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THE STRATEGY PROCESS OF IRISH QUANTITY 
SURVEYING FIRMS OPERATING WITHIN A 
TURBULENT BUSINESS ENVIRONMENT 
Michael Adesi1, Róisín Murphy and Dermot Kehily 

School of Surveying and Construction Management, College of Engineering and Built Environment, 
Technological University Dublin, Bolton Street, Dublin 1, Dublin, Ireland 

Rapid technological changes and market fluctuations create a turbulent business 
environment that poses significant challenges to the strategy process of Quantity 
Surveying (QS) firms.  A turbulent environment refers to the existence of high levels 
of uncertainty, unpredictability, volatile demand and changing growth conditions 
within an industry.  The strategy process is complex and becomes more problematic 
in the face of a turbulent business environment.  To date, studies focusing on QS 
practices seldom investigate the impact of a rapidly changing environment on the 
strategy process within these firms.  This study aims to address this gap by 
investigating the impact of environmental turbulence on the strategy process and 
strategic choices made within Irish QS firms.  This paper presents findings from the 
first of a two-phase data collection process, which adopts a quantitative approach 
based on data collected from a survey of senior management in Irish QS firms.  The 
paper provides insight into the characteristics of the strategy process of QS practices 
operating in a turbulent business environment and outlines strategic choices made at 
the top management level of these practices.  The paper contributes by identifying the 
impact of turbulent business environment on the strategy process of QS practices. 

Keywords: strategic, planning, process, turbulent, environment, quantity surveying 

