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This study conducts a content analysis of digital transformation strategy documents from 20

Swedish regions to investigate their strategic direction, with particular attention to the interplay

between efficiency and innovation. The findings indicate a prevalent focus on internal efficiency,

which aligns with the bureaucratic culture of the public sector. Analyzing 1699 mentions of

"digital," the study employs Boolean coding to discern the regions' strategic activities, highlighting

a dominant orientation towards exploitation over exploration. This suggests a misalignment with

the dynamic capabilities and culture conducive to digital transformation success. The study

advocates for a strategic shift towards ambidexterity, balancing efficiency with innovation and

adjusting the focus between internal processes and external stakeholder engagement. It emphasizes

the need for public sector organizations to reevaluate their strategic approaches and align them with

ambidexterity and cultural transformation to realize digital transformation's promise fully. The

study concludes with the imperative for future research to investigate the facilitators and barriers to

achieving strategic and cultural alignment within the public sector.
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Introduction

Digital transformation represents a strategic shift in how organizations leverage digital technologies

to fundamentally alter their operations, culture, and value delivery (Vial, 2019). This phenomenon is
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particularly pertinent in the public sector, where it causes organizational and cultural change (Hanelt

et al., 2020; Mergel et al., 2019).

Building upon the understanding that digital transformation is a multifaceted and ongoing process,

recent research underscores the pivotal role of organizational culture in determining its success.

Studies like Bitzer et al. (2021) and Ajigini & Chinamasa (2023) highlight that agility, dynamic

capabilities, and cultural alignment are indispensable for strategic renewal and adapting business

models in the digital era. However, Tangi et al. (2021) note a frequent underemphasis on cultural

transformation in public administration, suggesting a need for a more profound integration of

cultural and technological change. This integration, as Warner & Wäger (2019) and Serpa et al. (2022)

articulate, influences organizational resilience and innovation, making the transformation of

organizational culture a critical factor in navigating the uncertainties and challenges inherent in

digital transformation. Thus, an approach that concurrently addresses strategic and cultural aspects

of digital transformation emerges as crucial.

Despite its potential, successful digital transformation in the public sector is fraught with challenges,

notably due to the inherent bureaucratic structures and cultural norms that emphasize risk aversion,

hierarchical decision-making, and a predominant focus on operational efficiency, characterized by its

meritocratic structure, rule-based operation, and commitment to uniform service delivery (Gay,

2000; Olsen, 2005). The current organizational culture within the public sector is built upon

organizational sediments of Traditional Public Administration, New Public Management, Networked

Governance, and Public Value Management (for a comprehensive review, see Lindquist (2022)).

Sedimentation means that many forms of governance exist simultaneously, influencing the

bureaucratic culture in the public sector. While ensuring stability and predictability, the

characteristics of the bureaucratic culture often lead to a culture resistant to change and innovation.

This resistance is further compounded by institutional isomorphism, where public sector

organizations mimic each other to gain legitimacy (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983), thereby

homogenizing strategies and reducing the propensity for innovative risk-taking. In the context of

digital transformation, this creates a significant tension between the need for innovation to meet

evolving public demands and the entrenched internal focus on efficiency and compliance, which is not

conducive to innovation (Vassilakopoulou and Grisot, 2020). Such tension is critical as digital

transformation necessitates technological adoption as well as a cultural and strategic realignment to

foster innovation.
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The written record is foundational for bureaucracies (Pollitt, 2009), and in the public sector, strategy

is commonly articulated through documents. The strategy documents encapsulate the strategic intent

(Hamel and Prahalad, 1989), delineating the organization's aspirations and the means to achieve

them. However, the content and orientation of these documents are crucial as a prescription for

success (Sebastian et al., 2017), as they reflect and reinforce the cultural and operational ethos of

public sector organizations. By examining strategy documents, we can gain insights into how public

sector organizations conceptualize and navigate digital transformation.

Recognizing the potential of strategy documents in guiding and reflecting transformative efforts, this

study seeks to operationalize the concept of “strategic intent” (Hamel and Prahalad, 1989). Strategic

intent refers to an organization's future-focused aspirations guiding resource allocation and inspiring

collective effort toward long-term objectives (O’Shannassy, 2016). The study seeks to operationalize

strategic intent through the tangible "strategic direction" framework. It examines the content of

digital transformation strategy documents within Swedish healthcare regions, focusing explicitly on

how they address efficiency, innovation, and stakeholder engagement. The analysis aims to

understand whether and how the strategic direction outlined in these documents aligns with or

diverges from the traditional bureaucratic focus, thereby influencing the organization's ability to

balance operational efficiency with innovative practices. This approach is supported by the notion that

maintaining an ambidextrous organization — one that effectively balances exploitation with

exploration — can be facilitated by organizational culture (O’Reilly and Tushman, 2013).

In sum, this study contributes to understanding digital transformation in the public sector by

analyzing the strategic orientation of digital transformation initiatives as articulated in official

strategy documents. It aims to uncover the interplay between strategic direction, organizational

culture, and digital transformation's inherent challenges and opportunities in a bureaucratic context.

Through this lens, we seek insights into how public sector organizations can balance maintaining

operational efficiency and fostering the innovation necessary for effective digital transformation.

This research answers the call for more empirical studies on digital transformation in the public

sector (Mergel et al., 2019; Tangi et al., 2020; Warner and Wäger, 2019). Specifically, this study

contributes to empirical research on digital transformation strategies, answering the call from

Chanias et al. (2019). The research question guiding this research:

What is the direction of digital transformation strategies in Swedish healthcare regions?
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The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. First, I review previous research related to the

areas covered in this study. Next, I describe the method and data collection, followed by the results,

where I present the direction of the digital transformation strategies. I conclude with a discussion of

the findings, followed by a conclusion with limitations and suggestions for future research.

