazil 

(57.6%) and Canada (87.1%) also have satisfactory Internet penetration rate to conduct 

a survey via the Internet (Translated, 2016). Concerning the use of the Internet, the Web 

survey applied in this research is classified by Couper (2000) as List-based samples of 

high-coverage populations. This type of Web survey begins with a sample frame or list 

and inviting participants by email, using access controls to prevent more than one 

response of the same respondent. More details about the sampling frame considered to 

getting direct data are presented in the previous Section 3.6 Method of Survey, 

subsection Sampling frame. 

3.7.2. Communication Methods 

The chosen method of inquiry Web List-based samples of high-coverage 

populations (Couper, 2000), mentioned above, resulted in a prior communication by e-

mail to the potential participants of the survey, inviting them for the inquiry and giving 

a link to the online questionnaire to those who confirmed the willingness to taking part. 

They all were briefed on the voluntary nature of participation and anonymity and 

confidentiality in treating the data provided. The online questionnaire was initially 
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hosted on the platform EUSurvey of the European Commission's ISA Program and later, 

with the extension of the sampling frame for other countries, the American platform 

SurveyGizmo. The contact with the invitation to engage in the survey took place in two 

different ways, depending on the audience. 

Public 1, managers and other professionals with knowledge on SSC, with whom I 

had direct contact. They were sent individual emails, inviting them to join in. They were 

also sent two follow-up emails to non-respondents. Those who responded affirmatively 

received a new email with more details about the study and a link to the online 

questionnaire. The questionnaire for this group did not have pre-qualifying questions, 

and the respondents were already directed straight to the main sections of the 

questionnaire. 

Public 2, participants of LinkedIn groups specialised in SSC. They were invited to 

take part in the inquiry, mostly through general, impersonal notice, and in some groups, 

through an individual note with reinforcement of the moderator of the group. The link 

for the online questionnaire was already supplied in the first message. The 

questionnaire for this group had pre-qualifying questions, and they were only directed 

to the main questions those respondents who had knowledge on SSC. In the next section, 

the rational and the content of the questionnaire are discussed in detail. 

3.8. Questionnaire and Measurement Scales 

A questionnaire is a body of questions used to obtain the desired information from 

the respondents (Malhotra, 2006; Dillman et al., 2014), i.e. an instrument to collect 

written data. Its use permits to transform qualitative information into quantitative that 

can receive statistical treatment, allowing, for example, to validate the suggested 

conceptual model and hypotheses of this thesis, through appropriate measurement 



Chapter 3 
————————————————————————————————————— 

 

98 
 

scales. There are many risks involved in the design of measurement scales, which can 

lead to measurement errors (Dillman et al., 2014), and distortion of the results, and it is 

also necessary considerable time and numerous practical applications of a scale so that 

it can be considered mature and helpful. For this reason, I decided to use existing 

measurement scales, previously tested. In Section 2.6 Conceptual Model, the sources of 

the scales used to measure the constructs of the conceptual model of this research are 

presented, and the individual scales are discussed in Section 3.11. Quantitative Action 

Research, and the Appendix B presents the questionnaire applied. The sections below 

present, pragmatically, the most relevant concepts and practices used in the preparation 

of the questionnaire, considering the context and specific approach of this survey, and 

covering the entire questionnaire cycle from the design phase up to the pre-test and 

validation. 

3.8.1. Information Sought 

Knowing what information is required and for what purpose it will be used is 

critical to the design of a questionnaire. The central aim of this data collection 

instrument, as mentioned above, is the validation of the conceptual model proposed by 

this thesis, which obviously, was developed before the questionnaire. For the constructs 

used in the proposed conceptual model already existed measurement scales adequately 

tested. Thus, the definition of necessary data was quite easy, although the set of 

constructs and their interrelationship have been subjected to continuous attention, 

mainly to ensure consistency and coherence of the model. I sought at this step to make 

sure the questionnaire accurately reflects the scales of measurement of each construct, 

previously tested by their authors, as reported in Section 2.6. Conceptual Model. I used 

only one author by construct not to invalidate the previous tests, due to possible 

conflicts. Other information, such as the profile of the SSC and the respondent, were also 
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included in the questionnaire to ensure the adherence of each case to the sampling 

strategy defined. Finally, an open question was added to understand the view of the 

respondent about the main differences between the SSC of the public sector and the 

private sector one. 

3.8.2. Type of Questionnaire and Method of Administration 

The developed questionnaire is a Web-based survey type, to be completed by the 

respondents themselves in their computers after they had been invited by e-mail and 

directed to a link to the online questionnaire. Because of having been created under the 

“Web List-based samples of high-coverage populations (Couper, 2000),” the 

questionnaire was accessed only by persons previously invited. Lowering the risk of 

being filled out by individuals with inappropriate profile. Even so, pre-qualification 

measures were adopted (see the previous section) to sources of potential respondents 

with diverse profiles, as the LinkedIn specialised SSC groups. 

3.8.3. Individual Question Content 

According to Malhotra (2006), the main concerns regarding the individual content 

of the questions are: if the question is really necessary; the need for more than one 

question to obtain the information; and that the question is not worded in such a way as 

to contain two questions (double-barrelled question), hinder the respondent to be 

objective in his or her response. Gil (2002) argues that one should not include questions 

whose answers can be obtained from another more accurate source; the question should 

not suggest answers; the question must not cause defensive responses; avoid the use of 

stereotypical words; and that the question should not invade the privacy of the 

respondent. All these recommendations were considered when reviewing each of the 
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questions. Recalling, the questions used were obtained from previously designed and 

tested measuring scales. 

3.8.4. Forms of Response 

In social research, there are many ways to get answers such as, for example, 

checklist, yes or no, ranking, and Likert-type scales (Seashore & Taber, 1975), which 

allow obtaining primary data, permitting the consolidation of data for comparison 

between groups. The research of this thesis held the scales originally developed in the 

Likert format, ranging from 1 – Strongly Disagree up to 7 – Strongly Agree (see Figure 

3.2 below). This form of response, combined with other survey design features, enabled 

an average fill under 20 minutes thanks to the consistent and pleasant layout and 

informative opening text and closure, as recommended by Dillman et al. (2014). 

4Figure 3.2 Example of the Likert scale applied to the questionnaire 

 

3.8.5. Question Wording 

Most of the questionnaire questions are derived from the predefined measurement 

scales, as mentioned above, so the wording of them could be used almost in full in the 
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English questionnaire. However, translation into Portuguese was necessary for Brazilian 

respondents, and it adopted the following recommendations to review the writing of 

each question in both languages. Key Recommendations of Malhotra (2006) for writing 

questions: using simple words; avoid ambiguous terms; avoid assumptions; use positive 

and negative statements (control questions to ensure the quality of responses). When 

analysing the data, it is necessary to remember to reverse the negative questions. To 

these recommendations, Gil (2002) adds that it should provide adequate instructions 

for completing the questions. As Portuguese is my native language, it was not adopted 

the back-translation procedure. 

3.8.6. Question Sequence 

Having written questions, it is necessary to define the best sequence, which will 

promote more consistent responses from the participants. I took some precautions 

recommended by Gil (2002) e Malhotra (2006): pre-qualification questions before the 

questionnaire itself; start the questionnaire with the simpler questions and finish with 

the most complex; establish logical sense between the questions; disperse the questions 

that might cause some 'contagion'; questions for general information at the end. 

Furthermore, Dillman et al. (2014) add: choose the appropriate format of the question; 

check if the question is suitable for the respondent; check if the question is technically 

accurate; use the smallest number of words possible. In the research of this thesis, the 

main questions were grouped by the constructs of the conceptual model. 

3.8.7. Questionnaire Form Characteristics 

Care should be taken about the visual presentation of the questionnaire, to 

facilitate its fill. In General, studies have shown that as the wording of questions 

influences the quality of the responses, survey instrument design also contributes to 
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both the research conducted by an interviewer as in self-administered surveys (Couper 

et al., 2001; Couper, 2000). The platforms EUSurvey and SurveyGizmo have resources of 

the last generation that allowed the drawing of a quite organised and visually attractive 

questionnaire, reducing the possibility of mistakes and lack of motivation among 

respondents. 

3.8.8. Re-examination and Revision of the Questionnaire 

Before doing the pre-test of the questionnaire, I did a full review, a few days after 

it was ready, in search of any error, possible difficulty in filling, or some situation that 

prevented the achievement of the final goals of data collection. Even before the pre-test, 

I submitted the questionnaire to two people experienced in scientific research, to know 

if they would have some difficulty in understanding or completing the questions, and it 

has been approved. 

3.8.9. Questionnaire Pretesting 

The first step of this stage is to select individuals of the target group and to apply 

the questionnaire, checking the time they took to answer and eventual doubts, 

difficulties or comments they may have. The pre-test of the questionnaire for this study 

was conducted with six respondents in the sample of potential participants, to verify, in 

particular, the following points (Gil, 2002): clarity and precision of the terms; the 

amount of questions; the form of the questions; the order of questions; and any 

opportunity to improve the introduction of the questionnaire. In the pre-test analysis I 

sought to check if all questions were answered correctly, if the answers were not 

showing any difficulty of understanding, if the open answers were susceptible to 

categorisation, and if all that could entail in the inadequacy of the questionnaire as an 

instrument of data collection (Gil, 2002; Dillman et al., 2014). 
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3.9. Administration of the Research 

Two important aspects related to the administration of the research are treated 

here. The first regarding the management of the research project discussed below in the 

topic Administrative plan. The second concerning the execution of the survey and the 

role of the respondents discussed in Response matters. 

3.9.1. Administrative Plan 

The management of the research involved issues such as the organisation of the 

project, the control of its progress and quality control. In the project organisation, I have 

developed a project timeline, and a milestone plan has been agreed with the first 

supervisor. Thus, it was possible to anticipate the main products of the project, as well 

as the activities for the preparation of each one, in addition to the time necessary for this. 

For tracking progress, fortnightly meetings have been set up with the first supervisor, 

where doubts were clarified, and feedback provided. As quality control, the partial 

products generated throughout the work were submitted to supervisors for review and 

getting suggestions for improvement. Besides taking care of these issues, the research 

management gave attention to compliance with ethical standards set by the Research 

Ethics Committee. For example, the original data collection records were exclusively in 

my power, password-protected and have been transformed into work records, taking 

care to give each of them a numeric code, so not to associate them with the respondents 

or their organisations. Also in the research management were defined the skills needed 

for successful work and achievement of goals as, for example, the appropriate profile of 

the participants of the Action Learning Set, as discussed in this chapter. 
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3.9.2. Response Matters 

In this subsection, two topics are covered, the quality of participation and the 

provided answers, and ethical issues related to the relationship with the actual and 

potential respondents. Concerning the quality, usually are referred to more often two 

main sources of errors in surveys, (A) non-response error, and (B) response error. (A) 

Non-response error, according to Dillman et al. (2014), occurs when the characteristics 

of the respondents are different from the characteristics of those who no longer respond, 

to such a degree that can distort the survey results. This checking is made difficult since 

we have no access to the data of those which did not answer, but it can be tested, to a 

certain extent, by comparing the data (demographic and population not) of those who 

responded last, with the answers of those who responded early in the study. The logic of 

this test is that those who answered last are likened more to those who did not respond, 

and can give a good idea about the occurrence or not of non-response error. This test 

was conducted using the extrapolation method and is described in Section 3.11 

Quantitative Action Research. To minimize non-response error Easterby-Smith et al. 

(2008) recommend adopting techniques such as: make the task quick and easy for the 

respondent; explain the objectives clearly, to understand the value of the activity; ensure 

confidentiality and anonymity; and send reminders. All these techniques were used in 

this research. (B) Response error occurs when the respondent provides inaccurate or 

wrong answers while putting his answers in the questionnaire. To avoid this type of 

mistake, special care was taken in the design of the questionnaire (see Section 3.8) and 

in the general and specific communication on each question, to minimize the chance of 

the respondent error in responding. Another quality assurance feature was the use of 

statistical methods to confirm the consistency of the data collection instrument, before 

testing the hypotheses. 
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Regarding the ethical standards, all respondents were informed of the voluntary 

nature of their participation, as well as confidentiality and anonymity in the treatment 

of the data collected, and that neither they nor their organisations would be reported 

individually in the publications relating to the research. Also, it was provided to them 

the email from the representative of the Research Ethics Committee, responsible for 

resolving any doubts about the legitimacy of the research. 

3.10. Statistical Approaches/Data Analysis 

The quality of the measurement scales used in data collection instruments is 

essential, especially in research seeking to test the relationship between constructs 

(Rungtusanatham et al., 2003). When it comes to validation of measurement scales and 

constructs, two main assessments are used, reliability and validity. According to 

Nunnally & Bernstein (1994), reliability means stability over time, and validity is the 

scientific utility of a scale to measure what it intends to measure. The reliability of the 

scales used in the research of this thesis was evaluated through: (A) exploratory factor 

analysis and (B) Cronbach's alpha, and validity of each construct was analysed by (C) 

Pearson's correlation, and (D) regression (multicollinearity). (A) exploratory factor 

analysis is defined as a set of multivariate techniques that aims to find the underlying 

structure in an array of data and determine the number and the nature of the latent 

variables (factors) that best represent a set of observed variables (Brown, 2015). (B) 

The Cronbach's alpha was presented by Lee J. Cronbach in 1951 to estimate the 

reliability of a questionnaire used in a survey. Alpha measures the correlation between 

responses to a questionnaire, through the analysis of the profile of the answers given by 

the respondents. This is an average correlation between questions. Given that all the 

items of a questionnaire use the same scale of measurement, the coefficient α is 

calculated from the variance of individual items and the variance of the sum of the items 
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of each evaluator (Rego et al., 2010). (C) The Pearson’s correlation coefficient is a 

measure of the degree of linear relationship between two quantitative variables. This 

coefficient varies between -1 and 1. The value zero (0) means that there is no linear 

relationship, a value of 1 indicates a perfect linear relationship, and the value of -1 

indicates a perfect but also an inverse linear relationship, namely when one variable 

increases the other decreases (Statstutor, 2016). (D) Multicollinearity in regression is a 

condition that occurs when some predictor variables in the model are correlated with 

other predictors. The strong multicollinearity is problematic because it may increase the 

variance of the regression coefficients, making them unstable (Williams, 2016). The 

application, results and discussion of these techniques can be found in Section 3.11 

Quantitative Action Research. 

It is presented in the next section, a detailed view of the established method for the 

quantitative part of the research. For example, the definition, execution, and analysis of 

the empirical study to test and validate the conceptual model, developed to confirm the 

hypotheses and assumptions about the factors that influence the degree of market 

orientation and performance of an SSC. 

3.11. Quantitative Action Research 

This section brings a description and analysis of data collected through a 

questionnaire applied to a sample of 146 shared service centres, from both public sector 

and industry of several countries, as discussed below. First, there's the characterisation 

and description of the sample. Next, are presented the factor analyses carried out with 

the objective of simplification of the constructs of the conceptual model, preparing it in 

this way for the subsequent analyses. After that, it explores the Pearson correlation 

method used to verify the association between the variables tested, and the results are 
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discussed. It then passes to the explanation of the multiple regression analysis and what 

was found. Finally, it presents the result of the validation of the hypotheses tested 

empirically through the survey conducted, and the results of a t-test performed with all 

variables. To close the chapter, a summary of key findings and highlight points is offered. 

The interpretation and discussion of the results presented here are found in Chapter 4, 

and the qualitative part of the survey (an open-ended question about possible 

differences between SSCs from the public sector and industry) is presented in section 

3.12 Qualitative Action Research. 

3.11.1. Descriptives 

The information presented below aim to characterise the sample (146 cases) of the 

population of SSCs. 