INTRODUCTION  
The construction industry is complex and highly changeable due to discontinuous 
demand, market uncertainty, supply chain complexity and the heterogeneous nature of 
the output.  In Ireland, the construction industry has undergone significant change 
over the last number of years however, while there is considerable evidence pertaining 
to the effect of economic fluctuations on the construction industry (Tansey et al., 
2014), less emphasis has been placed on the impact of economic turmoil on the 
strategic decision-making process and strategic choices of QS firms.  Environmental 
turbulence refers to increasing volatility, uncertainty, and instability in the business 
environment of organisations (Yasir et al., 2017, 1150; Wong, 2014), the drivers of 
which include technological instability; and market fluctuations (Day and 
Schoemaker, 2016).  Market fluctuations have also given rise to skills shortages 
(Murphy, 2018), which affect the choices available to QS practices. 
The strategy process is a sequence of events and changes at the corporate and business 
levels that lead to critical outcomes in organisations (Huy and Guo, 2017).The 
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strategy process of QS practices operating in unstable business environments requires 
strategic choices at both the corporate and business level to operate effectively in a 
disruptive setting..  Corporate level choices are the options available to the chief 
executive officer and the board of directors while business level choices refer to the 
decisions of senior managers or senior executives based on the decisions of the top 
management (Castañer and Yu, 2017).  Despite the fact that studies by Tansy et al., 
(2014) focus on the response strategies of Irish contracting firms, investigations into 
the strategy process of QS practices operating in complex and unstable conditions are 
scarce. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
The construction industry is significant to the socio-economic development in Ireland 
by contributing to the various sectors of the Irish economy.  Despite the significant 
contribution of the Irish construction industry, the financial crisis has negatively 
affected its performance over the last ten years due to the recent prolonged economic 
recession (Nolan and Voitchovsky, 2015).  QS practices, which are critical to the 
performance of the Irish construction industry are also facing the challenges created 
by the economic instability.  QS practices are professional service firms engaged by 
clients to undertake cost management roles during construction project delivery (Lu et 
al., 2019).  Cost management in the construction industry comprises cost-related 
activities during project delivery, right from inception through successful completion 
and user occupancy (Ashworth, 2010).  The traditional roles of QS practices include 
preliminary cost estimate, design-stage cost plan, tendering, cost control and 
preparation of variations and final account (Towey, 2012).  Apart from the traditional 
cost estimating and cost planning functions, the roles of QS practices in construction 
project delivery have evolved into new responsibilities such as life cycle costing, 
mediation, adjudication or arbitration, value engineering, risk analysis, insolvency 
services, programme and project management and facilities management (Ashworth et 
al., 2013).  Both the traditional functions and emerging roles of QS practices have 
been affected by turbulent business environment discussed in the section below. 
Turbulent Environment  
A turbulent environment refers to the existence of high levels of uncertainty, 
unpredictability, demand volatility, and changing growth conditions within an 
industry.  The strategy process is complex and becomes more challenging due to 
uncertainties posed by the disruptive business environment.  The challenges of the 
disruptive business setting may be addressed by increasing knowledge of both top and 
middle-level managers on strategy process and alertness (Yasir et al.,2017).  Alertness 
is the ability of business organisations to identify new economic opportunities that do 
not have prior recognition by other economic actors (Stolyarov II, 2005).  Wong 
(2014) investigates the impact of environmental turbulence on entrepreneurial 
orientation and found that a turbulent business environment has a significant influence 
on entrepreneurial innovativeness.  Entrepreneurial innovativeness in this paper refers 
to the ability of business leaders to adopt new methods, ideas, and strategies for 
organisational management and operation in order to develop new products or 
improve existing products or service (Khandwalla, 1987).  The findings of Yasir et al., 
(2017) and Wong (2014) specifically focus on entrepreneurs in the manufacturing 
sector, thus, this research focuses on QS practices whom must pay attention to the 
instability in their business setting. 
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Dess and Beard (1984) classify disruptive business settings as 'munificence'; 
'complex'; and 'dynamic'.  Environmental munificence refers to conditions of growth 
in organisations due to the availability of economic resources (Boyne and Meier, 
2009).  Environmental complexity refers to external circumstances that impose a 
burden on the organisation (Miller and Page, 2007).  Furthermore, studies by Andrews 
et al., (2005), Fernandez (2005), and Heinrich and Fournier (2004) establish that 
complexity hurts the performance of organisations.  Dynamism refers to the 
unpredictability or the rate of change and innovation in an industry as well as the 
unpredictability of its customers’ actions (Li and Liu, 2014).  Thus, unpredictability 
creates a challenging business environment for firms with adverse consequences on 
their strategy formation and overall performance, which require an understanding of 
the strategy process in a disruptive business environment and its impacts on strategic 
choices in QS practices. 
Scholarly investigations on the turbulent environment of organisations delve into both 
internal and external environmental conditions.  The internal conditions include 
organisational culture, the type of management, and organisational structure that affect 
the functioning of the firm.  External conditions involve economic, political, social 
and technological factors that arise from outside the organisations but have a 
significant impact on their operation and management.  However, this warrants further 
research due to increasing disruptive conditions within and outside the business 
settings (McKelvie et al., 2018; Vecchiato, 2015), it is crucial to delve into QS 
practices and turbulent environment below. 
QS Practices Operating in Turbulent Environment  
QS practices face several challenges in their service delivery to clients in the 
construction industry.  The challenges of QS practices include fragmented processes 
in the construction industry, estimation of sophisticated design, tedious work, time 
pressure, and an image problem (Lu et al., 2019).  The economic recession created a 
turbulent business environment for QS practices. 
Furthermore, the turbulent business environment creates challenges for QS practices 
such as skills shortage due to loss of talents to other geographical locations with better 
job prospects; difficulty in accessing capital for expansion and growth, 
internationalisation, and fee competition (Frei, 2010).  In Ireland, the economic 
recession created a turbulent business environment that poses challenges to Irish QS 
practices such as skills shortage, high construction cost, tender price inflation, and 
high demand for construction services (Murphy, 2018; SCSI and PwC, 2017).  
Though studies have investigated the impact of the economic and financial crises on 
the QS profession, including Irish QS practices, there is a limited analysis and 
discussion on the nature of strategic choices in QS practices.  Thus, this paper focuses 
on strategic choices; strategic change, and the impact of the turbulent business 
environment on QS practices in Ireland. 
The Strategy Process 
The strategic process entails the strategic choices that organisations make in order to 
reach their goals.  Strategic choices focus on decision-making about the future and the 
response of firms to the business environment (Johnson et al., 2008).  Corporate 
strategy is the determination of organisational goals to reach the desired future state 
(Porter, 1998).  Strategic choices at the corporate level include growth, stability, 
retrenchment, and combination.  Strategic choices at the corporate level are critical to 
the effective use of resources and the direction of business level strategies to create a 
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competitive edge over rivals (Barney and Clarke, 2007).  The business level strategy 
focuses on how a particular unit of a business organisation competes in an industry 
and how the organisation seeks to achieve its corporate choice (Bowman and Helfat, 
2001).  Strategic choices at the business level consist of price leader, differentiation, 
focus, and stack in the middle (Porter, 1998).  The increasing uncertainties in business 
settings create challenges for making effective strategic choices in QS practices; 
hence, the paper adopts the research method below to explore the strategic options of 
QS practices in Ireland. 