Previous research

In organizations, cultural and agile transformation plays a crucial role in the success of digital

transformation initiatives, according to (Bitzer et al., 2021), who emphasize that digital

transformation is an ongoing process that requires agility as the core mechanism for strategic

renewal, corresponding to Warner & Wäger (2019). Digital transformation impacts an organization's

business model, collaborative approach, and culture. Ajigini & Chinamasa (2023) support this by

highlighting that organizational culture significantly predicts the success of digital transformation. A

survey study of the Italian public administration by Tangi et al. (2021) indicates that cultural

transformation is often missing or that it follows the technical aspect of digital transformation. Thus,

a deeper understanding of the relationship between technological and organizational culture and

institutional change within rules and regulations is required for digital transformation (Ajigini and

Chinamasa, 2023). In the digital context, the crucial antecedents of dynamic capabilities and digital

culture (Weritz et al., 2020) are highlighted, further emphasizing the influence of organizational

culture on digital transformation.

Furthermore, Warner & Wäger (2019) stress that digital transformation affects organizational

resilience through its influence on exploitative and exploratory innovation, ultimately shaping the

organizational culture of organizations. This is corroborated by (Serpa et al., 2022), who discuss the

challenges and uncertainties that arise from organizational culture transformation in the context of

digital changes, highlighting the profound impact of digital transformation on organizational culture.

Previous research underscores the critical impact of organizational culture on digital transformation,

and it is evident that organizational culture predicts the success of digital transformation and plays a

fundamental role in shaping the process.

Recognizing the fundamental role of organizational culture in shaping digital transformation

outcomes, it becomes imperative to align this culture with a clearly defined strategy to navigate the

complexities and realize the full potential of digital transformation. Therefore, organizations should

define a strategy, as demonstrated by the findings of a study of 25 incumbent organizations (Sebastian
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et al., 2017). In a study on the successful transformation of three German media companies, Matt et al.

(2016) described creating a strategy as a primary concern that should contain four dimensions: (1) the

use of technologies, (2) changes in value creation, (3) structural changes, and (4) financial aspects. In

addition, Kane et al. (2015) argued that strategy drives digital transformation. In the context of the

public sector, Bryson and George (2020) define strategy as “a concrete approach to aligning the

aspirations and capabilities of public organizations or other entities in order to achieve goals and

create public value”. Drawing on Matt et al. (2016) and Bryson and George (2020) and adding a

technology dimension, I define the digital transformation strategy within the public sector as a

concrete approach to digital technology-driven changes in public organizations that align intent and

capabilities to achieve objectives and create public value.

The strategic direction used in this paper is a reflection and an operationalization of strategic intent.

It's about how the organization's long-term aspirations and purpose are translated into specific

paths, decisions, and actions. In other words, strategy is a “pattern in a stream of actions”

(Mintzberg, 1987, p. 12). The strategic direction is, therefore, not only shaped by the strategic intent

but is also a testament to its implementation and evolution over time. An organization's strategic

intent is rooted in its culture (Green, 1988) and shaped by its artifacts, values, and assumptions

(Schein, 1988). Thus, culture is crucial in determining the organization's strategic direction by

influencing its decision-making processes. When there is a strong alignment between the strategic

intent and the organizational culture, the strategic direction is not only a deliberate consequence of

the organizational culture but also effectively executed through the actions and behaviors of all

organization members. However, although strategic intent, i.e., the strategic direction, can be

deliberate, it may be unarticulated in the strategy document.

In the realm of organizational culture, strategic intent embodies an organization's long-term

aspirations, guiding its actions and resources toward achieving overarching goals (Gemino and Reich,

2023). It is a focused articulation of desired outcomes that shapes organizational values and

behaviors, aligning activities with a common vision (Kohtamäki et al., 2021; Seidl and Werle, 2017). As

a pivotal driver in digital transformation, strategic intent necessitates aligning digital strategies with

broader objectives, necessitating continuous adaptation to technological and environmental shifts

(Vial, 2019). Moreover, it demands an acute understanding of internal capabilities and the external

environment, leveraging analysis to set strategic priorities and foster stakeholder engagement

(Amrollahi and Rowlands, 2017; Mithas and Rust, 2016; Neville and O’Toole, 2015). The dynamics of
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strategic intent underscore the importance of constantly reassessing trends and assumptions to stay

relevant and effective in strategy formulation and implementation (Bodwell and Chermack, 2010;

Schaebs, 2021). In essence, strategic intent is not just an abstract aspiration but a concrete, cultural

commitment to a directed path of digital and organizational change.

Pursuing ambidexterity inevitably creates organizational tensions and paradoxes (Peng, 2019).

Although efficiency and innovation can coexist (O’Reilly and Tushman, 2013), this is considered the

central tension within ambidexterity. A study of managerial responses to ambidexterity in a large

telecommunications company found that organizational ambidexterity was seen as simultaneously

pursuing innovation and efficiency (Papachroni et al., 2016). Norling et al. (2022a) used ambidexterity

theory (March, 1991; Peng, 2019) to study the direction of digital transformation strategies in Swedish

municipalities.

March's (1991) exploration of organizational ambidexterity offers a nuanced understanding of how

public organizations can navigate the dual imperatives of efficiency and innovation. March’s notion,

primarily concerned with balancing the exploitation of existing competencies and the exploration of

new possibilities, provides a strategic lens through which public organizations can approach their

objectives (March, 1991). Subsequent studies have applied this concept to the public sector, examining

how institutions can maintain operational efficiency while remaining adaptable and innovative in

changing societal needs (O’Reilly and Tushman, 2013; Raisch and Birkinshaw, 2008). Recognizing the

inherent challenges of balancing efficiency with innovation, as explored through ambidexterity

theory, sets the stage for understanding the broader implications of such a balance in terms of public

value creation.