3.11.1.1. Sample characteristics 

The sample consists of 146 cases each corresponding to an SSC. It is reasonable to 

assume that each case roughly corresponds to a specific SSC, since, although it was 

optional, 110 respondents from a total of 146 (that is, 75% of participants), reported the 

names of the SSCs and it was possible to verify that in these cases, there is one reply per 

SSC. The other did not mention the name of the SSC, possibly for reasons of 

confidentiality. We received about 180 completed questionnaires that after screening 

resulted in 146 questionnaires suitable for the research. This sample of 146 cases has 

the following main characteristics: 

As for the size, as shown in Figure 3.3 below, slightly over half (50.7%) or 74 of the 

SSCs has more than 100 employees, which is reasonable because large organisations 

typically adopt the SSC as a solution to their support services, such as administrative, 

financial, HR services and ICT, among other. 
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5 Figure 3.3 Size of the SSC based on the number of employees 

 

Regarding the stage of development (see Table 3.1 below), the majority (73.3%) is 

at a time of growth or transformation. On the other hand, it caught my eye that only two 

of the evaluated SSCs are in a moment of deployment or post-deployment (Launching). 

This could denote a deceleration in new SSCs deployments. Also, 34 respondents report 

that the SSC is in design or revision of the initial design (Visioning). It was reported that 

one of the three SSC classified as other recently shut down, and the services provided by 

him returned to organisational areas of origin. 
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3Table 3.1 Stage of SSC development 

 

Regarding the principal reason of the adoption of the solution SSC (see Table 3.2 

below), what stands out immediately is that only 15.8% of the respondents reported that 

the SSC is seen mostly as a way of reducing costs. One of the main benefits usually 

considered in the adoption of the SSCs is the reduction of costs. However, in the 

respondents’ view, this is not the predominant cause. The number may have become 

notably low, possibly because of about half of the sample (see Figure 3.4 below) are SSCs 

from the public sector, where historically the improving service quality quest usually 

comes before the reduction costs item. 

4Table 3.2 SSC aim 

 
 

 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 0. Other 3 2.1 2.1 2.1 

1. Visioning 34 23.3 23.3 25.3 

2. Launching 2 1.4 1.4 26.7 

3. Growing 58 39.7 39.7 66.4 

4. Transforming 49 33.6 33.6 100.0 

Total 146 100.0 100.0  

 

 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Other 4 2.7 2.7 2.7 

A cut cost alternative 23 15.8 15.8 18.5 

A new management model 
30 20.5 20.5 39.0 

An organisational solution 39 26.7 26.7 100.0 

An operational solution 50 34.2 34.2 73.3 

Total 146 100.0 100.0  

 



Chapter 3 
————————————————————————————————————— 

 

110 
 

The predominance of the public sector (77 or 52.7%) compared to the industry (67 

or 45.9%) between the respondents of the inquiry, presented in Figure 3.4 below, does 

not cause surprise. This probably occurred because the predominant countries in the 

sample (see Table 3.3 the following) use the SSCs like government policy for the 

improvement of the public service, on a great scale.  

6Figure 3.4 Sector of activity of the SSC 

 

The US and the UK (see Table 3.3 below) represent almost 70% of the sample 

(69.9%). Their governments intensively adopt the SSCs as official solution widely 

encouraged for public service. This may, to some extent, explain the prevalence of SSCs 

in the public sector (Figure 3.4 above). Added to this the fact, 20 UK SSCs have been 

directly invited and accepted to participate in this study. My country, Brazil, is 

represented by 20 SSC from the private initiative (of an estimated total of about 200 

private SSCs – my estimation). This was expected since SSCs from governments hardly 

exist in the country, with very few exceptions, such as the State Government of Minas 

Gerais (Thomaz & Gon, 2013), State Government of Rio Grande do Sul (Krüger, 2012) 
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and a few public companies, as Correios (federal courier), Petrobras (oil and gas) and 

Sabesp (sanitation and drinking water). 

5Table 3.3 SSC countries 

 
As to the roles of the respondents (see Table 3.4 below), half (73 or 50%) consists of 

managers or general managers. 

 

 

 

6Table 3.4 Respondent role 

 

 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Netherlands 1 .7 .7 .7 

Portugal 1 .7 .7 1.4 

Italy 2 1.4 1.4 2.8 

Canada 3 2.1 2.1 4.9 

India 3 2.1 2.1 7 

Other 14 9.6 9.6 16.6 

UK 20 13.7 13.7 30.3 

Brazil 20 13.7 13.7 44 

USA 82 56 56 100.0 

Total 146 100.0 100.0  

 

 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Other 24 16.4 16.4 16.4 

Analyst 16 11.0 11.0 27.4 

Specialist 19 13.0 13.0 40.4 

Coordinator 14 9.6 9.6 50.0 

Manager 51 34.9 34.9 84.9 

General manager 22 15.1 15.1 100.0 

Total 146 100.0 100.0  
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3.11.2. Extrapolation Analysis 

To identify eventual nonresponse error bias (Caruana et al., 1999), an 

extrapolation analysis was done in accordance with Armstrong & Overton (1977). This 

analysis consisted of checking the existence of significant differences between late 

responders and first responders. The explanation of why this method helps to prevent 

possible bias of non-representativeness of the sample is that late responders tend to be 

more alike with non-respondents. That is, if the late respondents are very different from 

the primary responders, these (the first respondent) probably do not adequately 

represent the population corresponding to the sample. Demographic data were 

compared (such as SSC developmental stage, SSC age, and level of experience in SSC) of 

the one-third (1/3) of the respondents of the filled out received questionnaires (ranked 

in order of arrival) with the two-third (2/3) and the three-third (3/3), totalising 146 

cases, and no significant differences were found. This analysis helped to confirm the 

adequacy and consistency of the data in its entirety, endorsing that the sample is 

representative of the population of SSCs. 

3.11.3. Exploratory Factor Analysis 

In social sciences’ studies, it is common to want to measure something that cannot 

be measured directly (e.g. constructs, factors, or latent variables). The principle of 

parsimony present in factor analysis says that a large number of variables observed can 

be explained by a smaller number of hypothetical variables (latent), non-observed 

(Agresti & Agresti, 2009). For example, one may be interested to know if an organisation 

is market-oriented. As the market orientation cannot be measured directly, as it involves 

some aspects such as customer orientation and the opening of the company to external 

influences, it is necessary to resort to the measurement of the aspects that characterise 

the market orientation. Also, it is interesting to see if the measures taken, measure a 
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single variable. The factor analysis allows this to be verified (Field, 2009). Factor 

analysis is a multivariate statistical method, which allows transforming a large number 

of variables in a few variables, statistically not correlated, i.e., the factors (Dancey & 

Reidy, 2007). It enables to turn a collection of highly correlated predictor variables on 

one or two factors of approximately the same predictive power (Field, 2009). Factor 

analysis also helps validate the developed constructs.  

There are two usual approaches to factor analysis; confirmatory and exploratory. 

The confirmatory factor analysis brings together a set of techniques that aim to test and 

confirm theories or hypotheses concerning the structure of a set of variables (Pallant, 

2010). Usually applied in more advanced stages of measuring scale maturity. 

Exploratory factor analysis helps in understanding the interrelationship of variables sets 

to refine and simplify constructs, allowing further analysis to validate the conceptual 

model. Therefore, it is applied at earlier stages of development and confirmation of 

measurement scales, and so it was chosen for this thesis. 

Principal components analysis (PCA) is a technique commonly used in factor 

analysis, although it is not exactly a factor analysis (FA). For example, while factor 

analysis uses mathematical models for estimating the factors, PCA transforms the 

original variables into a reduced set of linear combinations (Pallant, 2010). Conceptually 

speaking, the PCA generates components, while the FA generates factors. Another 

difference is that the PCA is based only on the linear correlation of observed variables, 

and does not distinguish between common variance and the specific variance of the 

items. When items are retained in a particular component in the PCA, the rates shown 

include both common variance and specific variance. Many researchers prefer the PCA 
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for its simplicity and practicality since the results of both techniques are equivalent. The 

PCA was also adopted in this thesis. 

According to Pallant (2010) some checks and decisions need to take place along 

three stages of the factor analysis, so that an appropriate factorial structure is obtained: 

(a) Analysis of the compatibility of the data for factor analysis; (b) Extraction of factors; 

and (c) Factor rotation and interpretation.  

In stage (a) Analysis of the compatibility of the data for factor analysis, it is checked 

whether the data set is suitable for factor analysis, first, the sample size — which must 

be greater than 100 cases according to Hair (1998) & MacCallum et al. (1999). This is a 

necessary step because the correlation coefficients in very small samples are less 

reliable — According to this criterion, it was found that the research sample for this 

thesis is adequate, with its 146 respondents. Next, it is verified the strength of the 

relationship between the variables (issues, or items). It is necessary to inspect the 

correlation matrix in search of coefficients greater than .3 (r < .30), since if there are few 

correlations above this level the factor analysis can be compromised. As main criteria 

for dropping items, I considered loadings lower than .50. Besides these, it is necessary 

to check two other statistical measures to confirm the factorability of data. Bartlett's 

sphericity test, where it must have p < .05 to be significant, and the measure of the 

adequacy of samples of Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO), ranging between 0 and 1, with .6 

being considered the minimum value for a proper factor analysis (Pallant, 2010). The 

results of these analyses are discussed further down. 

In stage (b) Extraction of factors, it seeks to find the lowest number of factors that 

represents the interrelationship of the variables in the best possible way. The techniques 

applied here were the principal components analysis (PCA), mentioned above, with 
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eigenvalue (Kaiser's criterion) above 1; scree plot analysis (verifying where the curve 

becomes horizontal), and parallel analysis, using the Monte Carlo PCA program as a 

comparative basis, to ratify the components initially indicated. 

Finally, in stage (c) Factor rotation and interpretation, after the minimum number 

of factors was established, it seeks to interpret them and to do that, it makes the rotation 

of the factors which highlights the higher and lower correlations. Thus, the loadings are 

evidenced getting easier to interpret. In this work, I performed factor rotation applying 

the orthogonal method Varimax. To assess the reliability of the factorial structure, 

although it could have adopted other methods, such as the greatest lower-bound or 

intraclass correlation coefficient (Sijtsma, 2009; Narver et al., 2004), I used the 

Cronbach's alpha, since it attends the necessity of my study and is the most widely used 

method for this purpose. This internal consistency index assesses the degree to which 

the items in an array of data are correlated linearly with each other. I considered the 

following scale of adequacy of Cronbach's alpha values, in accordance with George & 

Mallery (2003): a > 0.90 excellent; a > 0.80 good; a > 0.70 acceptable; a > 0.60 

questionable; a > 0.50 poor; a < 0.50 unacceptable. 

Factor analyses carried out for each conceptual model construct designed for this 

thesis – The questionnaire subscales (Market Orientation, Culture, Leadership, 

Resources, Readiness for Change, Excellence, and Performance) were subjected to 

principal components analysis (PCA) in SPSS version 22, using the file with 146 

responses. Before carrying out the analysis, a checking of data suitability aiming for 

factor analysis was driven, and it presented the results below. All, or the most, variables 

of the correlation matrix presented various correlation coefficients greater than 0.3. The 

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) test reached from 0.83 — which is classified as middling to 
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meritorious according to Kaiser (1974) — to 0.92 (marvellous according to that 

classification), attesting that the variables are correlated. The Bartlett sphericity was 

statistically significant (p < .0005), representing factorisable data in the correlation 

matrix. The following I show, using Market Orientation as an example, I carried out for 

each factor, starting with the descriptive statistics of in Table 3.5. All the analyses were 

double-checked, by a statistic expert, and my first supervisor, experienced in 

quantitative research. 

7Table 3.5 Descriptive statistics of Market Orientation 

 

The PCA revealed initially two components with eigenvalue above 1, 

corresponding, respectively, to 51.13 % and 15.44 % of the total variance. An analysis of 

the scree plot confirmed the initial identification of two components to be maintained 

(Field, 2009). Similarly, a parallel analysis using Monte Carlo PCA program (Pallant, 

2010) confirmed the retention of two components, since exceeded the randomly 

generated values in the data matrix of the same size (7 variables x 146 respondents). 

Thus, it was decided to maintain two components. 

Once kept the two components, which explain 66.57 % of the total variance, an 

orthogonal Varimax rotation was performed to support the interpretability. The result 

of the rotation fits into the concept of 'simple structure' of Thurstone (Child, 2006) with, 

 

Item Mean Std. Deviation Analysis N 

MO1 5.32 1.644 146 

MO2 5.55 1.395 146 

MO3 5.28 1.570 146 

MO4 5.58 1.338 146 

MO5 5.38 1.458 146 

MO6 5.11 1.674 146 

MO7 5.18 1.583 146 

 



Chapter 3 
————————————————————————————————————— 

 

117 
 

for example, each factor having at least one high loading and the other, very low. No 

items were dropped because there was no loading smaller than .50, the main criteria 

adopted for dropping variables. As shown in Table 3.6 below, the interpretation of data 

is consistent in both proposed components. Also, two subscales of Market Orientation 

could be established here (for example, the Component 1 related to the client and 

Component 2 related to monitoring), but were not, as the construction and/or 

refinement of the scale are not in the scope of this thesis. The two components showed 

a good degree of internal consistency with acceptable Cronbach's alpha of .791 and .758 

respectively (George & Mallery, 2003; Bagozzi & Yi, 1988). Component 2 would have 

good Cronbach's alpha of .819 (George & Mallery, 2003) if the MO5 item were dropped, 

but considering the results of other analyses, I decided to keep it. 

8Table 3.6 Exploratory factor analysis results - Rotated Component Matrix - Market Orientation 

 

Item 
Factor loadings 

Component 1 Component 2 
MO1 - Our business objectives are driven 
primarily by customer/citizen satisfaction 

.826  

MO2 - We constantly monitor our level of 
commitment and orientation to serving 
customer/citizen needs 

.826  

MO3 - We measure customer/citizen 
satisfaction systematically and frequently 

.610  

MO4 - We have routine or regular measures of 
customer/citizen service 

 .684 

MO5 - I believe this SSC exists primarily to serve 
customers/citizens 

.669  

MO6 - We poll end-users at least once a year to 
assess the quality of our products and services 

 .871 

MO7 - Data on customer satisfaction are 
disseminated at all levels in this business unit on 
a regular basis 

 .788 

   
Eigenvalue 3.579 1.080 
% of variance explained 51.13 15.44 
Cronbach alpha .791 .758 
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3.11.4. Correlation 

I used the correlation to start the validation of the conceptual model proposed by 

this thesis. The correlation is a statistical method used to investigate (using a correlation 

coefficient) the association between two continuous variables, which may be a 

dependent variable and an independent variable or two independent variables (Dancey 

& Reidy, 2007). According to Nunnally & Bernstein (1994), the correlation demonstrates 

the degree of relationship between two variables. In this work the Pearson Product-

Moment correlation coefficient was used (r), which varies between-1 and 1, e establishes 

the direction and strength of the linear existent association between the variables. On 

the positive relationship between two variables when one increases the other also 

increases. In the negative relation, when one lessens the other one increases (Field, 

2009). While the sign of the coefficient of correlation shows the direction of the 

association, its absolute magnitude represents the strength of the association. For 

example, a coefficient of Pearson r = 0.950 corresponds to a positive and strong 

association between two variables, while a coefficient r = -.250 represents a negative 

and weak association. The value zero indicates the non-existence of relationship, and the 

coefficient 1 expresses a perfect relation or, in other words, a variable can be determined 

when the value of the other one is known. For a correct use of the correlation, it is 

important to check, for example, if there are no outliers and if the variables present 

linear relationship. The latest can be identified graphically with a scatterplot, so it allows 

to visualize if the relation of two variables corresponds or not to a straight line. 