RESEARCH METHOD 
This research adopts a mixed method comprising quantitative and qualitative 
approaches.  The quantitative approach used a structured survey questionnaire while 
the qualitative used semi-structured interviews to collect data from senior managers in 
Irish QS firms.  This paper focuses on the quantitative aspect, which is the first phase 
of the research while the second qualitative phase is ongoing. 
The target participants are registered senior QS members of the Society of Chartered 
Surveyors Ireland (SCSI).  The questions in the survey questionnaire were both open-
ended question which seeks to ascertain the drivers of strategic change and closed-
ended questions with variables adapted from the review and synthesis of the literature 
on the turbulent environment; the strategy process in a turbulent environment and the 
strategic response of organisations.  The questions focused specifically on the impact 
of the turbulent environment on Irish QS firms and the various strategic responses that 
Irish QS practices adopt in order to survive in a turbulent environment. 
During the design of the survey questionnaire, a turbulent environment was defined in 
terms of uncertainties, and this ensured that respondents easily understood and related 
their experiences with the term 'turbulent environment.' This approach to the 
definition of a turbulent environment during the questionnaire design is consistent 
with Singla et al., (2018); Yasir et al., (2017); Day and Schoemaker (2016), that 
define a turbulent environment as market fluctuations; rapid technological changes; 
complexity and volatility. 
The nominal and 5-point Likert scales were used to measure the responses of 
participants in the survey.  The purposive sampling technique and online survey tools 
were used to administer the questionnaire to 350 participants obtained from the 
database of SCSI after a thorough cleaning to ensure that only the desired participants 
were selected for the survey.  The exclusion criteria for the cleaning of the database 
include QSs working in public institutions; educational institutions; non-construction 
organisations; QS that are self-employed; and QSs working outside Ireland. 
Purposive sampling is a careful selection of participants due to the suitability of their 
qualities and experiences for a particular study (Etikan et al., 2016).  In this study, 
senior QSs were selected for participation because of their position in top management 
and who have several years of experience in the strategic planning process in their 
firms.  One hundred and two usable questionnaires were returned for analysis with a 
response rate of 26 per cent.  Descriptive statistics were used to undertake the analysis 
of the data collected.  The specific descriptive statistical tools used include 
percentages; mean; median and standard deviation.  
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DISCUSSION OF RESULTS  
Strategic Choices: Corporate and Business Level Strategies  
This section of the paper focuses on the strategic choice of QS practices at the 
corporate and business levels.  The strategic choices examined in this section are 
crucial for decision-making in QS practices, especially those operating in a disruptive 
business environment by focusing on the choices in table 1 below. 
Table 1: Corporate and business level strategies in QS firms 

 
Table 1 indicates that corporate decision makers in QS practices are seeking to expand 
into new growth sectors or markets of the construction industry.  In addition to the 
expansion, QS firms are focusing on maintaining their current market position, despite 
a rapidly changing competitive environment.  Expansion into new markets and sectors 
has the potential to increase the client base of QS practices as they have the 
opportunity to be engaged by more clients than their competitors and its benefits are 
noted by Rottig and Oliveira (2019) such as increasing sales, profits, new markets, 
stocks, customers, and financial viability of the business.  In table 1, more than half of 
the QS practices involved in the study differentiate their services from that of their 
rivals, to make their services more appealing to clients. 
Participants' responses in Table 1 indicates a combination of business level strategic 
options.  This combination consists of differentiation with a narrow segment of 
services; a low-cost strategy with differentiation; low cost with a narrow segment of 
the market; and a focus strategy on low cost and a narrow segment of services with a 
concentration on a narrow segment of services.  Thus, this shows that QS practices at 
operational level adopt more than one option to address a turbulent business 
environment.  At the business level, QS practices seek a higher level of differentiation 
of their service provision to clients in order to create value and avoid price/fee 
competition.  Thus, corporate level choices in QS practices focus on expanding into 
new markets and sectors, and their business level choices seek to differentiate 
professional services offered to clients.  In addition to exploring the strategic choices 
at both corporate and business levels, the next section of this research examines 
strategic changes in QS practices over the last 5 years. 
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Strategic Changes Over the Last 5 Years 
Table 2 demonstrates that the majority of QS practices involved in the study indicate 
that their strategy has not changed over the last 5 years.  This implies that the majority 
of QS practices maintain both their corporate and business level strategic choices and 
are not making strategic decisions that will enable them to respond to a rapidly 
changing business environment.  However, 25 percent, and 12 percent of respondents, 
respectively, indicate that their strategic choices have changed at the corporate and 
business level in the last 5 years.  Strategic change signifies the purposeful choices of 
organisational actors' intentions to reach their goals against the backdrop of 
environmental forces (MacKay and Chia, 2013).  Hence, the result in Table 2 below 
suggests that the majority of QS practices have not made choices over the last five 
years that will enable them to reach their goals in a disruptive environment. 
Table 2: Strategic changes in the last 5 years 