Public Value, introduced by Moore (1995), redefines public sector management objectives and success

measures by emphasizing value creation for the community, encompassing diverse societal goals and

public needs. This paradigm shift from traditional efficiency-driven models to value-oriented

strategies significantly influences how strategic intent is conceptualized in the public sector. Building

on Moore’s work, research has explored how public managers can effectively align organizational

capabilities with community aspirations, fostering trust and legitimacy in public institutions

(Benington and Moore, 2011; Williams and Shearer, 2011). A recent study on the co-production of the

digital transformation of public sector organizations in Denmark (Scupola and Mergel, 2022)

highlights four types of public value: (1) economic value, the output of public administration; (2)

administrative value, a procedural perspective; (3) societal and democratic value; and (4) citizen value.
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As innovation concerns value creation, it is essential to distinguish between different value types

because it can affect the initiatives, capabilities, and goals that organizations should pursue. Research

argues that pursuing public value necessitates an ambidextrous approach, where public managers

must skillfully balance the efficient delivery of services with the capacity for policy innovation and

adaptive change (Pablo et al., 2007). That suggests the strategic direction in public organizations

should be guided by the principles of public value and underpinned by the structural and cultural

flexibility advocated by March (1991). Thus far, we have shown the relationship between public value

and organizational ambidexterity; we now introduce the competing values framework. This model

categorizes organizational cultures to further refine the strategic direction in the public sector with an

orientation towards service and societal outcomes.

The Competing Values Framework (CVF), conceptualized by Quinn and Rohrbaugh (1981), has been

instrumental in delineating the cultural contours of organizations across sectors. It identifies four

primary organizational cultures—Clan, Adhocracy, Market, and Hierarchy—each with distinct values

and operational emphases. When applied to the public sector, the CVF has been adapted to align with

the sector's unique focus on service delivery, public accountability, and societal outcomes, diverging

from the market-centric orientation prevalent in private sector paradigms. In previous research,

Lindquist and Marcy (2016) explored how the CVF could be used by public service leaders to analyze

and understand public sector leadership challenges, thereby improving their ability to lead across

borders and generations. Recently, Lindquist (2022) employed and modified the CVF to classify public

service reform initiatives and their associated value systems and organizational cultures within the

context of digital-era governance (Dunleavy, 2005; Dunleavy and Margetts, 2023; Margetts and

Dunleavy, 2013).

The public sector CVF research offers insights into the framework's adaptability and relevance,

highlighting the importance of cultural dimensions in guiding strategic direction. Balancing efficiency

and innovation within unique cultural contexts adds crucial dimensions to understanding strategic

direction. In other words, the CVF helps understand public service complexity and how to bring about

change (Lindquist, 2022). In addition, Hartl and Hess (2017) identified three cultural orientations: (1)

externally oriented, (2) flexible and adaptable, and (3) internally directed, similar to the CVF and the

strategic direction framework by Norling et al. (2022).
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Method

Population study utilizing content analysis of strategy documents. The Swedish regions' digital

transformation strategy documents were chosen, and the rationale was fourfold: Firstly, their

representativeness of the public sector was considered important, as they manage healthcare, dental

care, public transport, and regional development. Secondly, the regions have similar rules and

strategy documents, making them comparable. Thirdly, the researcher's language skills, expertise,

and knowledge of Swedish regions contributed. Finally, no prior empirical research on Swedish

regions and their digital transformation strategies is known to the researcher.

Population background

Swedish regions governed by elected parliaments oversee healthcare, dental care, regional

development, and public transportation. Often, they manage culture, education, and tourism. They

possess self-governance and tax-levying rights. In 2020, the 21 Swedish regions had a turnover of €35

billion, primarily from taxes (SKR, 2021a). Historically, approximately 3% of expenses have been

allocated to IT (SLIT, 2023). The regions employ 290,000 people, 70% of whom are healthcare

professionals (SKR, 2021b). The remaining 30% of the workforce is in administration, support, shared

services, regional development, public transport, culture, and tourism.

Strategy documents are decided and approved by the region's political assemblies, and strategies are

one of the highest hierarchical forms of steering documents, only superseded by policy documents.

Accompanying plans and follow-ups are usually the responsibilities of the top management team. In

the case of digital transformation strategies, that would most often be the CIO/CDO.

Data collection and categorization

Data on digital transformation strategies was obtained from 21 regions by downloading them from

websites or requesting public documents. Halland, representing 3.3% of Sweden's population, had no

strategy and was excluded. This data loss was deemed acceptable for research purposes.

This study covers the aspect of strategic direction through strategy documents. Strategic direction

uses activity and focuses on categorizing the expressions of intent related to digital transformation

(i.e., direction). In the first dimension, action can be directed toward efficiency (exploitation) or

innovation (exploration). The second dimension, focus, can be directed externally toward the region's
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primary stakeholders, citizens, patients, etc., or internally toward organizational stakeholders. The

direction of a digital transformation strategy can be interpreted in two dimensions, as illustrated in

Figure 1.

Figure 1. The direction of digital transformation strategies

Document analysis was employed to skim, read, and interpret the collected data (Bowen, 2009). This

iterative process combines elements of thematic analysis (Alhojailan, 2012) and content analysis

(Weber, 1990), with the latter being the most prominent.

The researcher became acquainted with the data through multiple readings of the strategy documents,

subsequently coding them using Atlas.ti. The search across 20 strategy documents, totaling 284 pages

and 62,834 words for "digital *," yielded 1,699 instances. These were analyzed from a strategy-as-

practice perspective (Whittington, 1996), focusing on coding statements that were action-oriented.

The analysis differentiated between goal-setting/resource allocation and creating value for internal

versus external stakeholders.

In the coding process, data were also cleansed of generalized and non-directive statements, such as

"Digitalization is the single strongest change factor of our time and affects our entire society".

Exclusions also applied to statements about the national level, aligning with the study's regional
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focus. Additionally, statements from digital transformation strategies co-authored with other

external public sector organizations that were not region-specific were omitted. These eliminated

instances were categorized as Not Applicable (NA). Post-cleanup, 382 instances of "digital*"

remained for further analysis.

Boolean coding was applied to dissect two dimensions of digital transformation: direct stakeholder

value (external or internal) and the type of activity (exploitation or exploration). Direct stakeholder

value was ascertained through stakeholder analysis, while the classification of activity drew from

March’s (1991) distinction. Exploitation activities, such as cost savings, quality improvements, and

process enhancements, were coded as ”efficiency”. Conversely, “innovation” was used for

exploration activities, encompassing experimentation, purposefulness, and innovation. The mean

positions for each dimension were calculated from the coded instances, culminating in the final

representation of the digital transformation position/direction for each region, illustrated in Figure 2.