The following are the procedures and results of the correlation analysis carried out 

for the constructs of the conceptual model developed and tested in this study, and 

discussed in Section 2.6 Conceptual Model. 
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Procedures - The variables used in the analyses of correlation discussed below 

were those generated in Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) and included as new 

columns in the data file (FAC1_1, for example) by SPSS for each construct, as discussed 

in the previous section. Each of these corresponds to the new SPSS generated component 

during the Principal Components Analysis (PCA). In the case of the constructs Culture 

and Market Orientation, SPSS generated instead of one, two new components during the 

PCA. In this case, Component 1, accounting for the greatest loads, was used in the 

correlation analysis. Before the correlation analysis of each pair of independent and 

dependent variables, the corresponding scatter plots were examined to confirm the 

linearity prerequisite of the relationship, and the existence of outliers was examined. 

These tests confirmed the appropriateness of all relations for correlation analysis, with 

positive linearity; outliers were not identified. 

Results – following are presented the results and discussions of the driven analyses 

conducted using Pearson Product-Moment correlation coefficient (r). To categorize the 

strength of the association of the variables it was considered the scale of Cohen 

suggested by Pallant (2010): Small, r = .10 to .29; Medium, r = .30 to .49; and Large, r = 

.50 to 1.0. 

The first analysis (see Table 3.19 below) investigated the correlation of each of the 

independent variables, Culture, Leadership, Resources and Readiness for Change, with 

the dependent variable Excellence. It was found to be strong (Large) positive correlation 

between each of these independent variables and the dependent variable analysed, with 

r ranging from .73 to .81. 
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9Table 3.19 Correlation Analysis of independent variables Culture, Leadership, Resources and  
  Readiness for Change, and the dependent variable Excellence 

 

The second analysis investigated the correlation between the variables Excellence 

and Market Orientation. It was found a positive correlation (‘low’ Medium) between 

these variables analysed, with r = .36. 

The third analysis investigated the correlation between the variables Market 

Orientation and Performance. It was found a positive correlation (‘low’ Medium) 

between these variables analysed, also with r = .36. 

The fourth analysis investigated the correlation between the variables 

Performance and Excellence. It was found a positive correlation (Large) between these 

variables analysed, with r = .86. 

The correlation analyses performed ratified the first level of validation of the 

conceptual model, demonstrating that the associations of the constructs identified 

during the literature review were corroborated empirically. However, the Pearson 

Product-Moment correlation coefficients showed that the degree of correlation between 

Excellence and Performance (r = .86) is much more expressive than between Market 

Orientation and Performance (r = .36), while the variable Market Orientation showed 

correlation, to a certain extent, shy (r = .36) with the variable Excellence. The direct 

 

 
Culture Leadership Resources 

Readiness 
for Change 

Excellence 

Culture  1 .79** .74** .68** .73** 

Leadership  .79** 1 .73** .77** .75** 

Resources  .74** .73** 1 .79** .81** 

Readiness 
for Change 

 
.68** .77** .79** 1 .80** 

Excellence  .73** .75** .81** .80** 1 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). N = 146. Pearson correlation (r). 
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relation between Excellence and Performance was not initially identified by the 

proposed model. These findings suggest that while the impact of Excellence in Market 

Orientation is only medium, the impact of Excellence in the Performance of the SSCs is 

surprisingly higher. But, would be this finding true for both SSCs from the public sector 

and industry? The answer is yes, with Excellence impacting Performance almost equally 

in both sectors (.84 in the public sector and .88 in the industry), but with an important 

difference. The correlation between Market Orientation and Performance is much 

stronger - almost double - in the industry that has r = .45 (N = 77) against r = .23 in the 

public sector (N = 67).  

3.11.5. Multiple Regression 

The analysis of correlation seen above is very useful to understand the relationship 

between variables, but it is not conclusive as to the validation of the conceptual model 

because it does not provide information about the predictive power of the variables. To 

test the hypotheses and finish the validation of the conceptual model, I used multiple 

regression analysis. Multiple regression is a set of techniques used to explore and 

explain the relationship between independent variables and the dependent variable, as 

an extension of the correlation analysis (Agresti & Agresti, 2009). These techniques 

allow more sophisticated investigations between variables as, for example, if a set of 

variables can predict an outcome. It is also possible through multiple regression to 

identify which variable in a set of variables is the best predictor (Field, 2009). Therefore, 

multiple regression is an appropriate technique to complete the validation of the 

conceptual model and hypotheses of this thesis with more in-depth analysis.  

The following are the procedures and results of multiple regression analyses 

conducted for the constructs of the proposed conceptual model. Also, further down, in 
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Section 3.11.6 Hypotheses Validation are presented the results of the validation of each 

of the six formulated hypotheses. 

Procedures - I used the same variables (factors) applied to the correlation analysis 

(extracted by SPSS), ensuring before the assumptions for an effective test were met. 

These assumptions are, independence of errors (residuals); a linear relationship 

between predictors variables and the outcome variable; residuals homoscedasticity; 

absence of multicollinearity; and no significant outliers (Field, 2009; Pallant, 2010). 

After analysing the applicability of each of the main regression methods — Standard 

Multiple Regression, Hierarchical Multiple Regression, and Stepwise Multiple 

Regression —, I selected the Standard Multiple Regression method as the most suitable 

for the validation of the conceptual model and the hypotheses. This method is typically 

used when it is necessary to understand how much variance can be explained by a set of 

predictor variables and by each variable individually (Pallant, 2010). Predictors are 

inserted simultaneously into the equation, and each independent variable is analysed to 

know its predictive power. One of the limitations of the Standard Multiple Regression is 

that it does not make possible to control straightly the shared variance between the 

independent variables, which may lead to conclusion errors (Hair, 1998; Field, 2009). 

This limitation was avoided in this research using the components (factors) generated 

in the Principal Components Analysis during the factor analysis reported earlier in this 

chapter. 

According to Field (2009) and Pallant (2010), so that the results of the application 

of this method are technically valid, six assumptions must be met, under penalty of 

getting distorted results. (1) Sample size, because only a representative sample of the 

population allows the generalisation. The sample size of this research (N = 146) is above 
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the recommended by Hair (1998) and MacCallum et al. (1999) of, at least, 100 cases; (2) 

linearity, i.e. independent variables must relate linearly with the dependent variable, 

individually and collectively; (3) homoscedasticity, because in each level of the 

predictors variables, the variance of the residual term must be constant. The residuals 

at each level of the predictors must have the same variance; when the variances are not 

equal exists heteroscedasticity (4) multicollinearity, which refers to the relationship 

between the independent variables, and exists when these are highly correlated, with r 

= .9 or above. I used the Variance Inflation Factor indicator (VIF) seeking for values 

above 10, which could be problematic, indicating multicollinearity; (5) unusual points, 

because the multiple regression is quite sensitive to very high or very low scores 

(standardised residual values less than -3.3 or above 3.3) and this verification must 

include both independent and dependent variables; and (6) residuals normality, since it 

is assumed that the residuals are distributed within a normal curve, with zero mean. All 

these checks were conducted and approved before the regression analyses were applied. 

Results – The following are the results of the three multiple regression analyses carried 

out. 

First analysis: A multiple regression was run to predict Excellence from Culture, 

Leadership, Resources, and Readiness for Change. The assumptions of sample size, 

linearity, homoscedasticity, multicollinearity, unusual points and residuals normality 

were met. These variables, statistically significant, predicted Excellence, F (4, 141) = 

105.633, p < .0005, adj. R2 = .74. All variables, individually, added statistically 

significantly to the prediction, p < .05, except Leadership with the sig. = .13. Regression 

coefficients and standard errors can be found in Table 3.20 below.  
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10Table 3.20 Summary of the first Multiple Regression Analysis 

 

Note: p < .05; B = Unstandardised Coefficients; Std. Error = Standard error of the coefficient; 

Beta = standardised coefficient 

Second analysis: A multiple regression was run to predict Market Orientation from 

Excellence. The assumptions of sample size, linearity, homoscedasticity, 

multicollinearity, unusual points and residuals normality were met. The variable 

statistically significantly predicted Market Orientation, F (1, 144) = 21.067, p < .0005, 

adj. R2 = .12. Regression coefficients and standard errors can be found in Table 3.21 

below.  

11Table 3.21 Summary of the first Multiple Regression Analysis 

Variable B Std. Error Beta 

(constant)  .000 .078  

Excellence  .357 .078 .357 

Note: p < .05; B = Unstandardised Coefficients; Std. Error = Standard error of the coefficient; 

Beta = standardised coefficient 

Third analysis: A multiple regression was run to predict Performance from Market 

Orientation. The assumptions of sample size, linearity, homoscedasticity, 

multicollinearity, unusual points and residuals normality were met. The variable 

statistically significantly predicted Market Orientation, F (1, 144) = 21.832, p < .0005, 

Variable B Std. Error Beta 

(constant)  .000 .042  

Culture  .153 .075 .153 

Leadership  .125 .082 .125 

Resources  .373 .077 .373 

Readiness 
for Change 

 
.301 .078 .301 
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adj. R2 = .13. Regression coefficients and standard errors can be found in Table 3.22 

below.  

12Table 3.22 Summary of the second Multiple Regression Analysis 

Variable B Std. Error Beta 

(constant)  .000 .077  

Market Orientation  .363 .078 .363 

Note: p < .05; B = Unstandardised Coefficients; Std. Error = Standard error of the coefficient; 

Beta = standardised coefficient 

3.11.6. Hypotheses Validation 

This section discusses the results of the analysis conducted on acceptance or 

rejection of hypotheses formulated for this study. Figure 3.5 below illustrates the 

conceptual model and the six hypotheses tested, formulated with an expected positive 

relation between the corresponding variables. The hypotheses presented and initially 

discussed in Section 2.6.4 are H1: Culture relates positively to excellence; H2: Leadership 

relates positively to excellence; H3: Resources relates positively to excellence; H4: The 

greater the readiness for change, the higher the level of the excellence; H5: excellence 

relates positively to market orientation; H6: Market orientation relates positively to 

performance. 
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7Figure 3.5 Conceptual model of factors influencing SSC performance, with the hypotheses 

 

As summarised in Table 3.23 below, five of the six hypotheses (H1 and H3 to H6) 

have been validated (supported), with the respective null hypotheses rejected. The null 

hypothesis says, by definition, that there is no relationship between the variables 

(Creswell, 2013). The hypothesis H2 was rejected (fail to reject the null hypothesis) 

since the observed result cannot be considered statistically significant. That is, in this 

survey the predictor variable Leadership seems not to contribute significantly to 

estimate Excellence; although Leadership correlation is significant with all other 

variables, as seen in Section 3.11.4. The t-test, whose result is shown in that table, 

consists in formulating a null hypothesis and, consequently, an alternative hypothesis, 

calculate the value of t and draw conclusions as to the prediction power of the variable 

analysed, i.e., knowing the significance of the t-test of each predictor. 
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13Table 3.23 Summary of the validation of the hypotheses 

 

3.11.7. Common Method Bias Evaluation 

Since all participants responded to both the questions of the independent variables 

and dependent variables, the variance arising from the use of the same method (common 

method variance) could decrease or increase the estimated relationships. To verify the 

existence of common method bias, Harman’s one-factor test was applied (Podsakoff & 

Organ, 1986; Theodosiou & Katsikea, 2013). If there were common method bias, the 

Principal Component Analysis employment would produce a single factor from the 

submitted data; and this single factor would explain most of the variance. The test was 

performed with the use of the unrotated solution, and a general factor did not appear. 

The first factor explained 38% of the variance, so below 50% and confirming the absence 

of common method bias (see Table 3.24 below, with the first 17 out of 71 components). 

 

 

  

Hypotheses 
Sign Std. Coef. t-value 

Hypothesis 
test 

H1: Culture relates positively to PSSC 
excellence 

+ .153 2.037** Supported 

H2: Leadership relates positively to PSSC 
excellence 

+ .125 1.527* Rejected 

H3: Resources relates positively to PSSC 
excellence 

+ .373 4.843** Supported 

H4: The greater the readiness for change, 
the higher the level of the PSSC excellence 

+ .301 3.874** Supported 

H5: PSSC excellence relates positively to 
market orientation 

+ .357 4.590** Supported 

H6: Market orientation relates positively to 
PSSC performance 

+ .363 4.672** Supported 

Note: * p = .13; ** p < .05; 
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14Table 3.24 PCA – Total Variance Explained – Harman’s Test 

 

3.11.8. Independent Samples T-test 

The Independent samples t-test is used to compare means between two groups 

and check if there are significant differences. I applied the test to compare the SSCs of 

the public sector (see 1 in the Table 3.25 below) and those in the industry (see 2 in the 

Table 3.25 below), analysing all variables of the conceptual model (market orientation, 

culture, leadership, resources, readiness for change, excellence, and performance). The 

results show no significant differences and are presented below. Table 3.25 below shows 

the descriptive statistics of the two groups, with the means and standard deviations, 

showing that do not exist important differences in the comparison of each variable to 

SSCs of the two sectors. Table 3.26 shows the specific results of the t-test.   

Component 

Initial Eigenvalues 
Extraction Sums of Squared 

Loadings 

Total 
% of 

Variance 
Cumulative 

% Total 
% of 

Variance 
Cumulative 

% 

1 26.856 37.826 37.826 26.856 37.826 37.826 

2 3.505 4.936 42.762       

3 3.010 4.239 47.001       

4 2.268 3.194 50.195       

5 1.922 2.707 52.902       

6 1.805 2.542 55.444       

7 1.711 2.410 57.853       

8 1.487 2.094 59.947       

9 1.449 2.041 61.989       

10 1.403 1.976 63.965       

11 1.284 1.808 65.773       

12 1.185 1.669 67.442       

13 1.080 1.521 68.963       

14 1.045 1.472 70.435       

15 1.011 1.424 71.859       

16 .968 1.364 73.222       

17 .876 1.235 74.457       
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15Table 3.25 Group Statistics for Each Conceptual Model Variable 

 
1 = Public Sector and 2 = Private Sector 

As shown in the table 3.26 below, the variables analysed by comparing the public 

and private SSCs do not show statistically significant differences when looking to the Sig 

(2-tailed) measures; the Sig value of Levene's test is greater than .05, except for the 

variable Leadership, but whose Sig. (2-tailed), which aims to test for equality of means, 

is appropriate. 
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16Table 3.26 Independent Samples Test (public versus private SSC) 

 

Therefore, the results suggest that there are no practical differences between the 

groups of SSC public and private. 

In this section, there were presented analyses employed to the data of the survey 

carried out with the sample of 146 SSCs, with the objective to validate the conceptual 

model and the respective hypotheses of research. The factors (components) 

representing each construct were extracted through Exploratory Factor Analysis. The 

most significant factor for each construct was subjected to correlation analysis, which 

confirmed a positive correlation between the variables of the conceptual model, as 

originally expected, with Medium or Large strength of association. Emphasis on the 

discovery of that the degree of correlation between Excellence and Performance is much 

more expressive (r = .86) than the degree of correlation between Market Orientation and 

Performance (r = .36), differently of the previously imagined, while the variable Market 
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Orientation was correlated to a certain timid point (r = .36) with variable Excellence, 

which was also not envisioned. As for the multiple regression analyses, they confirmed 

the causal relationships of the model, except for the variable Leadership, which did not 

provide sufficient significance, and led the hypothesis H2 to fail to reject the null 

hypothesis. An independent samples t-test was also carried out confirming the 

similarities of the SSCs from the industry and the public sector regarding the conceptual 

model.  

The next section, Qualitative Action Research, discusses the methods and the 

results of the Action Learning Set part of the research, developed with the goal of 

transforming the findings and conclusions of the quantitative and exploratory 

qualitative research into workable recommendations, which can be implemented by the 

SSCs, especially the ones from the public sector. 