 
Participants' responses to an open-ended question indicate the drivers of strategic 
change corporate and business level.  The main drivers of strategic change at the 
corporate level include economic recovery that presents QS practices with more 
opportunities, internationalisation and the need to diversify into other markets or 
sectors.  The main drivers of change in business level strategy as indicated by 
participants in this study include the need to focus on new services such as 
outsourcing; design service and water management. 

Impact of Turbulent Environment on Strategic Process  
This section discusses the impacts of a turbulent business environment on the strategic 
processes of QS practices in table 3 below. 
Table 3: Impact of turbulent environment on strategic process in QS practices 

 
Table 3 demonstrates that a turbulent environment has an impact on the strategic 
planning process in QS practices, as the mean values of all the variables are above 
3.00.  Considering the differences between the mean and median values of all the 
variables in Table 3, the results show that there is less variability in the responses of 
participants involved in this study suggesting a symmetrical distribution of the data 
and the absence of outliers.  The standard deviation shows there is a consistency of 
responses for all participants involved in the study.  The critical components of a 
turbulent environment include market fluctuation and rapid technological change.  
Therefore, the strategy process of QS practices must include choices that address the 
tender price inflation; financial difficulties, and the allocation of resources. 
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The results in Table 3 suggest that there is greater involvement of staff in decision 
making by QS firms.  Increased involvement of staff in the strategy process suggests 
the active participation of individuals in the strategic process of QS practices involved 
in the study.  The involvement of staff in the strategy process leads to the effective 
gathering of information from staff and other sources that might not be available to 
senior managers to make choices during the strategy process of QS practices. 
The involvement of QS practices in research and development culminates with the 
effective use of the knowledge and expertise of their staff and leads to a reduction in 
operational costs.  According to Perrott (2009), increasing environmental turbulence 
creates challenging strategic issues that require frequent strategic planning.  This 
phenomenon raises the issues of the time horizon for the strategic planning process in 
organisations.  Respondents note that the strategic planning horizon in QS firms has 
reduced due to environmental turbulence.  A reduction in the time horizon or cycle for 
strategic decision-making as the result shows in Table 3 indicates that QS practices 
are operating in environment that is rapidly changing leads to decision-making on ad 
hoc basis to address issues that emerge. 

CONCLUSION 
The results of this study demonstrate that a turbulent business environment influences 
the strategy process of QS practices.  Four key findings of the study include the 
strategic choice of QS practices at the corporate level focuses on expansion into new 
growth sectors/markets; the main strategic option at the business level of QS practices 
is differentiation of services provided to clients.  The study unravelled that majority of 
QS practices have not changed their corporate and business level strategies over the 
past five years in order to respond to environmental forces.  Strategic change among 
few of the QS practices is driven by the opportunities of the economic recovery, 
internationalisation, and diversification into new markets or sectors.  These findings 
differ from existing studies that focus on strategic choice without focusing on whether 
they have changed concerning the influence of environmental forces on QS practices.  
A turbulent environment causes changes in organisational goals of QS firms Thus, QS 
practices need to adopt strategies that enable them to respond to changes in their 
businesses. 
Therefore, this requires the involvement of employees within the firm to ensure their 
active participation.  The ability of QS practices to survive in a turbulent environment 
depends on their ability to respond to a rapidly changing business setting in order to 
capture potential opportunities.  The response strategies of QS practices operating in a 
turbulent environment must emphasise four key issues.  The first critical issue 
includes differentiation through the development of new and innovative services that 
address the challenges of QS practices in a rapidly changing competitive business 
environment.  In addition to developing and seeking a market for new services, QS 
practices must endeavour to develop strategies that enable them to maintain their 
existing base of clients.  Since this study is limited as far as developing the capabilities 
of QS practices in disruptive settings is concerned, a future research agenda focusing 
the dynamic capabilities of QS practices, particularly at the qualitative phase as 
indicated in the methodology of this paper will be appropriate. 
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