A total of 64 ambiguous or borderline cases were rigorously coded. These instances were thoroughly

deliberated in a workshop with a senior researcher. Senior researchers also served as critical reviewers

and auditors throughout the process, leading to significant discussion and refinement of the coding

and analysis (Saldaña, 2013). The final revised coding informed the analysis of the results. The

findings of this study are currently presented through descriptive statistics, with more comprehensive

analyses (such as regression) intended for future research.

Results

The general direction of digital transformation strategy documents communicates the current

strategic focal points of the regions. Swedish regions' mean digital transformation strategy focuses

primarily on internal efficiency. The mean strategy balances external and internal focus (32% vs.

68%) and efficiency vs. innovation activities (86% vs. 14%). As shown in Figure 2, the strategies are

almost unanimously focused on internal efficiency. That is, per se, neither good nor bad, but it begs

the question of whether internal efficiency is the deliberate strategic intent of the regions.
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Figure 2. Direction of regional digital transformation strategies

The Swedish regions and their digital transformation strategies display a pattern of efficiency

encumbrance.

The median frequency for digital* sentences per page (SPP) is lowest for the region with a negative

result, only 3 SPP. The highest for regions with a positive result is 10 SPP, with a balanced positive

following with 8 SPP. This is somewhat surprising as the direction of most regions is on internal

efficiency, which would be assumed for a region with a negative financial result.

Population density influences SPP, with Mid-density regions leading with 10 SPP, followed by low-

density regions at 8 SPP. High-density regions have the lowest SPP at 5, half that of the Mid-density

regions.
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Figure 3. Population density

Financial result and strategic direction

The financial result (see Figure 3) impacts the direction (mean value, SEK per inhabitant). It shows

that the single region with a negative result focuses almost entirely on internal (89 %) efficiency (96

%), which is not surprising. Regions with a balanced result (0 - 2999 SEK per inhabitant) have almost

the same focus on efficiency (only 1 pp less) as those with a positive (3000 - 6500 SEK per inhabitant).

There is a significant difference in emphasis on external vs. internal stakeholders for regions with a

positive result of External focus (9 pp) compared with regions having a balanced positive result. The

conclusion is that regions with a positive financial result have a greater emphasis on innovation and

external stakeholders, probably because they can afford it, compared to those with a negative result,

leading to political demands to enhance internal efficiency.

qeios.com doi.org/10.32388/BO865K.2 12

https://www.qeios.com/
https://doi.org/10.32388/BO865K.2


Figure 4. The direction of the digital transformation strategy, financial result

Population density and strategic direction

The three metropolitan regions of Sweden, with the three largest cities, Stockholm, Gothenburg, and

Malmö, represent regions with a high population density. These regions have a significantly higher

ratio of efficiency (96 %) vs. innovation (4 %) than the rest of Sweden. There is also a considerably

stronger emphasis on internal stakeholders (17 pp) compared to the mid-density and low-density

regions (10 pp). The regions with mid-range population density focus more strongly on innovation (16

pp) than the high and low population-density regions (8 pp). Meanwhile, the emphasis on external

stakeholders is most substantial for Mid (34 %), followed by Low (30 %) and High (21 %). This can be

interpreted as the mid-range regions being big enough to have the necessary resources to balance

efficiency vs. innovation and small enough to stay coordinated and focused on the external

stakeholders.

Figure 5. The direction of the digital transformation strategy, population density
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Discussion

This study addresses the question of the strategic direction of digital transformation in Swedish

regions. The findings reveal a pronounced focus on internal efficiency within digital transformation

strategies, consistent with Norling et al. (2022) regarding the strategic orientation of Swedish

municipalities. This focus indicates a pervasive trend toward optimizing current operations within the

constraints of existing bureaucratic structures. The research findings validate the notion that public

sector organizations are subject to isomorphic pressures, conforming their strategies and culture to

established norms (Ashworth et al., 2007). This isomorphism creates an invisible "iron cage" that

makes strategic deviation and innovation challenging unless the strategic direction is explicitly

articulated and made actionable.

Furthermore, the study reveals the impact of contingency factors such as financial results and

population density on the strategic direction, although to a lesser extent than anticipated. Notably,

there is a marked prevalence of “digital” in the strategies, where regions facing financial constraints

have a significantly lower emphasis on digital initiatives than financially stable regions. This

discrepancy could stem from a perception of digital initiatives as inherently risky (Li, 2020), leading

financially constrained regions to prioritize stability over innovation, reflecting the prevalent risk-

averse behavior in the public sector. Alternatively, the lower emphasis on digital aspects in these

regions could be attributed to the high costs associated with digital transformation, leading to its

postponement until financial conditions improve.

However, despite recognizing the importance of a digital transformation strategy as a cornerstone for

creating the conditions for transformation, the public sector's inherent bureaucratic logic often traps

strategy direction into a narrow focus on internal efficiency. This focus is primarily on the values of

economic and internal processes, which, while important, may overshadow the need for innovation

and adaptability. Consequently, instead of fostering an environment conducive to ambidexterity,

where efficiency and innovation are balanced, the strategies often result in “more of the same.”

Bureaucracy creates red tape that impacts behavior (Campbell et al., 2022) and erects cultural and

structural barriers to change (Wilson and Mergel, 2022). In this context, digitalization may

inadvertently enforce new forms of “digital red tape”, replacing old bureaucratic hurdles with new

ones and further entrenching existing structures (Bauwens and Meyfroodt, 2021).
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In this backdrop, the strategies often fail to deliver on the promise of public value creation. They

remain entrenched in an “iron cage” of internal efficiency, focusing primarily on economic and

administrative value and overinvesting in maintaining, i.e., exploiting, the status quo at the expense

of exploring what could be. This approach reflects a broader organizational mindset where "the

known informs strategic choice: the unknown is ignored" (Stopford and Baden‐Fuller, 1994, p. 528).