3.12. Qualitative Action Research 

During the literature review were identified differences, of both form and content, 

between public management and private management. Some examples of these 

differences include lower commitment of civil servants; the tendency of public officials 

to favour the politicians who sponsor and manage their funding; the existence of 

multiple sources of potentially conflicting authority; the discrepancy between the 

objectives of public service and the outcomes delivered; concern with rules and not 

results; less freedom of public officials to respond to the circumstances; and the 

characteristic of the public sector to be more concerned with inputs and process (inside-

out view), while the industry is more concerned with outputs and outcomes (tending to 

an outside-in view). To understand the extent to which these or other differences are 

part of the context of SSCs of the public and private sectors, two open-ended questions 
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were elaborated and submitted to the respondents during the survey: (1) “Do you 

believe there are significant differences between private sector and public-sector SSC 

models? If yes, what are the main differences? (2) If not, why not?" The responses were 

collected and analysed using content analysis techniques, as explained below. 

3.12.1. Analysis of Content 

To analyse the answers to the open-ended questions, I applied techniques of 

analysis of content, which are a structured way to organize, describe and interpret the 

content of texts and surveys (Bardin, 1977; Creswell, 2007). The content analysis was 

performed using qualitative data analysis methodology in three stages, adapted from the 

work of Bardin (1977) and Creswell (2007). The first stage, called 'pre-analysis,' 

basically consisted of a preliminary reading of the responses, to have the general 

knowledge necessary for categorisation to be held in the next stage. The second stage, 

'Exploration’ of the material, consisted of more detailed analysis with excerpts of text 

and categorisations seeking to extract, group and describe the concepts (codes) existing 

in the analysed texts. Finally, the third stage, 'Interpretation', included the explanation 

of the original content declared or latent in the material analysed. Creating categories in 

this stage take into account the five principles of Bardin (1977): mutual exclusion, 

between categories; homogeneity, inside the categories; relevance, or not distortion, of 

the transmitted message; fertility for inferences; and objectivity, or understanding and 

clarity. To support this content analysis, it was used the software SPSS Text Analytics for 

Surveys version 4.0 (see Figure 3.6 below), which applies natural language processing 

and streamlines the extraction and categorisation of concepts from the examined texts. 

The following is a brief description of the found frequencies and then goes to the 

description of the categorisation and presentation of results. 
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8Figure 3.6 Screen snapshot of the software SPSS Text Analytics for Surveys version 4.0 

 

Among the 146 respondents, 86 (59%) responded that they believe there are 

significant differences between the SSC of the public sector and the industry. Ten 

respondents (7%) believe that there are no such differences, and 50 (34%) remained 

neutral, choosing not to respond. The responses of those who believe there are 

significant differences were interpreted through the content analysis, and the results are 

discussed below.  

As for the ten respondents who do not believe there are significant differences (7% 

of the total), the reasons mentioned revolving around the understanding that the 

audience served by SSCs of Governments is so demanding as customers of the private 

SSCs. Also, state that the back-office services are similar many times in the two sectors. 

They mention that the public and private SSCs also work to satisfy customers, despite 

public sector bureaucracy (“Both have the customer as the heart,” as one respondent 

said). 
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The comments from respondents who believe there are significant differences 

resulted initially (after consolidation observing the principle of mutual exclusion 

mentioned earlier) in 21 categories of concepts, drawn from 154 excerpts of responses. 

These 21 categories analysed again and passed by one more consolidation that resulted 

in five broad categories whose details are found in Table 3.27 below. This table also 

presents the dimensions (of the organisational environment, external and internal) 

impacted by the concepts extracted from comments and arguments of the respondents. 

From an analysis based on these dimensions was possible to confirm that the SSC models 

of the industry and the public sector have significant differences. It was also found that 

may exist significant opportunities to improve the SSCs of the public sector, associated 

with relevant aspects such as service design, customer focus (outside-in), mission and 

governance of the SSC, management of the human factor in a service operation, and SSC 

business model. These differences are presented below and discussed in Chapter 4. 

Next, Table 3.27 below presents the following information: number of the category 

constituted from the analysis of content; names assigned to the five categories, 

representative of its content; summarisation of the characteristics of the categories; 

description of each category, associated with the respondents’ comments; impacted 

organisational dimensions (external and internal); and several excerpts comments from 

respondents on the topics of each category. The categories with the bigger 

representativeness of respondents’ comments are presented first. The information has 

been analysed in the light of the reviewed management theory about SSCs, service 

operations and organisations, and the results of these analyses are presented right after 

Table 3.27 below.
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17Table 3.27 Categorisation of responses during the analysis of content 

Note: * The impacts are explained and discussed in Chapter 4 .
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3.12.2. Results of the Analysis of Categories, Based on the Dimensions 

Impacted 

The analysis developed and presented here seeks to explain the nature of the 

concepts mentioned by respondents (see Table 3.27 above) and how they impact the 

SSCs. The resultant five categories are candidates of been transformed into actions for 

perfect the public SSC model, and later were submitted to the Action Learning Set (see 

Section 3.13). 

Category 01 Private Sector SSC as a service unit. This category represents the set 

of responses from those who believe that the SSCs from the industry offer services with 

better quality, better performance, more effectiveness, excellence, and that they are 

more oriented to customers, innovative and flexible. All these concepts are linked to 

attributes of services that are defined during the design of the service that will be offered 

by a service operation (Johnston & Clark, 2001; Frei, 2008), such as an SSC. Although 

these characteristics may be present both in public and private SSCs, this research 

showed that the perception of the respondents is that the industry SSCs are more skilled 

in these matters. A possible interpretation in the light of the theory is that the starting 

point for the design of the SSC operation in the industry tends to be more 'outside-in', 

that is, tends to start at the clients' view, and the attributes that lead to satisfaction with 

the service (see Table 3.28 below) tend to be adopted more efficiently by the private 

SSCs. 
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18Table 3.28 Factors for design and analysis of service operations 

Source: Adapted from Johnston & Clark (2001). 

According to Johnston & Clark (2001), the 12 attributes presented in the Table 

3.28 above express the various characteristics of a service and if carefully defined and 

practiced from the vision of the client (outside-in), raise the chances of success of the 

service operation. Another important aspect to consider is the governance of the SSC, 

which must be administered by its clients, usually through a Client Board or equivalent 

12 Factors Description of the Factors 

Availability 
Availability of the services, of the staff and facilities, offered to the 

client, escalation. 

Reliability 
Performance consistency of services and staff. Accuracy of information. 

Feature Adequacy of services to customer needs. 

Control Security of the client's possessions while benefits from the service. 

Service price Price suitability for service. 

Aesthetics 
The extent to which the service package components are in line or to 

the satisfaction of the client. 

Responsiveness 
Speed and service delivery punctuality. Prompt response to client 

requests. 

Communication 
Ability to communicate the service in an intelligible way. Clarity and 

precision in verbal and written information. 

Competency 
Skill, expertise, and professionalism. Adoption of correct procedures 

and correct execution of the instructions of the clients and regulators. 

Service 

Organisation for service and help to the client. The staff passes the 

impression of being interested in the client, showing willingness in 

serving. 

Attitude 
Reaction to adversity, receptivity to criticism to the services, attitude to 

promote changes, proactivity, “extra-mile/ best effort.” 

Flexibility 
Willingness on the part of the company to supplement or amend the 

nature of service to meet the needs of clients. 
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(Ashkenas, 1995). This is one of the core principles of the constitution of an SSC 

(Schulman et al., 1999; Bergeron, 2002; Quinn et al., 2000). 

Category 02 Public Sector SSC as a (local) public agency. This category includes 

respondents who consider that the fact that the SSCs of governments having to meet 

local priorities, provide the services prescribed by law and as they are of compulsory 

use of its clients (which cannot receive the service from another provider), makes these 

SSCs comparatively less competitive. Although research shows that this is a reality, this 

need not necessarily be that way. The search for a public service of better quality and 

more suitable for citizens is at the core of the principles of New Public Management 

(Gershon, 2004; Schwarz, 2014; Tomkinson, 2007), adopted by many governments 

(such as USA and UK) as the driver of adoption of SSCs as a solution to support services. 

The correct definition of SSC's mission (considering the best use of public money and 

the outside-in design discussed in the previous category), as well as the entrepreneurial 

attitude of leadership, can soften the negative impact that the bureaucracy and the 

legislation provoke in the effectiveness of the public SSCs. They can also mitigate the 

negative consequences that the 'monopoly,' or lack of competition leads on mechanisms 

and encouragement for the continuous improvement of public SSCs, which have 

comparatively lower quality, in the opinion of survey respondents. It is also important 

to recognize that the law exerts a counterforce to the sound performance of the public 

service, in general, because unlike the private sector, a public service, usually, can only 

be provided if there is a law that permits, and with the authorized content and form 

(Denhardt & Denhardt, 2000). While the industry has greater freedom since, roughly, 

the service can be provided if there is no law that prohibits. 
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Category 03 Private Sector SSC as a Business Unit. This category brings together 

those respondents who claim that the industry SSCs feature better overall quality 

because they are conducted as a business, profit-oriented and can fund more easily, 

especially in times of crisis. Although this reality seems to be more common in private 

SSCs, it is often feasible also for public SSCs. The SSCs of the public sector also can adopt 

the charging for the offered services and use the resources obtained in the maintenance 

of services with high level of quality, working as a public agency or in another legal 

configuration, as a public-private partnership, for example (Schwarz, 2014; Gould et al., 

2007; Janssen & Joha, 2010). Another essential factor for this, is the formation of a 

culture specific for the SSC, focused on excellence and best practices in services with 

inter-sector benchmarks established, whenever the type of service offered allows 

(Keuper & Lueg, 2013; Schwarz, 2014). 

Category 04 Public Sector SSC and the public servant dilemma. Respondents in this 

category attribute the comparatively lower performance of SSCs of the public sector to 

the human factor, as the absence of meritocracy as criteria for pay and promotion; the 

fact that many public SSCs cannot choose their staff; job stability as a sponsor of 

accommodation and not encouraging the continued development; a higher turnover of 

staff in the SSCs, which reduces the average level of competency of employees and their 

condition to provide a better service; and a minor commitment of the public officials 

pro-excellence of service. Since these causes are difficult to change in the public sector, 

the management theory offers alternatives and best practices in areas of study as 

motivation, leadership, teamwork and organisational culture as possible remedies for 

overcoming these barriers to quality of service (Schwarz, 2014; Baldwin, 1987; Gershon, 

2004; Robbins, 2011). Even with these difficulties, it is possible to establish a context of 
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centre of excellence in public SSCs (Ulbrich, 2010) and, in general, this is more linked to 

the willingness and management ability of the managers than the ‘corporative’ formal 

systems (Schwarz, 2014; Denhardt & Denhardt, 2000). 

Category 05 Public Sector SSC and the political environment. This category is 

formed by the comments that affirm that the political interference affects the 

performance of the public SSCs negatively, as well as for the comments that attribute 

this level of inferior performance to have been to work with a number expressively 

bigger of stakeholders in the public context. To deal with these opposing forces and to 

enable the management of expectations and demands of stakeholders, management 

theory offers solutions for understanding the power and political contexts (Robbins, 

2011), as well as successful professional managing these forces. It also provides 

extensive theory and case studies for effective mapping and stakeholder management 

(Klefsjö et al., 2008; Robbins, 2011) and effective organisational communication 

(Robbins, 2011). 

This analysis identified significant differences in the context of public and private 

SSCs, which brings numerous challenges to public sector managers to establish and 

manage the SSCs. From the results of this analysis we can infer that the questioning that 

the SSC models of public sector require specific settings and not simply be copied from 

the private sector—corresponding to the research question 2 (RQ2) “Do Shared Services 

Centres of the public sector differ from the SSCs of the private sector? In which way?”—

is well-founded. These results were submitted to the Action Learning Set for a reality 

check and refinement, which are discussed in the next section; and the final discussion 

and conclusions of this theme are carried out in Chapter 4. 
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3.13 The Action Learning Set (ALS) 

Action Learning Sets are small groups (usually 5 to 8 people) used as a means for 

learning and solving complex problems. ALS shares, discusses and helps solve problems 

brought by its members, and therefore, is a learning community (Pedler, 2008). The 

central role of ALS is not to find a solution for the problems presented, but help the 

member who has the problem to find the solution and grow. Herr & Anderson (2014) 

defend that the ALS is a way to approach the researcher of those who are the object of 

research. According to Pedler (2012), the ALS is one of four interrelated elements of the 

action learning, along with the person, the problem and the action. Among the benefits 

of the ALS, I mention: it offers an opportunity for personal growth; it improves problem-

solving skills; it helps the member with a problem to deal with complex tasks; the 

participant with an issue is challenged and stimulated by the group; it contributes 

clarifying the ideas and analyses. The ALS of this research was created following 

recommendations of Pedler (2012), Coghlan & Brannick (2014), and Greenwood & 

Levin (2006) as, for example, confidentiality, commitment, common interest, 

cooperation, mutual development, helpful and democratic environment, among others. 

Thus, the survey results were discussed with experienced managers and experts, 

members of the ALS, and transformed into applicable knowledge to meet the reality of 

Shared Services Centres. Because of the need of having participants from several 

countries in my ALS, a virtual ALS (Pedler, 2011), asynchronous, was used for this 

inquiry, as detailed in the following. 

3.13.1 Composition of the Action Learning Set for this Thesis 

Since the survey respondents were from several countries, mainly the UK, the USA, 

Canada, and Brazil, I tried to form the ALS with experts from the same countries, as this 
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could help in a more precise understanding of the survey results, and an improved 

outcome for the SSC community. 

Figure 3.7 below shows a schematic overview of the ALS of this thesis and, 

afterward, I explain its composition, and how it was formed. 

Figure 3.79Schematic View of the Action Learning Set for this DBA Thesis 

 

The ALS was composed of seven members in total, five public SSCs managers, one 

private SSCs manager, and one doctored professor who specialises in public service. To 

constitute the ALS, first, it was identified which competencies should be present in the 

ALS and next (solid knowledge in SSC and public sector), 14 potential participants, with 

the necessary skills, were invited based on a previous search on LinkedIn, and my 

contacts. Thus, seven managers and experts from Brazil, Canada, the USA, and the UK 

(same countries of much of survey respondents) confirmed their interest, willingness, 
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and availability to take part, and became members of the ALS. Then, the ALS members 

received the details of the ALS objectives, and instructions for their effective 

contribution (see Appendix D). 

3.13.2 How the Action Learning Set Worked 

The ALS working method was based on questioning and reflection (Pedler, 2012), 

and two rounds of discussion were applied, within 40 days. Because of participants 

agenda limitation, six of seven ALS members joined the first round of debate, and six the 

second (with one different participant, comparing to the first round). Figure 3.8 below 

shows how the ALS worked and, the following, I explain in more details. 

            Figure 3.810How the Action Learning Set Worked 

 

In the first round, submitted to the ALS were the results of the quantitative and 

qualitative approaches (see Sections 3.11 and 3.12), properly consolidated and with my 
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initial interpretation of them considering the theory; step further discussed in the next 

section.  

The five categories of findings that emerged in the qualitative approach (see 

Section 3.13.3.1 below), along with the results obtained in the quantitative approach, 

were analysed and interpreted by me, with the support of the literature reviewed. These 

original interpretations, discussed the following, were then submitted to the ALS. Each 

ALS member evaluated the findings and my initial interpretations and made comments 

agreeing or disagreeing, and offering new elements of SSC or Public-Sector context, and 

possible practical application. The responses were then consolidated and submitted by 

me to a new treatment of content analysis using the same technical protocol discussed 

in Section 3.12. The only difference to that protocol is that, although I had access to other 

more prominent software, as NVivo and SPSS Text Analytics, I decided to use—

successfully—the QDA Miner Lite. This free software proved to be friendly, lightweight, 

flexible and with appropriate resources to categorisations, coding, and analysis. Because 

of the interaction of ALS (first round) and results of the ALS content analysis, after 

treatment and consolidation of the suggestions received, emerged eight measures for 

proper adaptation and improvement of public SSCs. These eight measures, presented 

and discussed in Section 4.3, were then submitted to the ALS (second round) for last 

reflections and final considerations. In the next section, I show the process mentioned 

above in more details and explain how I understood and interpreted the ALS 

discussions. 

