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State-owned enterprises (SOEs) have often been perceived as less 
performance-oriented compared to their private counterparts. The 
shortage of established theories in the field of public management has 
led to decision-making for public managers to rely heavily on 
experiential knowledge. This study seeks to address this gap by 
comprehensively examining the performance of SOEs and contributing 
to informed decision-making for public managers. In order to extract 
the inductors of performance in the public sector, a systematic review 
was conducted.  The 103 reviewed articles encompassed explicit 
references to SOEs, or sectors majorly state owned, contribute to 
understanding financial performance, and mention significant impact 
on SOEs’ performance. Employing PRISMA guidelines and NVivo 
qualitative analysis software, we synthesized the selected articles, 
yielding a list of 13 performance-inducing factors evident in the 
literature. The articles were all extracted for ScienceDirect database. 
While limitations include exclusive reliance on ScienceDirect, our 
findings have valuable implications. The generated theoretical model 
serves as a foundational framework for subsequent analyses and 
theses related to public performance. Furthermore, our study 
encourages empirical validation of the model's applicability. By 
shedding light on SOE performance determinants, this research 
contributes to refined decision-making strategies in the realm of public 
management.  

INTRODUCTION   

The public sector is integral to the economy of every nation. It encompasses various governmental 
activities and services that contribute to social welfare, infrastructure development, and economic 
stability. Public sector entities, including state-owned enterprises (SOEs), play crucial roles in driving 
growth, providing essential services, and mitigating economic disparities. Through investments, 
regulation, and public services, the public sector fosters an environment that supports economic 
progress and societal well-being, making it a cornerstone of a balanced and thriving national 
economy. We could easily pull from history moments where SOEs proved there worth. During China's 
economic reforms in the late 20th century, state-owned enterprises were instrumental in driving the 
country's economic growth. Deng Xiaoping's reforms led to the development of Special Economic 
Zones and the glow of China's economy as we know it today. SOEs were given more autonomy and 
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encouraged to experiment with market-oriented practices. These reforms, in part driven by SOEs, 
played a pivotal role in China's transformation from a centrally planned economy to a global 
economic powerhouse (Song et al., 2022; Varum et al., 2007). The same happened to South Korea's 
economy through Chaebols (1960s-1990s) when South Korea's large conglomerates known as 
chaebols, with government support, played a vital role in the country's rapid industrialization. These 
corporations, including Samsung, Hyundai, and LG, received government backing and incentives, 
contributing to South Korea's economic growth and global competitiveness (Choi et al., 2020). The 
list could go on forever with Norway's and Vietnam’s Sovereign Wealth Fund policies (1990s-
Present) (Kubo & Phan, 2019; Sanchez & Lamchek, 2023), or Brazil's State-Owned Petrobras during 
the 2000s (Trojbicz & Loureiro, 2018), or even most recently when managerial ability of SOEs’ 
managers played a critical role in shaping firm performance during the COVID-19 crisis (Jebran & 
Chen, 2022). Point being made is that the public sector's ability to provide safety nets, support social 
programs, and oversee regulatory measures, plays a pivotal role in preventing economic collapse and 
fostering eventual recovery through its SOEs. By leveraging their resources and influence, SOEs help 
steer countries away from the brink of crisis and lays the groundwork for sustained economic 
resilience.  

Therefore, measuring the performance of State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs) and comprehending the 
factors that influence it are of paramount importance. As exemplified by crises like the 2008 global 
financial downturn, SOEs often stand as pillars of economic stability and recovery (Y. Liu et al., 2020). 
A comprehensive analysis of their performance not only aids in assessing their contribution to 
national economies but also facilitates the identification of strategies that can enhance their 
effectiveness. Understanding the intricate interplay of political, economic, and managerial factors 
impacting SOEs' performance enables governments and stakeholders to make informed decisions. 
Such insights empower the optimization of resources, the alignment of objectives, and the 
formulation of policies that bolster these entities' resilience in the face of challenges. However, during 
research, we could notice the predominant focus on analyzing the financial performance of public 
sector enterprises, reflects a notable gap in the literature. While financial performance is 
undoubtedly a crucial aspect, it constitutes just one facet of the broader and multifaceted objectives 
of these entities. SOEs often operate with a comprehensive mission that encompasses not only 
financial profitability but also social, environmental, and strategic objectives. Neglecting to examine 
the holistic spectrum of performance dimensions can lead to an incomplete understanding of the true 
impact and effectiveness of SOEs. To bridge this gap, future research should delve into the intricate 
interplay between financial, social, and strategic performance metrics.  

This systematic review aimed to uncover the variables that foster positive firm performance within 
State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs) and to extract the parameters that characterize this performance. 
Our inquiry was guided by two fundamental questions: What attributes contribute to heightened 
performance in SOEs? How do scholars articulate the concept of performance in the realm of SOEs? 
The overarching objective was to reconcile the paradox arising from the prevalent emphasis on the 
financial dimension of SOEs' performance, despite their broader mission.  

Defining performance is a complex task that extends beyond straightforward boundaries. It's 
important to recognize that relying solely on definitions provided by scholars studying the private 
sector might not capture the intricacies of performance in diverse contexts, particularly within the 
public sector and State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs) (Benkirane et al., 2021). The private sector's 
performance metrics, often centered around profitability and shareholder value, do not always 
translate seamlessly to SOEs, where objectives encompass social impact, public service, and strategic 
goals. Defining performance in the context of SOEs requires a nuanced understanding of the broader 
mission and multifaceted objectives that these entities serve. Therefore, relying exclusively on 
private sector definitions can overlook the unique dynamics that govern the effectiveness and 
contributions of SOEs, reinforcing the need for a context-sensitive and holistic approach to 
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performance assessment. In this study, we propose a structured reflection on “public performance” 
definition. We then build a list of 12 inductors that were proven to positively impact firm 
performance in the public sector.  