Such a mindset presupposes that past successes will continue into the future without necessitating

significant strategic or cultural shifts. This resistance to change is further reinforced when

organizations believe they are already meeting society's demands, thus resisting calls for change or

innovation (Fox-Wolfgramm et al., 1998).

Yet, amidst these challenges, the dynamic capability of ambidexterity (O’Reilly and Tushman, 2008)

emerges as particularly valuable for managers and organizations aiming to navigate and succeed in

the complex digital transformation landscape. The study recommends three approaches to foster this

ambidexterity within public sector organizations: contextual ambidexterity, hybrid ambidexterity,

and digital ambidexterity. Contextual ambidexterity involves fostering a culture and leadership style

that encourages simultaneous exploration and exploitation within the same organizational unit. This

means that departments and teams are encouraged to innovate (exploration) while optimizing current

operations (exploitation). On the other hand, structural ambidexterity requires deliberately separating

explorative and exploitative activities into different organizational units, such as creating separate

innovation and production units. As the second approach, hybrid ambidexterity combines contextual

and structural ambidexterity (Jöhnk et al., 2022), offering a versatile alternative that allows

adaptability and structural delineation. Digital ambidexterity (Magnusson et al., 2020, 2021), as the

third approach, refers to an organization's ability to handle tensions related to managing established

organizational activities while simultaneously engaging in rapidly changing new digital activities. It is

seen as a necessary capability for public sector organizations to adapt to digital disruption and

transformation, balancing the need for stability with the imperative for change. This concept

emphasizes the enactment of dynamic and continuous balancing of exploration and exploitation

rather than achieving a static equilibrium between the two.

Implementing these forms of ambidexterity requires clear leadership and cultural support. Contextual

ambidexterity can be promoted by increasing organizational risk appetite (Poláková-Kersten et al.,

2023), enhancing organizational members’ risk propensity (Rauch et al., 2017), supporting a culture

that tolerates and learns from failure (Duerr et al., 2018), and communicating the value of innovation
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and efficiency. Structural ambidexterity, however, necessitates a strategic decision by management to

create distinct units with different focuses and mandates, which can then be brought together to

integrate innovative solutions into the broader organizational structure. Hybrid and digital

ambidexterity require an agile management approach that dynamically adjusts the balance between

exploration and exploitation as organizational needs and external conditions evolve.

To guide and facilitate these ambidextrous strategies, the proposed Strategic Direction and Culture

Mapping (SDCM) framework, see Figure 6, integrates the concept of strategic direction with the

Competing Values Framework. This integration offers a model for understanding how public sector

organizations can effectively balance various operational and strategic demands during digital

transformation. SDCM is based on the recognition that an organization's strategic direction is not

merely a path or a set of goals but is deeply interwoven with its cultural attributes, competencies, and

values. This integrated approach allows organizations to map their strategies against the competing

values of internal processes, external positioning, flexibility, and stability to ensure a comprehensive

alignment between culture and strategy for effective implementation and transformation (Cameron

and Quinn, 2011; Norling et al., 2022).
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Figure 6. Strategic Direction and Culture Mapping (SDCM) based on Competing Values Framework

(Cameron and Quinn, 2011) combined with strategic direction (Norling et al., 2022)

The SDCM characterizes organizations along two axes: internal-external and flexibility-control. The

intersection of these axes results in four quadrants representing different organizational types:

Hierarchy (control), Market (competition), Adhocracy (create), and Clan (collaborate). Each type

consists of distinct values and operational modes influencing an organization's strategic direction.

Hierarchy emphasizes internal efficiency, stability, and control, often at the expense of external

stakeholders and innovation. Market aims for external efficiency, striving to outperform competitors

and meet market demands while prioritizing public value and service quality. Adhocracy focuses on

external innovation and flexibility, encouraging organizations to be adaptable and embrace change,

thus fostering an environment conducive to digital transformation. Clan values community, shared

goals, and internal cohesion, emphasizing the role of organizational culture and internal consensus in

driving transformation efforts.

In practice, this means that public sector organizations would benefit from analyzing and

understanding the existing cultural dynamics, particularly between operations and IT and digital
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departments, to make the cultural gaps and differences explicit. A comprehensive understanding of

what a digital organizational culture entails vis-a-vis their existing organizational culture can

significantly enhance their ability to align strategic direction with cultural imperatives. Many

organizations stand to gain from a nuanced understanding of how their current organizational culture

supports or hinders digital transformation efforts and what changes might be necessary to foster a

more conducive environment for innovation and change.

However, the study is not without limitations. It primarily examines current organizational digital

transformation strategies within Swedish regions, suggesting a need for a broader exploration across

different organizational sectors and over time. This limitation points to the necessity of longitudinal

or historical studies to understand strategies' evolution and impact. The SDCM framework

emphasizes the importance of strategy documents in bridging current objectives with future

aspirations, facilitating a strategic dialogue aligning organizational actions with strategic intent,

which, however, may not capture the informal practices and emergent strategies that significantly

shape organizational outcomes.

Five future research paths are envisioned to address the limitations: (1) In-depth analysis to confirm

the robustness of observed patterns, (2) studies on the process of formulating digital transformation

strategies, and (3) exploration of explicit and implicit strategic assumptions is crucial. (4) Replicating

this study in other geographical and organizational contexts and (5) using the strategy document as a

communicative object in strategic dialogue present promising avenues for further research.

In conclusion, the SDCM framework provides a robust and flexible tool for public sector organizations

seeking to navigate the complex terrain of digital transformation. By mapping the CVF to strategic

direction, the framework highlights the imperative for a balanced approach that incorporates

efficiency, competition, innovation, and collaboration. It underscores the need for organizations to

move beyond the confines of the “iron cage” to a more holistic, adaptive, and innovative model of

public service delivery. This approach addresses the immediate challenges of digital transformation

and sets the stage for a more dynamic, responsive, and citizen-centric public sector capable of

meeting the evolving demands and opportunities of the digital age.