3.13.3 Dynamics and Contributions of the Action Learning Set 

The starting point for working with the ALS were the results obtained from the 

quantitative and qualitative approaches. In Sections 3.11 and 3.12, I explain how I 
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performed the interpretations and analyses that led to the preliminary results 

submitted to ALS. Next, I discuss how the interaction with ALS members occurred, 

illustrate their reactions to the initial results, and exemplify their contributions, 

disagreements, and concordances. Besides, I explore how I applied the interpretation 

(with the support of content analysis) to the responses of ALS members in the first 

round of discussions to reach the recommendations proposed by this thesis, refined in 

the second round of discussions. 

3.13.3.1 First Round of Discussions 

In the first round, the preliminary results of the survey (see Sections 3.11 and 

3.12), were sent to the members of the ALS, as described in the items (A), for the 

qualitative part of the survey, and (B), for the quantitative part of the survey, as 

presented below.  

(A) Key findings of the qualitative part of the survey (Appendix D – Example 2, 

Item 1) – The responses of the qualitative part were analysed with support of content 

analysis, resulting in five categories of concepts or findings: Category 01 Private Sector 

SSC as a service unit; Category 02 Public Sector SSC as a (local) public agency; Category 

03 Private Sector SSC as a Business Unit; Category 04 Public Sector SSC and the public 

servant dilemma; Category 05 Public Sector SSC and the political environment. Next, I 

present my initial interpretation for each of these five categories, in the light of the 

theory, which was submitted to the analysis of ALS members. 

Category 01 Private Sector SSC as a service unit – This category represents the set 

of responses from those who believe that the SSCs from the industry offer services with 
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better quality, better performance, more effectiveness, excellence, and that they are 

more oriented to customers, innovative and flexible.  

My initial interpretation – A summarised preliminary interpretation, in the light of 

the theory, is that the starting point for the design of the SSC operation in the industry 

tends to be more 'outside-in.' That is, tends to start at the clients' view, and the attributes 

that lead to satisfaction with the service (Table 3.28 above) tend to be adopted more 

efficiently by the private SSCs. 

Category 02 Public Sector SSC as a (local) public agency – This category includes 

respondents who consider the fact that the SSCs of governments having to meet local 

priorities, provide the services prescribed by law and as they are of compulsory use of 

its clients (which cannot receive the service from another provider), makes these SSCs 

comparatively less competitive.  

My initial interpretation – A summarised preliminary interpretation, in the light of 

the theory, is that the correct definition of SSC's mission (considering the best use of 

public money and the outside-in design discussed in the previous category), as well as 

the entrepreneurial attitude of leadership, can soften the negative impact that the 

bureaucracy and the legislation provoke in the effectiveness of the public SSCs. 

Category 03 Private Sector SSC as a Business Unit – This category brings together 

those respondents who claim that the industry SSCs feature better overall quality 

because they are conducted as a business, profit-oriented and can fund more easily, 

especially in times of crisis.  

My initial interpretation – A summarised preliminary interpretation, in the light of 

the theory, is that the SSCs of the public sector also can adopt the charging for the offered 
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services. They can use the resources obtained in the maintenance of services with high 

level of quality, working as a public agency or in another legal configuration, as a public-

private partnership, for example. Another essential factor for this is the formation of a 

culture specific for the SSC, focused on excellence and best practices in services with 

inter-sector benchmarks established, whenever the type of service offered allows. 

Category 04 Public Sector SSC and the public servant dilemma – Respondents in this 

category attribute the comparatively lower performance of SSCs of the public sector to 

the human factor, as the absence of meritocracy as criteria for pay and promotion; the 

fact that many public SSCs cannot choose their staff; job stability as a sponsor of 

accommodation and not encouraging the continued development; a higher turnover of 

staff in the SSCs, which reduces the average level of competency of employees and their 

condition to provide a better service; and a minor commitment of the public officials 

pro-excellence of service.  

My initial interpretation – A summarised preliminary interpretation, in the light of 

the theory, is that since these causes are difficult to change in the public sector, the 

management theory offers alternatives and best practices in areas of study as 

motivation, leadership, teamwork and organisational culture as possible remedies for 

overcoming these barriers to quality of service. 

Category 05 Public Sector SSC and the political environment – This category is 

formed by the comments that affirm that the political interference affects the 

performance of the public SSCs negatively, as well as for the comments that attribute 

this level of inferior performance to have been to work with a number expressively 

bigger of stakeholders in the public context.  
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My initial interpretation – A summarised preliminary interpretation, in the light of 

the theory, is that to deal with these opposing forces and to enable managing 

expectations and demands of stakeholders, management theory offers solutions for 

understanding the power and political contexts, as well as successful professional 

managing of these forces. It also provides theory and case studies for effective mapping 

and stakeholder management and effective organisational communication. 

ALS members were asked to review these five categories and my initial 

interpretations and answer the open questions asked (Appendix D - Example 2), based 

on their experiences and expertise in SSC and the public service. Each ALS member sent 

their responses by email, and I performed an analysis to consolidate the results of the 

first round of discussion; thus, I created a control table of concordance by a member 

(Table 3.29 below). As we can see in that table, most of the ALS members agreed with 

my initial interpretations, of the qualitative part, with two exceptions discussed after 

the table. 

19Table 3.29 Agreement Table – Round One 

 

In the first exception, Member 3 commented for Category 01 (Table 3.29 above), 

differently from the others, that he did not agree that private SSCs tend to be more 
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'outside-in' than public SSCs because, in his view, both are similar operations (what 

changes is the context). He said, “No. In my experience, the design stage of both public and 

private shared services starts with the objectives that the organisation can achieve by 

setting up (or purchasing) the shared services organisation… the difference is who receives 

the benefit from shared services and their ability to sponsor the changes that, by definition, 

need to occur introducing shared services. In the industry, shared services organisations 

are typically driven by the CEO or the senior executive team…” In the second exception, 

for Category 03, the ALS Member 4 not fully agreed that public SSCs can charge for 

services offered because, he thinks, governments follow a no economic logic. In his 

words, “Not in principle... As we know, in Brazilian and even Latin American experience, 

the integration and sharing of services of the private field make cut-outs that adhere to an 

economic logic.”  

About the ALS members who agreed with my preliminary interpretations in the 

five categories of key findings, to illustrate their arguments, I captured a few comments, 

which can be seen in Table 3.30 below. 
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20Table 3.30 ALS Members Agreeing with my Initial Interpretation of the Key Findings – Round  
   One 

 

 On the partial concordances, shown in the Table 3.30 above, an illustrative 

example is that of Member 4, for Category 02. He said, “I do not fully agree because 

bureaucracy and legislation are previously determined by fragmented organisational 

culture, by departmental obedience to patronage modes of political action. Bureaucracy 

and legislation are not decisive.” In another example, Member 6 commented on this same 

category, “In my experience, federal SSCs in the US have rigorous federal regulations and 

requirements that can be burdensome. They also cannot work independently in that their 

‘parent’ agency may set priorities that may limit their focus area (given the mission of the 

parent agency differs from that of the SSC).” 

The high number of concordances supported my initial interpretations. However, 

the comments and reflections submitted by the ALS members brought new relevant 

elements (and 'new readings' of the reality) and led me to do a new analysis of content, 
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now of the reflections and other comments from the ALS. As well as a new general 

analysis of all the findings so far, with the goal of transforming them into actionable 

knowledge (e.g. practical actions for the SSC community). This new general analysis was 

made considering four main sets of information: the seven components of the 

conceptual model; the five criteria resulting from the qualitative part of the survey; the 

reflections of the ALS members; and the revised literature. The new general analysis 

resulted in six measures that the SSCs of the public sector can adopt to perfect its service 

operations, presented in the Table 3.31 below, which were submitted to the ALS for 

validation in the second round of discussions. 
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21Table 3.31 Roots of the Six Proposed Measures 

Note: Section 4.3 discusses the seven components of the conceptual model, associating them to the proposed measures and highlighting the reviewed 
literature most relevant. 
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(B) Key findings of the quantitative part of the survey – In the first round, ALS 

members were also sent the quantitative research results that needed to be discussed 

using the expertise of the ALS (Appendix D – Example 2, Item 2). That is, the proposed 

conceptual model was empirically validated, and the relationship among its variables 

was confirmed (Section 3.11). Meanwhile, the relationships of the Market Orientation 

variable brought some surprises that I could explore with the ALS experts. For this, I 

submitted the following question to them (Appendix D – Example 2): “The results of 

quantitative research (extracted by multivariate data analysis) confirmed that there is a 

positive relationship between the elements (variables) of the proposed model, validating 

the model. However, the relationship between Excellence and Market Orientation proved 

to be much weaker than the relationship between Excellence and Performance. Also, the 

relationship between Market Orientation and Performance was weak. In both cases, for 

public and private SSCs. An initial interpretation could be that the degree of market 

orientation (customer-orientated SSC) does not influence much on the SSC performance 

and that the level of excellence is more crucial in this. What is your opinion about this?” 

Five out of the six managers and experts engaging in the first round disagreed with 

my interpretation. They argued that, in general, Market Orientation is key to the success 

of any SSC, and the only one who agreed (Member 6), understands that excellence 

already has built a significant portion of customer orientation. The following are three 

examples of disagreeing comments. Member 1: “I think market orientation is key to 

success. There is no point in glorifying excellence if you do not understand what it looks 

like (to stakeholders!!).” Member 3: “Excellence and performance get the SSC into the 

game. Market orientation keeps you in the game. In other words, without Market 

Orientation, an SSC will not be able to sustain performance.” Member 5: “I am of the view 
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that they all impact/influence on a similar level. Organisations are starting to get savvier 

and need to take all through equally.” 

At the end of the first round of the ALS discussions, I got the following products: 

(A) in the qualitative part of the research - validation of the five categories of survey 

findings, and my initial interpretation for them, with relevant comments and insights 

from the ALS members. New general analysis of available data, which resulted in the six 

measures discussed above. (B) in the quantitative part of the research - new insights on 

Market Orientation, Performance, and Leadership, useful for interpreting the 

quantitative survey results. 

3.13.3.2 Second Round of Discussions 

I split the interaction with the ALS members in the second round, as I did in the 

first round, in two parts (A) Qualitative; and (B) Quantitative, which I discuss below. 

(A) Qualitative part – I have consolidated the comments and suggestions from the 

ALS participants, obtained during the first round, making new content analysis, 

considering the studied conceptual lenses. Then, I proposed to ALS, for the second round 

of discussion (Appendix D – Example 3), for the qualitative part of the survey, the six 

measures for a proper adaptation and improvement of public SSCs that are listed here 

and discussed in Chapter 4, along with recommendations for implementation: 1. Create 

its own service culture; 2. Steering by its customers (client focus); 3. Develop an 

entrepreneurial leadership; 4. Bring some people from the industry to the public SSC; 5. 

Public SSC as a State policy; 6. Develop organisational resilience. These measures were 

conceived from the discussions of the five categories generated during the content 

analysis and the reflection on the validation of the conceptual model in conjunction with 
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the ALS (first round). I sought to gather, analyse and consolidate the individual 

contributions of the ALS participants, and submit them to the group. Thus, the six 

measures, generated as a result of the first round of discussion, were sent to ALS for 

further consideration, which ratified it (Table 3.32 below) with only two members (5 

and 7) disagreeing with the Measure 5 – Public SSC as a State policy, because they 

understand that the SSC should not be deployed ‘by imposition.’   

22Table 3.32 Agreement Table – Round Two 

 

In the words of Member 7: “Shared services are logical, if they're not then they would 

not happen regardless of legislative drivers… you cannot force people/organisations to 

work together… if you get unwilling partners working together, it will be a huge costly 

failure despite legislation. Of course, if it was a public-private venture and a highly left-

wing administration came into power at any level, then they could philosophically go 

backwards… but the world is too complex for the 1970s these days.”  

Table 3.33 the following shows some examples of comments of those who agreed 

with the proposed six measures. 
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23Table 3.33 ALS Members Agreeing with the Six Measures Proposed 

 

These six measures seek to improve the Public SSCs model, giving them 

alternatives to perfect a model, sometimes, only copied from the industry, without the 

necessary customisations (Ulbrich, 2010; Estabrooks et al., 2006), to consequently 

operate successfully in the public service. 

(B) Quantitative part – In the first round, a comment caught my attention 

regarding those points on Market orientation and Excellence, apparently conflicting on 

their relationship with the SSC Performance, raised in the preliminary analysis. One of 

the ALS members commented that this is because the conceptual model has captured 

the current view of respondents and not the desired view for public SSCs. From this 

view, it is argued that public SSCs should, for sure, structure their service more and more 

from the customer focus. Thus, I proposed the first of two statements searching for ALS 
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agreement (using a Likert scale), as follows. (1) It is desirable that the SSCs of the public 

sector are 'market-oriented' in their practices, that is, the design of its service operation 

considers the needs of its customers (besides other stakeholders) primarily. Note: 

'market' understood here as the external environment to the SSC ('outside-in' view). It 

was also suggested by the ALS that the conceptual model (reflected in the survey 

questionnaire, Appendix B), could be transformed into part of a diagnosis tool for SSCs. 

This would help SSC managers to verify their degree of alignment with the best practices 

for this kind of service operation. Thus, I proposed the second of two statements 

searching for ALS agreement: (2) The conceptual model of this research (reflected in 

detail in the questionnaire), transformed into a diagnostic tool could be useful for an 

internal SSC assessment (managers and employees) and external (customers and 

stakeholders), providing a comparative analysis of perceptions, and resulting 

improvement actions.  

The six ALS members, joining the second round, agreed with the two statements, 

and because of that decided to add two more measures to the first six measures 

proposed above: Measure 7 – Become ‘market-oriented’; and Measure 8 – Using the 

conceptual model within a diagnostic framework, explained in Chapter 4. The following, 

I present some ALS members’ comments on Measure 7.  

ALS members’ comments on Measure 7 – Member 3: “It is important that public 

sector SSC become Customer Service organisations that are “market-oriented,” that is they 

understand their customer's challenges and the dynamics of the customers “business.” It is 

also important that the SSC become a Shareholder-oriented organisation that is oriented 

to delivering the value which the organisation or individuals that formed the SSC hoped to 

achieve.  It is the tension between these two stakeholder groups which causes 
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organisations to be innovative and entrepreneurial.” Member 6: “I agree that customer 

focus is key and important, but it's critical that federal SSCs also ensure they focus on 

compliance to rules, regulations, etc. and that could conflict with what the customers want 

now.” Member 7: “...your questions also imply an SSC is not a business... my SSC runs as if 

it were... it has over 2000 employees, £90m U0 and multiple clients (over 100 of varying 

sizes), yet entirely owned and run by three public sector shareholding organisations... to 

get to that scale, you have to run as though you are a business... focused on your 

shareholders, customers, have the right skills, respond to market conditions, etc...” 