Conclusion

The study concludes with the pivotal finding that the strategic emphasis on internal efficiency within

Swedish public sector organizations' digital transformation efforts is deeply ingrained in the
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bureaucratic tradition. This prevalent focus contradicts the flexibility and innovation required in

today’s digital landscape. The analysis of strategy documents underscores a need for a shift toward

ambidexterity, emphasizing a balanced approach to public value creation that encompasses both

efficiency and innovation.

The research points to a significant need for a technological shift that simultaneously addresses

cultural and structural change. For Swedish regions to break free from the "iron cage" of internal

efficiency, there must be a concerted effort to move beyond entrenched bureaucratic norms. This

entails adopting strategies that foster a culture of exploration and risk-taking alongside exploiting

existing resources and capabilities.

Future research should build on these findings by examining practical strategies for fostering an

ambidextrous culture within the public sector. It should seek to understand the processes and

interventions that can facilitate a departure from traditional efficiency-centric models toward more

dynamic, innovation-oriented practices. Furthermore, it should explore the long-term impact of such

a strategic and cultural shift on public value creation and overall organizational performance. By

continuing to emphasize the importance of culture, future studies will contribute to a more

comprehensive understanding of the digital transformation process in the public sector.

References

Ajigini, O.A. and Chinamasa, T.J.W. (2023), “Modelling Digital Transformation Within the Financial

Sector: A South African Perspective”, Information Resources Management Journal, Vol. 36 No. 1, pp.

1–20, doi: 10.4018/irmj.320642.

Alhojailan, M.I. (2012), “Thematic analysis: A critical review of its process and evaluation”, West

East Journal of Social Sciences, Vol. 1 No. 1, pp. 39–47.

Amrollahi, A. and Rowlands, B. (2017), “Collaborative open strategic planning: a method and case

study”, Information Technology & People, Vol. 30, pp. 832–852, doi: 10.1108/itp-12-2015-0310.

Ashworth, R., Boyne, G. and Delbridge, R. (2007), “Escape from the Iron Cage? Organizational

Change and Isomorphic Pressures in the Public Sector”, Journal of Public Administration Research

and Theory, Vol. 19 No. 1, pp. 165–187, doi: 10.1093/jopart/mum038.

Bauwens, R. and Meyfroodt, K. (2021), “Debate: Towards a more comprehensive understanding of

ritualized bureaucracy in digitalized public organizations”, Public Money & Management, Vol. 41 No.

4, pp. 1–2, doi: 10.1080/09540962.2021.1884349.

qeios.com doi.org/10.32388/BO865K.2 19

https://www.qeios.com/
https://doi.org/10.32388/BO865K.2


Benington, J. and Moore, M.H. (2011), “Public value in complex and changing times”, Public Value,

Springer, pp. 1–30.

Bitzer, M., Hinsen, S., Jöhnk, J. and Urbach, N. (2021), “Everything Is IT, but IT Is Not Everything:

What Incumbents Do to Manage Digital Transformation Towards Continuous Change”, ICIS 2021,

pp. 1–17.

Bodwell, W. and Chermack, T.J. (2010), “Organizational ambidexterity: Integrating deliberate and

emergent strategy with scenario planning”, Technological Forecasting and Social Change, Vol. 77, pp.

193–202, doi: 10.1016/j.techfore.2009.07.004.

Bowen, G.A. (2009), “Document Analysis as a Qualitative Research Method”, Qualitative Research

Journal, Vol. 9 No. 2, pp. 27–40, doi: 10.3316/qrj0902027.

Bryson, J. and George, B. (2020), “Strategic management in public administration”, Oxford Research

Encyclopedia of Politics, doi: 10.1093/acrefore/9780190228637.013.1396.

Cameron, K.S. and Quinn, R.E. (2011), Diagnosing and Changing Organizational Culture: Based on the

Competing Values Framework, Wiley.

Campbell, J.W., Pandey, S.K. and Arnesen, L. (2022), “The ontology, origin, and impact of divisive

public sector rules: A meta‐narrative review of the red tape and administrative burden literatures”,

Public Administration Review, Vol. 83 No. 2, pp. 296–315, doi: 10.1111/puar.13527.

Chanias, S., Myers, M.D. and Hess, T. (2019), “Digital transformation strategy making in pre-

digital organizations: The case of a financial services provider”, The Journal of Strategic Information

Systems, Vol. 28 No. 1, pp. 17–33, doi: 10.1016/j.jsis.2018.11.003.

DiMaggio, P.J. and Powell, W.W. (1983), “The Iron Cage Revisited: Institutional Isomorphism and

Collective Rationality in Organizational Fields”, American Sociological Review, Vol. 48 No. 2, p. 147,

doi: 10.2307/2095101.

Duerr, S., Holotiuk, F., Wagner, H.-T., Beimborn, D. and Weitzel, T. (2018), “What Is Digital

Organizational Culture? Insights From Exploratory Case Studies”, Proceedings of the 51st Hawaii

International Conference on System Sciences, doi: 10.24251/hicss.2018.640.

Dunleavy, P. (2005), “New Public Management Is Dead--Long Live Digital-Era Governance”,

Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory, Vol. 16 No. 3, pp. 467–494, doi:

10.1093/jopart/mui057.

Dunleavy, P. and Margetts, H. (2023), “Data science, artificial intelligence and the third wave of

digital era governance”, Public Policy and Administration, doi: 10.1177/09520767231198737.

qeios.com doi.org/10.32388/BO865K.2 20

https://www.qeios.com/
https://doi.org/10.32388/BO865K.2


Fox-Wolfgramm, S.J., Boal, K.B. and Hunt, J.G. (Jerry). (1998), “Organizational Adaptation to

Institutional Change: A Comparative Study of First-Order Change in Prospector and Defender

Banks”, Administrative Science Quarterly, Vol. 43 No. 1, p. 87, doi: 10.2307/2393592.

Gay, P. du. (2000), In Praise of Bureaucracy: Weber, Organization, Ethics, Sage, doi:

10.4135/9781446217580.