ALS members’ comments on Measure 8 – Member 1: “Difficult to give a single 

answer to so many different types of SSC, from the expert advisory to the bulk 

transactional.” Member 3: “I can see that the content of this research could assist SSC's in 

improving their business and in engaging with key stakeholders.” Member 6: “The analysis 

you conducted identified key predictors of performance which would be the components 

that would be most helpful for SSCs to assess themselves.” Member 7: “…there ultimately 

has to be a real cultural buy in... l have spoken at many shared services 

conferences/workshops... l ask the audience how many are the full support of their 

MD/senior stakeholders if they’re involved in the company project to set up an SSC... I then 

nicely say, because if they are not then they might leave now... creating any shared venture 

SSC or otherwise is entirely and Emotional not a Logical journey... after all, it is a marriage 

of different organisations.”  

At the end of the second round of the ALS discussions, the last revisions and 

adjustments resulting from interaction with the experts were consolidated, and the 

knowledge generated by the research was transformed into actionable knowledge (the 

eight measures). 
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I would like to emphasise here, how I interpreted and understood the learning set 

discussion results to reach the recommendations. The purpose of the ALS work was not 

only to validate my preliminary findings but to bring the SSCs and the public-sector 

reality, doing a reality check. Thus, the conclusions drawn from the first round of 

discussion were again submitted to the ALS to be transformed into actions to improve 

the SSCs of the public sector. Therefore, my work in interpreting the results came both 

from the light of the literature and from the help of experienced practitioners of relevant 

SSCs. 

To conclude my reflections, I would like to highlight some contradictions that I 

have found among the various findings. I will mention three examples, one illustrating 

differences between the findings of the quantitative and qualitative parts of the survey, 

and the other two are diverging views of ALS members.  First example - One 

contradiction to note is that although the positive relationship between Leadership and 

Excellence has not been statistically confirmed in the conceptual model, the ALS 

understood that leadership is critical for the existence of excellence in an SSC. Second 

example – In the first round of discussions of the ALS, during the debate on the Category 

01 Private Sector SSC as a service unit, all members agreed that the starting point of the 

design of an SSCs of the industry tends to be the perspective of the client (outside-in 

view), differently from what occurs in the public sector. The only exception was Member 

3, with the argument that both in the public sector, and in private sector, the starting 

point for the design are the objectives established for the SSC, not the client. Third 

example - During the discussion of Category 03 Private Sector SSC as a Business Unit, 

again, all ALS members agreed that public SSCs should be established as 'business units' 

(e.g. charging for services delivered, with a service culture oriented to the client). The 
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only exception this time, was Member 4, arguing that public service should not follow 

the economic logic that drives private enterprise. According to him, this would go 

against the principles of public service, such as impersonality, participation, and 

transparency. 

3.14. Chapter Summary 

This chapter shows how the Action Research process applied in this thesis resulted 

in eight measures for properly adaptation and improvement of public SSCs. It also 

presents the quantitative and qualitative approaches conducted. The test of the 

conceptual model, on the quantitative side, and on the qualitative side by applying two 

open-ended questions to understand the existence of significant differences between 

the SSCs from the public and private sectors. This 'reading' of the contextual qualitative 

reality of public SSCs showed to be essential to a better use of the findings obtained by 

the quantitative modelling since it helped to understand and interpret the modelling 

results. Moreover, this chapter presents a brief account of my experience and personal 

growth as a researcher of the SSC theme, working in an Action Learning Set.  

In the next chapter, the results of each stage of the research, presented in chapter 

three, are discussed, and conclusions and opportunities for SSC improvement 

structured, so that the public SSCs managers can benefit from new knowledge 

generated, and are also analysed the implications of this new knowledge. 
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4.1. Chapter Introduction 

The SSCs play a prominent role in the public-sector service operations, and 

increasingly governments are switching to this organisational model, managing to 

reduce billions of dollars in costs and improve the quality of public service. However, 

there are reports of failures and significant losses in unsuccessful civil SSC initiatives, 

with equally billion-dollar losses. This study proposes a model of factors that influence 

the performance of SSCs and eight measures for properly adaptation and improvement 

of public SSCs, which can help prevent failures both existing as well as new SSC to be 

deployed.  

This chapter aims to discuss the results of the study, focusing on the proposed 

model and the eight measures mentioned for SSC adaptation and improvement, and is 

organised to match and complement the Chapter 3, that presents the results of the 

research, with four sections in addition to this: Research Aims Achievement, Discussion 

of the Results and Recommendations for Public SSC Managers, Conclusions, and 

Implications. 

4.2. Research Aims Achievement 

Next, I examine how each of the research objectives was achieved, to what extent 

this happened, and what it means, recapping and discussing each one. This discussion 

takes place here in a synthetic form, and further details are provided in the following 

section that discusses the results more extensively. 

How the research objectives were achieved - Recalling, three objectives were 

established for this study (see Chapter) with a view (1) to analyse the factors that 

influence the performance of SSCs; (2) to investigate possible differences between 
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public and private SSCs; and (3) to analyse potential evidence of inadequate copies of 

the SSC model of the industry by the public sector. All objectives were achieved, as 

discussed below. To operationalise the objective 1, it was elaborated the research 

question RQ1: To what extent does factors such as culture, leadership, resources and 

readiness for change, influence on service excellence, market orientation and 

performance of Shared Services Centres? This research question is related to the 

conceptual model proposed by this work (see Section 2.6), which has been tested and 

validated empirically in the quantitative action research part (Section 3.11) and had a 

positive relationship between the variables confirmed. The objective 2 was 

operationalised through RQ2: Do Shared Services Centres of the Public Sector differ 

from the SSCs of the Private Sector? This research question was answered affirmatively, 

because it was found in the qualitative part of the research (Section 3.12) that there are 

significant differences between public and private SSCs, particularly as for their 

operational contexts, and that the SSC model of the public sector must address these 

differences appropriately to be successful (eight proposed measures for adaptation and 

improvement of current public SSCs that need it are discussed in the next section). As 

for objective 3, its operationalisation also occurred through the qualitative part of the 

research (Chapter 3) and was identified evidence of the existence of civil SSCs 

experiencing problems arising from using improperly copied models of the industry. 

There were reports of respondents and members of the Action Learning Set, which 

reinforced this conjecture. Other studies will be necessary to deepen the findings and 

analysis, opening opportunities for further research. 
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4.3. Discussion of the Results, Relevant Actions, and Recommendations 

for Public SSC Managers 

Public SSCs have played a key role in improving the public service and reducing 

operating costs in developed and developing countries, as part of government policies 

often. With this, governments can release billions of dollars that would be allocated to 

operational expenses and direct them to their core activities such as education, health, 

transportation, security, etc. However, there are accounts of failure and loss in the 

implementation of SSCs in the public sector. This study extends the knowledge of the 

SSCs of the public sector to propose and empirically test a model of factors that influence 

the performance of SSCs. In addition to substantiating the importance of each factor of 

the model, there are eight proposed measures, related to these factors, which public 

managers can take to improve their SSCs models, existing or to be implemented to help 

to prevent new cases of failure. 

The proposed model represents the relationship of six factors (culture, leadership, 

resources, readiness for change, excellence, and market orientation) that affect 

performance (seventh factor) of an SSC and the results of empirical research that ratified 

the hypotheses of relationship between these factors are discussed below in the light of 

the results obtained. The only exception was for the relationship between leadership 

and excellence, whose evidence was not statistically proven, as discussed below. To 

recall, the established hypotheses were H1: Culture relates positively to Excellence in 

SSCs; H2: Leadership relates positively to Excellence in SSCs; H3: Resources relates 

positively to Excellence in SSCs; H4: The greater the Readiness for Change, the higher 

the level of the Excellence in SSCs; H5: Excellence relates positively to Market 

Orientation in SSCs; and H6: Market Orientation relates positively to Performance in 

SSCs. 
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Culture – The results confirm the existence of a positive relationship between 

culture and excellence. Thus, the more the culture is, for example, oriented to quality 

and customer service, and engaged in the mission of the SSC, the higher the operational 

excellence. Other studies have also proven that the organisational culture is related to 

excellence (e.g. Oliveira & Roth, 2012; Mohammad Qawasmeh et al., 2013; Irani et al., 

2004; Oakland, 2001). Research findings suggest that culture is an enabler of service 

excellence and that it contributes to the success of the strategy desired with the 

deployment (for example, quality of service to citizens). The established culture in the 

public SSC is one of the determinants of success in providing quality services and the 

final performance of the SSC. One of the eight measurements discussed later, Measure 1, 

relates to these findings. 

Leadership – The results showed no statistical significance and led to the rejection 

of the hypothesis that there is a positive relationship between leadership and excellence 

(see Section 3.11.4). This could suggest that the leadership style is not directly related 

to the achieved level of excellence, but it is not the case, as several other studies, for 

example, in the field of quality, confirmed the existence of this positive relationship 

(Prabhu & Robson, 2000; Kanji, 1998; Mohammad Qawasmeh et al., 2013). With the 

information available, I could not find a conclusive reason for the lack of statistical 

significance; causes can be related to the sample and respondents, for instance. A final 

analysis of the reasons for this discrepancy will require further study, possibly in a new 

research. As the qualitative part of the research, in addition to studies of other 

researchers, corroborated strongly (including the Action Learning Set) the importance 

of leadership to an appropriate degree of excellence and performance of the SSC, and 

this factor led to an improvement measure as a suggestion of this study, see Measure 3. 
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Resources – The results indicate that there is a positive relationship between 

resources and excellence. This is also a relation proven in numerous other studies as 

Barney (1991) and Fok-Yew & Ahmad (2014). Another main finding is that the way the 

financial, human, and specific to services resources, among others, are organised and 

used is so important for excellence, as cost reduction or improving quality (Fok-Yew & 

Ahmad, 2014). For this reason, the SSC must organise its resources in a vision and 

approach for a service operation. This finding suggests that the SSC in pursuit of 

excellence should also be aware of the differentiated orchestration of their resources, as 

specified in Measure 8, discussed later. 

Readiness for change – The results show that the relationship between readiness 

for change and excellence is positive. This means that the higher the commitment of 

managers and employees with the desired organisational changes, and the better the 

SSC's competencies to lead change, the more favourable are the conditions to achieve 

excellence. Certainly, these competencies need to be incorporated in the SSC culture in 

greater or lesser degree, depending on the requirements of the portfolio of services 

offered. I.e. services that require more flexibility, and continuous changes will require 

skills and culture more favourable to change fastest than more stable services that 

require very few variations over the years (Goldstein et al., 2002; Clark et al., 2000). 

Even so, in the latter case, the customer service and the way services are provided 

(processes) will always need to be improved, and SSC employees be prepared to accept 

and adhere to the changes, preferably being co-responsible for the design and 

implementation of the changes (Kotter, 2001; Anderson & Anderson, 2010). 

Excellence – The results confirm the positive relationship between excellence and 

market orientation. Achieving service excellence means, in practice, exceeds the initial 
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expectations of the customer (Gouthier et al., 2012; Johnston & Clark, 2001). It also 

means providing quality service, be compared to the best in the category 

(benchmarking), have established quality standards and be oriented to delivering value 

to customers and other stakeholders (Camarero, 2007; Hietschold et al., 2014; Noble et 

al., 2002). For this, contributing factors as an organisational culture defined and 

implemented to promote excellence, and likewise, the leadership, resources, and 

readiness for change. The results from this study suggest that in the opinion among the 

survey respondents, excellence contributes directly with more emphasis on the SSC's 

performance than to market orientation. That is, the greater the degree of excellence, 

the better the performance, and with less intensity, the greater the market orientation 

(customers). As discussed in Chapter 3, the ALS experts believe that the trend is that the 

relationship between excellence and market orientation is strengthened as the SSCs 

reach new levels of maturity and customer focus ('outside -in' view). 

Market orientation – The results indicate that the relationship between 

performance and market orientation is positive. Thus, to be able to deliver quality 

services, be proactive and have great performance, an SSC needs to be oriented to its 

clients and open to the external environment (Jaworski & Kohli, 1993). In this way, it 

will be possible to meet customer expectations and comply with the other stakeholders. 

However, guiding the SSC to their clients is just the first step because usually, this first 

movement leads the organisation only to answer to what the customer requests, which 

is called responsive market orientation. Though, to have high-level performance, the SSC 

needs to go one step further and practice what is called proactive market orientation, 

which consists of anticipating the customers' latent needs (Narver et al., 2004). The 

absence of competition in the public service tends to lead the SSCs not to achieve optimal 
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performance. In this context, market orientation with its management practices and 

mechanisms can compensate for the lack of competition, and help the SSC managers in 

the continuous improvement of the service operation. 

Performance – The results show that the performance is influenced by market 

orientation, as per excellence. The empirical validation of the model has shown that the 

relationship between performance and excellence is more intense than between market 

orientation and performance (as discussed in Section 3.11 Quantitative Action 

Research) when it was expecting the opposite. These findings, in the interpretation of 

the Action Learning Set, is because the model has captured the view of the current 

situation of the SSCs and not the desired situation, or in future with a higher level of 

maturity. Performance here is not limited to the financial dimension, but is extended, 

for example, the positive impact that the SSC has in society, motivation and productivity 

of their employees, resources dedicated to monitoring performance, customer 

satisfaction, and coordinated implementation of strategy defined for the SSC (see 

Section 2.6 Conceptual Model). 

In short, culture, leadership, resources, readiness for change, excellence, and 

market orientation, are key predictors of performance, and this means that if these 

factors are organised, developed and operated properly, and achieve high levels of best 

practices, will influence decisively, so there is high performance of the SSC. The findings 

from the quantitative and qualitative results (e.g. Table 3.27), were discussed on the 

Action Learning Set composed of experts in SSC and public service (see Chapter 3). The 

experts gave suggestions and commented on the results and preliminary findings I 

found. Based on these insights, I developed the first version of the eight measures for 

proper adaptation and improvement of civil SSCs that were then submitted to the 
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ALS for refinement, resulting in these eight measures discussed here. The eight 

measures summarise the knowledge generated from my research, and facilitate the 

operationalisation of the research knowledge by the public SSCs managers. The 

following I present and discuss each one of these measures: 

Measure 1 – Create its own service culture. It has been found by the qualitative 

research that many public SSCs lack adequate culture for service oriented to the 

customer (customer centric culture) and the lack of resources for investment makes 

them less competitive than the private SSCs. It should be allowed for an SSC have its own 

culture, oriented to the delivery of service to the customer/citizen with high employee 

engagement; combining with creative responses, the excellence in service with the 

necessity of fulfilment of the legislation and the limitations inherent in the civil service. 

This culture must also be appropriate and aligned with the culture of the client 

organisations served. The SSC should also have mechanisms of 'chargeback' (Bergeron, 

2002), charging for their services and thus having the resources to invest, to maintain 

high levels of excellence in service. While paying for the service, the clients also will be 

compelled to be more demanding, taking the SSC to a virtuous cycle of continuous 

improvement. In services provided directly to citizens, the SSC may charge, for instance, 

the organs of core activities, since the citizen already pay his taxes. Care should be taken 

that the SSC compensation model does not take to limit their focus to acting only in 

'their' processes, but also to integrate 'its processes' to the processes of its customers 

(actually processes should be (re)designed from end to end). Cultural adaptation also 

needs to be made to the client organisations to assimilate the 'chargeback,' so don't try 

to avoid the service because it is charged. However, beyond that, not to generate 

resistance in the SSC clients, the collection of chargeback must be made with due care, 
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so that they feel that the value and form of the collection are fair. If not in this way, the 

chargeback can derail the success of the SSC. The moments of the greatest need of 

austerity tend to favour the adoption of chargeback, and the decision as to the form of 

the collecting, values by type of service and the SSC margin, must pass the approval of 

the Board of customers in a forum discussed in the Measure 2 the following.  Below, 

Table 4.1 presents the relevant actions to developing and implementing the Measure 1, 

which I suggest to the public SSC managers. 

24Table 4.1 Relevant actions to take the Measure 1 – Create its own service culture

 

Measure 2 – Steering by its customers (client focus). The research revealed that 

many public sector SSCs operate with a vision toward inside (inside-out), when they 

should run from the customer focus (outside-in), and that because of it have impaired 

performance and dissatisfied customers. An SSC must, by definition, be directed by its 

customers, and this direction level is typically more strategic (not in the daily 

management of the SSC), through a Council or similar mechanism. In this strategic 
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board, the customer should have a voice and the power of veto in any decision relevant 

to the life of the SSC, and not only in matters of his specific interest. Moreover, the SSC 

should not be seen only as a form of cost reduction, but also a provider of best services 

to its customers, corresponding to their quality expectations. The public SSC will 

naturally be 'more competitive' if guided and directed by its customers (in the words of 

one of the members of the ALS to 'Do what the customer needs'). Note: the meaning of 

‘more competitive’ here is to respond with effectiveness to the needs of the SSC 

customers. On the other hand, it is essential that the SSC learns to balance what the client 

requests with the need for standardisation and economies of scale, which will bring a 

significant part of the cost reduction and the final value for the existence of SSC. Another 

important aspect is that depending on the nature of the service provided by the SSC 

client may be an internal organ or the citizen. Therefore, it is necessary to define who is 

the customer who will be part of the board (e.g. the owners of the SSC, the stakeholders, 

those who pay the SSC for the services rendered?). And if it is not the end customer, they 

should also be heard through other mechanisms— that should always be part of all 

SSC—as, for example, periodic satisfaction surveys (e.g. after each customer service via 

phone, sent by email or placed to the client access portals, as well as research with 

probabilistic sampling), complaint channels that work in a structured way (e.g. web 

portals), ombudsman channel, etc. Below, Table 4.2 presents the relevant actions to 

developing and implementing the Measure 2, which I suggest to the public SSC 

managers. 
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25Table 4.2 Relevant actions to take the Measure 2 – Steering by its customers (client focus) 

  

Measure 3 – Develop an entrepreneurial leadership1. The results of the inquiry 

point that, though many public SSCs are high-performance operations of services, 

comparable to the best of the industry, others are driven by administrators and not 

leaders, with performance complacency and more preoccupied in paying attention to 

the political context than to the clients of the SSC. An entrepreneurial leadership 

(Osborne, 2006, 2010; Keuper & Lueg, 2013), as part of an entrepreneurial culture (see 

Section 2.2.2), can revolutionise a lenient, too indulgent SSC, even with the limitations 

arising from bureaucracy, scope defined by law, politics, and limitations related to staff. 

This can lead to the transformation of the attitude of the SSC staff and positively affect 

service quality. As discussed in Section 2.6.4, an effective leader must have strong skills 

to drive change towards continuous improvement of a public SSC, inspiring staff with 

their conduct in defence of service excellence in every decision made daily. This 

leadership should not be a 'transactional leadership,' oriented to everyday transactions, 

but a 'transformational leadership,' as argued by Kanji & Sá (2001), that every day leads 

to a continuous transformation of the public SSC towards excellence in service. With 

such leadership, the SSC will seek to provide a public service with excellence, despite 
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the bureaucracy of the public sector. On the other hand, a challenge always present will 

be to find the right leader for the SSC context in question, as well as having an 

entrepreneurial attitude, and lead and motivate staff towards excellence in service. This 

leader should have other equally important leadership predicates, not discussed here, 

but, which will need to be described in the profile of the desired head when designing 

the SSC model. This measure will also help reduce the impact of problems that were 

reported by survey respondents as the high turnover of staff in many public SSCs and 

lack of leadership control over who will work in their teams. Below, Table 4.3 presents 

the relevant actions to developing and implementing the Measure 3, which I suggest to 

the public SSC managers. 

26Table 4.3 Relevant actions to take the Measure 3 – Develop an entrepreneurial leadership

 

1 Note: Despite the hypothesis H2 (Leadership relates positively to excellence) 

was rejected (see Section 3.11.6), the Action Learning Set considered leadership as a 

critical element to lead the civil SSC to be more client-oriented. 

Measure 4 – Bring some people from the industry to the public SSC. It has been 

found in the literature review, and corroborated by the results of the research that, 
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although in some countries the level of best practices in public service SSCs is 

comparable to those of the industry, many public servants working in other SSCs have 

limitations in their training, experience, or mainly, attitude. Thus, people with the right 

skills to promote high-performance SSCs could be brought from the industry to the SSCs 

of the public sector that needs them. This could occur (with the appropriate legal 

mechanisms in place) for instance on a temporary (but, not too short) basis, by project, 

or other similar initiatives. Public-private partnerships could also provide the legal 

means for the establishment of SSCs that can count on professionals from the industry; 

they can disseminate best practice and form a culture that favours acting as a client-

oriented service unit. A member of the ALS commented that the public sector would 

need to develop mechanisms to identify the right people for doing that. Another 

challenge in some countries may be to convince these professionals to go to the public-

sector due to substantial differences in the characteristics and dynamics inherent to 

each sector workplace. Below, Table 4.4 presents the relevant actions to developing and 

implementing the Measure 4, which I suggest to the public SSC managers. 

27Table 4.4 Relevant actions to take the Measure 4 – Bring some people from the industry to the 
public SSC
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Measure 5 – Public SSC as a State Policy. Another finding of the research is that 

many SSCs are susceptible to political interference affecting their performance and 

customer service quality. This is especially serious if we consider the fact that more and 

more countries should now adopt the SSCs as a solution for reducing operating costs 

and improving public service quality, as recommended by OECD (1995, 2010). The SSC 

should be protected by law (or equivalent) against political interference (whether at the 

federal, state or regional/municipal level), not to be a management practice dependent 

on an elected Government—which will govern during a relatively short period of time—

to avoid being subsequently discontinued, or severely impacted, when there is a change 

of Government. In the words of one member of the ALS “It is important that the SSC has 

a clear mandate and that this mandate is isolated, as much as possible, from the shifting 

and changing perspectives of politics. Establishing the SSC using formal legislative 

vehicles will protect, as much as is possible, from interference.” Another ALS member 

informs that in the US, for example, the level of this kind of political interference (in 

federal SSCs), practically does not exist. This is not a matter of wanting to force the 

adoption of SSC by law, as it most likely would not work, but once defined by consensus 

that SSC is an appropriate solution, to protect services operation and the results for 

citizens of vested political interests (political shadowy interests/hidden motives), 

especially in countries where the practices and mechanisms of democracy are less 

perfected. Below, Table 4.5 presents the relevant actions to developing and 

implementing the Measure 5, which I suggest to the public SSC managers. 
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28Table 4.5 Relevant actions to take the Measure 5 – Public SSC as a State Policy

 

Measure 6 – Develop organisational resilience. The context of this measure may, 

to some extent, be benefited by Measure 5, because if there is specific legislation to 

'shield' the SSC against undue political interference, this may also contribute to making 

a public SSC resilient (Brunsdon & Dalziell, 2005). But, in addition, public SSCs should 

have the ability to adapt quickly, respond and continue to provide high-quality services 

to its customers, regardless of possible changes brought about in the political context. 

(Shield the SSC against any kind of interference.) My research found that the political 

aspects negatively affect several SSCs in the public sector. It also noted that the greater 

number of stakeholders in these SSCs affects its ability to provide quality services to its 

customers. These findings highlight the need for greater public SSC resilience. Can 

contribute to this resiliency: The financial independence of public SSC, with the adoption 

of chargeback (discussed in Measure 1); governance instruments such as the board with 

the effective participation of clients (see Measure 2); and likewise, the clear SSC's 

mission definition for which can be driven as an 'independent' service unit, and 

therefore, also less susceptible to organisational interference. Here too, the adequacy of 

the relevant legislation is an important aspect, and should even cover the human factor, 
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to have lower turnover and to choose professionals with the right profile to compose 

SSC teams. Below, Table 4.6 presents the relevant actions to developing and 

implementing the Measure 6, which I suggest to the public SSC managers. 

29Table 4.6 Relevant actions to take the Measure 6 – Develop organisational resilience

 

Measure 7 – Become 'market-oriented.' As discussed in Section 2.6.4., the public 

SSCs in countries like the USA and the UK were born under the mantle of New Public 

Management, which encourages the public service to be market-oriented. However, this 

research showed that many civil SSCs, in those and other countries, do not have the best 

practices in services and performance comparable to the private SSCs because they are 

not oriented to their customers. It is desirable (and practically compulsory to be a 

truthful SSC) that the SSCs of the public sector are 'market-oriented' in their practices, 

that is, the design of its service operation considers primarily the needs of its customers 

(in addition to other stakeholders). A better understanding of customer needs can make 

the SSC most efficient in providing services (Jaworski & Kohli, 1993), as well as the 

knowledge of the challenges and dynamics of the clients 'business'. Moreover, with MO 
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is also easier to identify and meet the latent needs of customers. Note: 'market' is 

understood here as the external environment to the SSC ('outside-in' view). Important 

to note that the service design should consider the level of flexibility possible, because 

the SSC must, by definition, provide a high degree of standardisation in their processes, 

that is, limited flexibility, see Johnston (2004) and Frei (2006), to achieve its proposals 

to reduce costs and increase quality of service. It is also vital that the public SSC meets 

all legislation, and that it is 'shareholder-oriented,' that reaches its customers, but 

without losing the expectations of their 'proprietary' organisations. The tension caused 

by these stakeholder groups may result in an appropriate balance to a high-performance 

organisation. Below, Table 4.7 presents the relevant actions to developing and 

implementing the Measure 7, which I suggest to the public SSC managers. 
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30Table 4.7 Relevant actions to take the Measure 7 – Become 'market-oriented’

 

Measure 8 – Using the conceptual model within a diagnostic framework. The 

performed literature review identified the lack of a diagnostic framework that can help 

public sector SSCs on their journey to become market-oriented. The Action Learning Set 

understood that the survey instrument used in this study (Appendix B) could be 

transformed into a diagnostic questionnaire and employed by the managers of public 

SSCs to identify their current state and establish their improvement goals. The 

diagnostic questionnaire could be useful for an internal SSC assessment (managers and 

employees) and external (customers and stakeholders), providing a comparative 

analysis of perceptions, and resulting improvement actions. From a methodological 

point of view, any adaptation to the questionnaire used in this research should be done 

in light of the theory discussed in the formulation of each of its seven constructs 

(Culture, Leadership, Resources, Readiness for change, Excellence, Market Orientation, 

and Performance), as detailed in Section 2.6 Conceptual Model. The first six constructs 

are performance predictors; thus, based on the proposed model, tested empirically, for 

the public SSC performance to be top, all these elements represented by the constructs 

must be effectively implemented. Below, Table 4.8 presents the relevant actions to 
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developing and implementing the Measure 8, which I suggest to the public SSC 

managers. 

31Table 4.8 Relevant actions to take the Measure 8 – Using the conceptual model within a 
diagnostic framework

 

4.3.1. Recommendations for Public SSC Managers  

As research products, the eight measures suggested above are generic, and their 

adoption and implementation require proper SSC candidate context analysis, which can 

start, for example, with the application of the survey instrument used as a diagnostic 

questionnaire (Measure 8). This will provide a first reading of how market-oriented the 

rated public SSC is, in its current situation. It will also allow identifying the existing gap 

in each construct, or dimension of analysis, and together with a feasibility study on the 

adoption of other measures, will allow establishing an action plan (for each dimension 

of the questionnaire/model) to raise the SSC to the category of market-oriented. The 

eight measures proposed can be implemented individually but would be more 

appropriate if considered and evaluated together. However, it is important to 

understand that an organisational transformation of this magnitude is quite complex 

and requires specific competences to conduct such a program successfully. Among these 

competences, I highlight the change management, discussed in section 2.6.4. Moreover, 
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an organisational transformation program in a public SSC may be an appropriate 

context for using the methodological Action Research approach (see Chapter 3). In my 

view, the main advantage of using AR in this context is that it is an approach originally 

oriented to problem-solving (Coghlan & Brannick, 2014). It provides a very practical 

approach, generating beyond the solution of the problems in scope, learning for all 

participants, in a systematic and democratic way. 

4.4. Conclusions 

It is common knowledge among managers and Shared Service Centre researchers 

that the success or failure of an SSC is related to factors that influence their performance. 

However, these factors need to be adapted to the SSC context, whether private or public. 

This study, pioneer in the exploration of the factors that influence the performance of 

SSCs, with emphasis on the public sector, brings three main original contributions to 

expand the body of knowledge in the promising field of SSCs. First, it provides a 

conceptual model, designed and tested empirically in this research, establishing the 

relationship between the factors: culture, leadership, resources, readiness for change, 

excellence, and market orientation, and the performance of an SSC. This enables 

managers to perfect their service operations, adjusting each factor to contribute 

accordingly to the performance of their respective SSC. For example, the study showed 

that the greater the degree of public SSC guidance to their customers (market 

orientation), the better their performance. Second, my empirical research has identified 

significant differences in the contexts of public and private SSCs. Therefore, this study 

suggests eight measures, discussed with experts in public sector and SSC, to adapt (or 

fine-tune) and improve public SSCs model to reflect the peculiarities of the public sector 

and are not simply a copy (not translated properly) of SSC models from the industry, 
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because the industry has different dynamics and socio-economic purpose. These 

measures for public SSC are: creating an outside-in service culture, specific for the SSC; 

the SSC's customers actively participate in its strategic management; the establishment 

of an entrepreneurial leadership in SSC, leading employees to excellence in service; 

bring to the SSC public professionals from industry, experts in high-performance SSC; 

have adequate legislation to ensure that the SSC has a very low degree of negative 

political interference; develop organisational resilience to ‘shield’ the SSC against 

political manipulation; make the SSC customer-oriented (market oriented); and use the 

proposed conceptual model and the questionnaire on a diagnostic framework to adjust 

each factor and raise the SSC performance. Third, a contribution to the rescue of the 

history of the emergence of SSCs, because during the literature review, it was found that 

the roots of the SSC date back, at least, to the 1960s, in the US education sector, with an 

initiative called 'Rural Shared Service,' which can be considered an embryo of the 

current SSCs. 

4.5. Implications 

Although the findings of this study were obtained by following the scientific 

methodological rigor for quantitative and qualitative research, they are not intended 

only for academic scholars. They are proposed mainly for practitioners of Shared 

Services Centres and, therefore, are presented through suggestions of practical 

measures that can be used by public managers in improving the focus and the 

performance of current or future SSCs. Next, the implications of the results of this study 

are highlighted considering two audiences, public SSC managers and those responsible 

for public policy development. 
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4.5.1. Public SSC Managers 

The results of the proposed conceptual model validation confirmed the 

importance of the factors: culture, leadership, resources, readiness for change, 

excellence, and market orientation for the performance of public SSCs. Therefore, SSC 

managers in the public sector need to be aware of these factors and adjust them to the 

extent of the need for each SSC to achieve high levels of performance. To help to know 

what the level of need is, the questionnaire of this study can be applied within a 

diagnostic framework. It is recommended that this survey instrument is applied to 

respondents internal and external to the SSC. Internal respondents could be, for 

example, three groups: the senior managers, other managers, and staff in general; it will 

serve to capture existing perceived differences among these groups. The external 

respondents could be, for instance, the other stakeholders including the SSC customers’ 

agencies. The results will show the current level of match of the SSC to the expectations 

of different groups participating in the survey, for each dimension of analysis (culture, 

leadership, resources, readiness for change, excellence, and market orientation). The 

results also will make possible to prepare a plan of action, and a gradual implementation 

strategy toward excellence in service, oriented by the customer focus (market-

oriented). 

Furthermore, it is recommended that the SSC managers of public service assess 

the applicability of each of the eight suggested measures, mentioned in the previous 

section and discussed in more detail in Section 5.4, adopting those that are relevant to 

their reality. The eight measures are intended to adapt the SSC model, that already exists 

or to be deployed whose starting model is usually inherited from the industry, without 
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a proper translation (Estabrooks et al., 2006; Armstrong et al., 2013; Straus et al., 2009; 

Ulbrich, 2010) to the context of the public sector. 