Gemino, A. and Reich, B.H. (2023), “Program Management Within Digital Transformation: The

Emerging Importance Of Technology Architecture, Product Management, and Human Capital

Transformation”, Project Management Journal, Vol. 54 No. 4, pp. 447–457, doi:

10.1177/87569728231173298.

Green, S. (1988), “Strategy, organizational culture and symbolism”, Long Range Planning, Vol. 21

No. 4, pp. 121–129, doi: 10.1016/0024-6301(88)90016-7.

Hamel, G. and Prahalad, C. (1989), “Strategic Intent”, Harvard Business Review.

Hanelt, A., Bohnsack, R., Marz, D. and Marante, C.A. (2020), “A Systematic Review of the Literature

on Digital Transformation: Insights and Implications for Strategy and Organizational Change”,

Journal of Management Studies, Vol. 58 No. 5, pp. 1159–1197, doi: 10.1111/joms.12639.

Jöhnk, J., Ollig, P., Rövekamp, P. and Oesterle, S. (2022), “Managing the complexity of digital

transformation—How multiple concurrent initiatives foster hybrid ambidexterity”, Electronic

Markets, pp. 1–23, doi: 10.1007/s12525-021-00510-2.

Kane, G.C., Palmer, D., Phillips, A.N., Kiron, D. and Buckley, N. (2015), “Strategy, not technology,

drives digital transformation”, MIT Sloan Management Review and Deloitte University Press, Vol. 14.

Kohtamäki, M., Whittington, R., Vaara, E. and Rabetino, R. (2021), “Making connections:

Harnessing the diversity of strategy‐as‐practice research”, International Journal of Management

Reviews, Vol. 24 No. 2, pp. 210–232, doi: 10.1111/ijmr.12274.

Li, F. (2020), “Leading digital transformation: three emerging approaches for managing the

transition”, International Journal of Operations & Production Management, Vol. 40 No. 6, pp. 809–

817, doi: 10.1108/ijopm-04-2020-0202.

Lindquist, E.A. (2022), “The digital era and public sector reforms: Transformation or new tools for

competing values?”, Canadian Public Administration, Vol. 65 No. 3, pp. 547–568, doi:

10.1111/capa.12493.

Magnusson, J., Khisro, J., Björses, M. and Ivarsson, A. (2020), “Closeness and distance:

configurational practices for digital ambidexterity in the public sector”, Transforming Government:

People, Process and Policy, Vol. 15 No. 4, pp. 420–441, doi: 10.1108/tg-02-2020-0030.

qeios.com doi.org/10.32388/BO865K.2 21

https://www.qeios.com/
https://doi.org/10.32388/BO865K.2


Magnusson, J., Päivärinta, T. and Koutsikouri, D. (2021), “Digital ambidexterity in the public

sector: empirical evidence of a bias in balancing practices”, Transforming Government: People,

Process and Policy, Vol. 15 No. 1, pp. 59–79, doi: 10.1108/tg-02-2020-0028.

March, J.G. (1991), “Exploration and Exploitation in Organizational Learning”, Organization

Science, Vol. 2 No. 1, pp. 71–87, doi: 10.1287/orsc.2.1.71.

Margetts, H. and Dunleavy, P. (2013), “The second wave of digital-era governance: a quasi-

paradigm for government on the Web”, Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society A:

Mathematical, Physical and Engineering Sciences, Vol. 371 No. 1987, p. 20120382, doi:

10.1098/rsta.2012.0382.

Matt, C., Hess, T., Benlian, A. and Wiesböck, F. (2016), “Options for formulating a digital

transformation strategy”, MIS Quarterly Executive, Vol. 15.

Mergel, I., Edelmann, N. and Haug, N. (2019), “Defining digital transformation: Results from

expert interviews”, Government Information Quarterly, Vol. 36 No. 4, p. 101385, doi:

10.1016/j.giq.2019.06.002.

Mintzberg, H. (1987), “The Strategy Concept I: Five Ps for Strategy”, California Management

Review, Vol. 30 No. 1, pp. 11–24, doi: 10.2307/41165263.

Mithas, S. and Rust, R.T. (2016), “How Information Technology Strategy and Investments

Influence Firm Performance: Conjecture and Empirical Evidence”, MIS Quarterly, Vol. 40 No. 1, pp.

223–245, doi: 10.25300/misq/2016/40.1.10.

Moore, M.H. (1995), Creating Public Value: Strategic Management in Government, Harvard University

Press.

Neville, F. and O’Toole, J. (2015), “Strategy Formation, Dynamic Capabilities and Firm

Performance”, Academy of Management Proceedings, Vol. 2015 No. 1, p. 17594, doi:

10.5465/ambpp.2015.17594abstract.

Norling, K., Lindroth, T., Magnusson, J. and Torell, J. (2022), “Digital Decoupling: A Population

Study of Digital Transformation Strategies in Swedish Municipalities”, Dg.o 2022, pp. 356–363,

doi: 10.1145/3543434.3543639.

Olsen, J.P. (2005), “Maybe It Is Time to Rediscover Bureaucracy”, Journal of Public Administration

Research and Theory, Vol. 16, pp. 1–24, doi: 10.1093/jopart/mui027.

O’Reilly, C.A. and Tushman, M.L. (2008), “Ambidexterity as a dynamic capability: Resolving the

innovator’s dilemma”, Research in Organizational Behavior, Vol. 28, pp. 185–206, doi:

10.1016/j.riob.2008.06.002.

qeios.com doi.org/10.32388/BO865K.2 22

https://www.qeios.com/
https://doi.org/10.32388/BO865K.2


O’Reilly, C.A. and Tushman, M.L. (2013), “Organizational Ambidexterity: Past, Present, and

Future”, Academy of Management Perspectives, Vol. 27 No. 4, pp. 324–338, doi:

10.5465/amp.2013.0025.

O’Shannassy, T.F. (2016), “Strategic intent: The literature, the construct and its role in predicting

organization performance”, Journal of Management & Organization, Vol. 22 No. 5, pp. 583–598, doi:

10.1017/jmo.2015.46.

Pablo, A.L., Reay, T., Dewald, J.R. and Casebeer, A.L. (2007), “Identifying, Enabling and Managing

Dynamic Capabilities in the Public Sector*”, Journal of Management Studies, Vol. 44 No. 5, pp. 687–

708, doi: 10.1111/j.1467-6486.2006.00675.x.

Papachroni, A., Heracleous, L. and Paroutis, S. (2016), “In pursuit of ambidexterity: Managerial

reactions to innovation–efficiency tensions”, Human Relations, Vol. 69 No. 9, pp. 1791–1822, doi:

10.1177/0018726715625343.

Peng, H. (2019), “Organizational ambidexterity in public non-profit organizations: interest and

limits”, Management Decision, Vol. 57, pp. 248–261.

Poláková-Kersten, M., Khanagha, S., Hooff, B. van den and Khapova, S.N. (2023), “Digital

transformation in high-reliability organizations: A longitudinal study of the micro-foundations of

failure”, The Journal of Strategic Information Systems, Vol. 32 No. 1, p. 101756, doi:

10.1016/j.jsis.2023.101756.

Quinn, R.E. and Rohrbaugh, J. (1981), “A Competing Values Approach to Organizational

Effectiveness”, Public Productivity Review, Vol. 5 No. 2, p. 122, doi: 10.2307/3380029.

Raisch, S. and Birkinshaw, J. (2008), “Organizational Ambidexterity: Antecedents, Outcomes, and

Moderators”, Journal of Management, Vol. 34 No. 3, pp. 375–409, doi: 10.1177/0149206308316058.

Rauch, M., Wenzel, M. and Wagner, H.-T. (2017), “The Impact of Digital Innovation on Path-

Dependent Decision-Making: The Mediating Role of Risk Propensity and Opportunity-Threat

Perception”, ICIS 2017.

Saldaña, J. (2013), The Coding Manual for Qualitative Researchers, 2. ed., Sage, Thousand Oaks, Calif.

Schaebs, D.S. (2021), “The Digital Transformation of Public Authorities: Creating an Agile Structure

and Streamlining Government Presence Using the Example of Tax Offices”, Managing Global

Transitions, Vol. 19, pp. 327–342, doi: 10.26493/1854-6935.19.327-342.

Schein, E.H. (1988), “Organizational Culture”.

Scupola, A. and Mergel, I. (2022), “Co-production in digital transformation of public

administration and public value creation: The case of Denmark”, Government Information Quarterly,

qeios.com doi.org/10.32388/BO865K.2 23

https://www.qeios.com/
https://doi.org/10.32388/BO865K.2


Vol. 39, p. 101650, doi: 10.1016/j.giq.2021.101650.

Sebastian, I., Ross, J., Beath, C., Mocker, M., Moloney, K. and Fonstad, N. (2017), “How big old

companies navigate digital transformation”, MIS Quarterly Executive, Vol. 16 No. 3, pp. 197–213.

Seidl, D. and Werle, F. (2017), “Inter‐organizational sensemaking in the face of strategic meta‐

problems: Requisite variety and dynamics of participation”, Strategic Management Journal, Vol. 39

No. 3, pp. 830–858, doi: 10.1002/smj.2723.

Serpa, S., Sá, M.J. and Ferreira, C.M. (2022), “Digital Organizational Culture: Contributions to a

Definition and Future Challenges”, Academic Journal of Interdisciplinary Studies, Vol. 11 No. 4, p. 22,

doi: 10.36941/ajis-2022-0095.

SKR. (2021a), The Economy Report May 2021.

SKR. (2021b), “Personalen i välfärden”.

SLIT. (2023), IT Och Digitalisering i Hälso- Och Sjukvården 2022.

Stopford, J.M. and Baden‐Fuller, C.W.F. (1994), “Creating corporate entrepreneurship”, Strategic

Management Journal, Vol. 15 No. 7, pp. 521–536, doi: 10.1002/smj.4250150703.

Tangi, L., Janssen, M., Benedetti, M. and Noci, G. (2020), “Barriers and Drivers of Digital

Transformation in Public Organizations: Results from a Survey in the Netherlands”, presented at

the Electronic Government, Springer International Publishing, pp. 42–56, doi: 10.1007/978-3-

030-57599-1_4.

Vassilakopoulou, P. and Grisot, M. (2020), “Effectual tactics in digital intrapreneurship: A process

model”, The Journal of Strategic Information Systems, Vol. 29 No. 3, p. 101617, doi:

10.1016/j.jsis.2020.101617.

Vial, G. (2019), “Understanding digital transformation: A review and a research agenda”, The

Journal of Strategic Information Systems, Vol. 28 No. 2, pp. 118–144, doi: 10.1016/j.jsis.2019.01.003.

Warner, K.S.R. and Wäger, M. (2019), “Building dynamic capabilities for digital transformation: An

ongoing process of strategic renewal”, Long Range Planning, Vol. 52 No. 3, pp. 326–349, doi:

10.1016/j.lrp.2018.12.001.

Weber, R.P. (1990), Basic Content Analysis, Sage.

Weritz, P., Braojos, J. and Matute, J. (2020), “Exploring the Antecedents of Digital Transformation:

Dynamic Capabilities and Digital Culture Aspects to Achieve Digital Maturity”, AMCIS 2020,

presented at the AMCIS 2020 Proceedings.

Williams, I. and Shearer, H. (2011), “Appraising public value: past, present and futures”, Public

Administration, Vol. 89 No. 4, pp. 1367–1384, doi: 10.1111/j.1467-9299.2011.01942.x.

qeios.com doi.org/10.32388/BO865K.2 24

https://www.qeios.com/
https://doi.org/10.32388/BO865K.2


Wilson, C. and Mergel, I. (2022), “Overcoming barriers to digital government mapping the

strategies of digital champions”, Government Information Quarterly, p. 101681, doi:

10.1016/j.giq.2022.101681.

Declarations

Funding: No specific funding was received for this work.

Potential competing interests: No potential competing interests to declare.

qeios.com doi.org/10.32388/BO865K.2 25

https://www.qeios.com/
https://doi.org/10.32388/BO865K.2