4.5.2. Public Policy Makers 

To those who have the responsibility to establish the conditions for the provision 

of public service with high quality and low cost, in this case through the Shared Services 

Centre, the suggestion is to analyse the Measure 5 - Public SSC as a State Policy, proposed 

by this study. The research identified that one of the most severe problems faced by 

some SSCs, especially in contexts where the mechanisms of democracy are partially 

developed, is the political interference contrary to the SSC initiatives, for example, by 

ideology or just to discontinue or hinder the initiatives of competing political parties. 

The existence of legal support to 'shield' the governments SSCs against this type of 

political interference, can help in such circumstances and ensure that public resources 

are better used. This measure becomes even more important as there is a tendency to 

expand the adoption of SSCs by the public sector, especially in developing countries 

(OECD, 1995, 2010). The implications and opportunities for the community of 

researchers at the SSC theme are discussed in the next chapter.
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5.1 Chapter Introduction 

According to Coghlan & Brannick (2014), one of the most significant results of a 

project that uses the Action Research (AR) approach is the learning and development of 

the action researcher. After several months of work on the project, and interaction with 

stakeholders, I can share here my learning, not only concerning methodology, or the 

subject under discussion, but also what has changed in my attitudes, assumptions, and 

skills as a scholar-practitioner. Since I opted not to use the ‘reflective boxes’ (Coghlan & 

Brannick, 2014) in the previous sections to narrate my dilemmas and progress as an 

action researcher, I concentrate in this section all the most important reflections. I 

preferred to use a narrative style, because narration allows me to talk about my 

experience as a subject of the research, with the possibility of exploring several 

interpretations, and still dialoguing with the reader (Ramsey, 2014). I organised my 

reflections in two blocks. In the first block, 5.2 Reflections on the Entire Research 

Project, I discuss the aspects common to all the steps of my research project. In the 

second block, 5.3 Reflections on Each Step of the Research Project, I address the issues 

associated with each step of the project, following the learning roadmap proposed by 

Coghlan & Brannick (2014), which shows the main steps covered in the development of 

a doctoral thesis applying Action Research.  

5.2 Reflections on the Entire Research Project 

On the following, I present my biggest challenges before and during the project, as 

well as some surprises I had as a person and researcher. I also report my learning about 

SSCs, and I talk about what went well in the project and what was not so good. Finally, I 

conclude by commenting on how my assumptions and personal values may have 
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influenced the nature of my research, especially in the discussions of the Action Learning 

Set. 

5.2.1 My Biggest Challenges 

Since I started the DBA, I knew that the subject of my research would be the SSCs 

in the public sector. After all, they have been my object of study since my academic 

masters in 2010, and I wanted to deepen my knowledge and research in this area. 

However, it is when we put our hands at work that the real difficulties arise. From the 

existence of few studies carried out around the research sought, to the choice of 

approaches and methods, passing through the research locus. These three 

circumstances frightened me for some weeks and represented, perhaps, my great 

challenges, as I share below. 

Only a few studies on Shared Services Centre – The existence of only a few studies 

on SSC was a challenge (even less in the public sector). Mainly, by the absence of 

references to having as a starting point on which to build. However, the challenge is 

increased when there are nearly no quantitative studies in the SSC universe, with 

conceptual models and measurement scales previously developed and empirically 

confirmed. Some may argue that this is also a great opportunity, which is true. However, 

it ends up taking a longer time than one might initially think to develop a conceptual 

model from scratch. This challenge led me to have at least three extra months on 

schedule about what I had planned. 

Choice of approaches and methods – During the planning of this thesis, I was a little 

surprised by the suggestion of my first supervisor to adopt an AR approach, not only 

qualitative but also quantitative. I was preparing myself for over two years for an 
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eminently qualitative approach and, I must confess, surprise caught me. I was reluctant 

initially to follow her suggestion, mainly because the quantitative approach was out of 

my comfort zone. Then, I realised it would be an opportunity for learning and 

development, for example, of my statistical skills, and went ahead to include the 

quantitative approach. This was indeed a wise decision, and I feel today a more complete 

researcher, able to conduct research using qualitative and quantitative approaches and 

methods. 

Research locus – One concern that accompanied me during the months that 

preceded the research planning was, as an independent management consultant, not 

having an organisation where I could act as an inside researcher. This upset me a lot 

until I discussed it with my supervisor and proposed to involve people from other 

organisations, through an Action Learning Set, that could help in the development of 

knowledge, validate its applicability and turn that knowledge into action. In the end, this 

path proved to be very useful, both in generating new knowledge and in addressing 

actionable knowledge. It was also a way to bridge the theory-practice divide. 

5.2.2 What Surprised Me 

Two things surprised me in the cycle from the preparation to the completion of the 

research. The first was the ethical and technical rigour demanded by the University of 

Liverpool for conducting management research involving people. The legitimate 

concern with adequate information and obtain authorisation of the participants, a 

guarantee of anonymity, mandatory password and other care with information stored 

in a computer, etc. Similarly, the Ethics Committee authorizing the protocol and 

accompanying the development of the research, caught my attention. It was a valuable 

learning experience that I will take for the entire career of a researcher. The second 
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surprise was the degree of seniority of the participants in the Action Learning Set. I 

decided to seek out the best, but I was unsure whether I would succeed. For example, I 

invited an SSC expert, renowned and pioneered in SSC deployment in the UK public 

sector, and he accepted the invitation. I also invited other senior executives and teachers 

and obtained seven ALS members who had all the seniority, knowledge, and experience 

requirements I defined as critical factors for the quality of knowledge generated in this 

research. This level of expertise was providential and wonderful. 

5.2.3 What Went Well and What Went Less Well 

As an example of what went well, I mention the back-up of high-level professionals 

at the University of Liverpool as my first and second supervisors and examiners. Also, 

the support offered, that is, all software required for research, availability of knowledge 

bases, access to practically all the knowledge on management existent, etc. As an 

example of what went less well, I mention my delay in recognising that it would need to 

expand the project scope of the public-sector SSC to public and private sector SSCs. The 

expansion of scope only occurred when I realised that just with public sector SSCs, I 

would not have the minimum number of respondents to ensure a quality sample for the 

quantitative part of the survey. I lost months in this indecision until I expanded the scope 

and it worked and got, even more, respondents than I needed (see Section 3.6 Method 

of Survey). I should have set a deadline for a decision-making if I did not have all the 

required sample. 

5.2.4 Personal Assumptions and Values Influencing the Research 

All research is subject to direct influences of the researcher's way of being and 

thinking, which to some extent, is natural. On the other hand, we must avoid the 

occurrence of the so-called 'researcher bias,' which occurs when the researcher obtains 
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from the research the results that he or she would like to obtain (Burke, 1997). To avoid 

such a bias, I followed the whole protocol established for the quantitative part of the 

research and detailed the entire qualitative research procedure, to ensure external 

validation, as recommended by Creswell (2013). I also applied critical self-reflection 

(Burke, 1997), Checking systematically whether any potential bias or predisposition of 

mine occurred during the process or conclusion of the research. For example, in 

analysing the qualitative part of the research, I attempted to identify technically, 

through content analysis, what the respondents were saying and not what I thought I 

understood at first what they meant. These ways of minimizing the chances of 

researcher bias to occur were also a great learning experience, which is worth noting 

here. 

5.3 Reflections on Each Step of the Research Project 

As the Figure 3.9 below shows, the first cycle (Thesis research) has most of the 

activities conducted by the researcher with some independence during the production 

of the first draft of his thesis. The exception is the activity 2. Action/fieldwork, which 

triggers the second cycle (Survey and Action Learning Set - ALS), when it occurs, the 

interaction of the investigator with the other stakeholders interested in the research 

problem solution. In this research, the stakeholders are the respondents of the survey 

and the Action Learning Set (ALS) members. Once completed, the first and second cycles, 

the third cycle (Writing thesis), which also takes place with a certain independence of 

the researcher, is activated, and in this thesis, resulting in eight measures for 

improvement and adjustment of SSCs model to the context of the public sector. In 

addition, the third cycle also resulted in an action plan for the implementation of the 
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measures, with recommendations to managers of civil SSC. Below, I discuss my learning 

and development, in each of these three cycles, following the logic of Figure 3.9. 

Figure 3.911Self-reflection and learning roadmap based on (Coghlan & Brannick, 2014) 

 

5.3.1 First cycle - Thesis Research 

During the thesis planning, I identified that, although I was a management 

consultant who had led or participated in numerous SSC projects in the industry, I would 

not have all the necessary skills to analyse the results of research focused on the public 

sector, and extract the best findings. As argued by Mohrman et al. (2001), the usefulness 

of knowledge is related to the quality of interpretation of research results. For this 

reason, I began to idealise the use of skills of experienced researchers in the SSC theme 
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in the public sector, as well as SSC managers, which eventually led to an Action Learning 

Set (ALS), formed by professionals and academics with outstanding expertise (as 

discussed in the previous sections). This type of ‘joint interpretive forum’ contributes to 

collectively reflect and interpret the information (Mohrman et al., 2001), and sense 

making. Work with the experts in ALS made it possible to ensure the appropriate level 

of quality of the interpretive research results, and the applicability of the knowledge 

developed for the target context (SSCs public sector). I was afraid of not getting people 

with the right profile to compose the ALS. However, as commented in item 5.2.2, the 

seniority and the effective contribution of the ALS were excellent. 

5.3.2 Second Cycle – Survey, and Action Learning Set - ALS 

Before applying the survey through a questionnaire, it was necessary to develop a 

conceptual model to express the main variables related to the performance of a SSC. This 

was one of my main issues, finding references of other empirical studies that were 

appropriate, as there are just a few empirical studies on SSCs. The apprenticeship was 

proportional to the size of the challenge, and I learnt how to compose a conceptual 

model from other analogous inquiries (even related to other objects of management), 

already validated empirically. Once prepared the conceptual model, with its constructs 

and measurement scales, the questionnaire was drawn up, and it was now necessary to 

find the right sample of SSCs to participate in the survey. The sampling criterion adopted 

was intentionality (Gil, 2002). I had a database of United Kingdom's public SSCs, with 

hundreds of contacts from its managers, and thought it would be relatively 

straightforward to have enough respondents. New learning. It was not like that, and I 

had low adherence to my invitation to participate in the survey. It was then necessary 

to expand the sample geographically to countries such as Brazil, Canada, the UK, and the 
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US and include SSCs of the private sector. This ended up being very good because it 

brought plurality to the study data and enabled a direct comparison between SSCs of the 

public and private sectors. During the solution of this problem, I found numerous 

specialised SSC groups (public and private) on LinkedIn and even resumed contact with 

SSCs professionals from my network. Besides that, the discussion rounds with ALS 

members were very rich in learning. For example, one of the ALS comments was that the 

public affairs should not be managed as a business because the logic and purpose of 

government are different from the logic and business end. I remembered that I had read 

something similar in the literature review and this caused me deep reflection. Given my 

background in the industry, I was happy to have someone with an expert profile in 

public service to remember this kind of important principle. Another learning came 

from a comment from an ALS member noting that in her country, there is practically no 

negative political interference in the management of SSCs. This reality is so far away in 

countries like my Brazil. I remembered that one of the few experiences with SSCs in 

government in Brazil, after a successful implementation regarding results and reduced 

costs, was 'frozen' so that a different political party assumed the State Government 

responsible for that SSC, only due to an ideological matter. Moreover, that another SSC 

project, in another State, didn’t go ahead due to different political interests between the 

potential secretaries of State participants. Another learning I had, occurred when a 

participant in the ALS suggested that the conceptual model could be transformed into 

part of a diagnostic framework. I had at no time thought of this and perhaps would never 

think of it. These experiences further reinforced the importance of having several 

experienced pairs of eyes helping to look and reflect on our work. Maybe to know that 

working in an Action Learning Set is such a wealth of experience, is my primary learning. 

Another learning is that a Virtual Action Learning Set (Pedler, 2011), as was the case of 
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this thesis, works perfectly. Since the experts could participate at a time most 

convenient to them, it was possible to obtain the contribution of participants with the 

highest skills. 

5.3.3 Third cycle – Writing thesis 

This cycle favours the application of the knowledge window proposed for Coghlan 

& Brannick (2014), that helps reflect on 1) what we know we know, 2) what we think 

we know, 3) what we know that we don't know, and 4) what we don't know we don't 

know. For example, 1) about what I knew I knew. On entering the research for this thesis, 

I knew my knowledge about the SSCs was good, both for industry (where I implemented 

many SSCs, working at PricewaterhouseCoopers and IBM GBS), and public service 

(which was the subject of my master's thesis). Looking back, my perception is that this 

knowledge, overall, has evolved let’s say from seven to eight on a scale of zero to ten. 

However, knowledge about the public sector (in the context of this research) has 

evolved significantly, say from five to seven. 2) As for what I thought I knew, but were 

only assumptions and not facts, four examples are worth mentioning: (a) The origin of 

the SSCs dates back to the 1960s and not 1990s (see Section 2.3), as generally referred 

to; (b) Action Research (AR) can in practice help cover the gap theory-practice divide 

(Lee & Greenley, 2010); (c) I understood well the differences between the contexts of 

the SSCs in the public and private sectors, and (d) Having a supervisor with quantitative 

background and another with qualitative background I could learn to work better with 

these two approaches and how to combine them in an AR project. 3) Regarding what I 

knew that I did not know, I think two outstanding examples were the new knowledge 

on statistic, to deal with the validation of the conceptual model, and the use of Action 

Research. The knowledge that, probably, it will be useful for my whole life. Finally, as for 
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what 4) I did not know that I did not know, I can quote my discovery that I can work 

very well with statistics applied to research. Initially, I thought I would have much more 

difficulty on that; perhaps a little fear of the unknown. 

5.4 Future Research 

This research concentrated its efforts on examining the factors that influence the 

performance of SSCs, and the differences between the SSCs of the private and public 

sectors. This analysis resulted in the identification of eight measures that can contribute 

to the correct implementation and management of a public service SSC. Other measures 

may be identified. The results and conclusions obtained by this research, although they 

have generated knowledge that can be put in place immediately, also pave the way for 

new research on the public sector SSCs. As mentioned in Chapters Introduction and 

Literature Review, very little research has been conducted on the SSCs of the public 

service, although they represent a source of billions of dollars in cost reduction for 

governments that adopt them as government policy. As the trend continues to be the 

expansion of public SSCs, the time is opportune for more research to help public 

managers in identifying opportunities of SSC adoption, in projects ranging from the 

conception to the implementation, and on management and improvement of the 

services offered.  

It has been found, for example, that some so-called SSCs in the public sector, does 

not present the necessary characteristics so that they can be categorized as SSCs. For 

instance, they do not collect for the given services (chargeback), they are not orientated 

to the clients, are not organised like unities of services, with relative independence, 

among others. In short, they are not SSCs, but departments that centralised activities 

that were carried out by government agencies, decentralized. Research in this area, to 
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understand the motivations and offer alternative ways, possibly can help such 

departments to become effective SSCs. Another opportunity from the evidence of this 

study is that, although the New Public Management has encouraged the adoption of SSCs 

by governments—so that services to citizens could achieve quality levels like those of 

the private sector—was found that, although there are SSCs with high-quality service in 

some governments, this does not seem to be a predominant reality. This provides an 

opportunity for understanding the extent to which the NPM has failed, or not, to achieve 

this objective and why this occurred. 
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Appendix A – Examples of cases of problems with SSCs in the public or 
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Appendix B – EUSurvey Questionnaire 
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Appendix D – Example of Emails to the Action Learning Set 
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