METHOD 

A systematic review stands out as a compelling form of research synthesis due to its comprehensive, 
transparent, and unbiased approach. By rigorously collecting and analyzing all relevant research on 
a specific topic, it offers a holistic view of existing knowledge. The methodical selection process, 
standardized methodology, and assessment of study quality reduce bias and error, leading to more 
accurate and robust findings (Pahlevan-Sharif et al., 2019). 

To conduct our study, we employed a systematic review procedure based on the PRISMA guidelines. 
We analyzed all published case studies from ScienceDirect database over the past 5 years (Covid 19 
period and above) published in all fields combined. We reviewed a total of 103 articles. The PRISMA 
methodology is divided into four parts: 

Identification: This phase involves identifying all potential articles available on the chosen platform. 
We selected the ScienceDirect database and used the following equation: in the field “Title, abstract 
or author-specified keywords” we typed ("state-owned") AND (“firm performance” OR “overall 
performance” OR “corporate performance”). Since our goal is to understand the different dimensions 
of performance in the public sector, the first step was to pinpoint all articles analyzing the 
performance of public enterprises in its broad scope. This endeavor aimed to analyze the diverse 
perspectives intertwined with performance in its broader context and to avoid articles directly 
discussing a specific form of performance. We identified 656 articles. 

Screening: This step involves using filters to narrow down the search. We specifically selected articles 
from the last 5 years, which reduced the number of articles to 317. Then, we retained only case 
studies, further narrowing down the number to 310 articles.  

Eligibility: This phase involves reading the abstracts of articles to identify eligible ones. We aimed to 
retain articles discussing the performance of commercial entities, excluding universities and studies 
that found negative correlation between performance and the studied variable. The title, abstract, 
keywords, into an MS Excel spreadsheet. Two separate reviewers independently screened the titles 
and abstracts of the records. Papers that did not meet the criteria for systematic reviews, including 
empirical, descriptive, and conceptual papers, were excluded. 

Eligible were articles that presented case studies studying solely public companies, both public and 
private companies from, or companies that a sector where it is major public (railway, airports, or 
state-owned banks…) published during the period 2019 - 2023. The number of eligible articles was 
of 146. The articles that found a negative correlation between firm performance and the studied 
variables were removed. We also excluded articles that studied the impact of variables that were out 
of scope of firms’ intervention such as government reforms. We pilot-tested 25 randomly selected 
papers and among the included papers and refined the checklist accordingly. For example, we 
removed articles that studied the impact of temperature or studied the impact of a good level of 
performance on some variable. The final list of articles eligible included research papers published 
during the last five years and that found a positive impact of a certain variable on the overall firm 
performance. The objective wasn’t to excluded articles that measured firm performance using a 
specific metric without the other. Our goal was to find articles that introduced the study as one that 
studies firm performance, overall performance or corporate performance and then analyze under 
which perspective it was held. 

The list of eligible articles was next exported to Zotero in order to maintain a separate database for 
this systematic review. This made accessing, analyzing, and keeping track of the review easier.  
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Inclusion: This step is where the final number of articles is set. The final number was stabilized after 
both authors read the conclusions and discussions of all the 146 articles thoroughly. The final number 
of articles studied was 103. 

All 4 steps were conducted twice. After setting eligibility criteria, both authors conducted the steps 
that led to the list of 103 articles. Any discrepancies were resolved through discussions between the 
two reviewers. Following this, a thorough examination of all included papers was conducted to 
meticulously extract and categorize the data. 

Table 1 - The PRISMA flow Diagram 

 

The research process comprised several key steps. Initially, a Word document was set up with 
distinct columns dedicated to defining firm performance, contextualizing the study, and listing 
positively impactful variables within each article. This preliminary structuring was managed solely 
by the main author. Subsequently, a comprehensive review of articles was undertaken to extract 
pertinent information. The integration of NVivo’s automatic coding alongside manual categorization 
was employed to effectively sort variables and definitions into suitable categories. Both authors 
actively participated in this phase, fostering a collaborative approach. A comparative analysis ensued, 
where the manual categorizations by both authors were juxtaposed and any disparities resolved 
through constructive discussions. These comparative assessments were further juxtaposed with the 
outcomes derived from NVivo. Lastly, to bolster accuracy, bibliographic details were meticulously 
appended to each piece of data in the document. This meticulous and cooperative approach ensured 
the precision and thoroughness of data organization, analysis, and interpretation throughout the 
research process. 
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RESULTS 

In this review 103 research papers out of 656 were analyzed. The process has been summarized in 
table 1. As for the results, the country of publication as a bibliographic characteristic will be shown, 
then, lexical results will be presented. 

As illustrated in Figure 1, a substantial portion of the articles examined in this study, comprising an 
impressive 48%, were dedicated to the analysis of Chinese State-Owned Enterprises' (SOEs) 
performance. Furthermore, cross-country studies garnered a respectable 7% coverage. Interestingly, 
the United States and Vietnam trail closely behind, each accounting for 5% of the articles' coverage. 

  

Figure 1 - Diagram of number of articles per country 

As for the lexical analysis, it underwent 2 main phases. The first is where the reviewers focus on 
analyzing the panoply of definitions of firm performance in the public sector. Our 2 objectives were 
to define performance in the public sector and then to understand what perspectives of performance 
hold the most interest in research. The second phase was to sort and organize all the extracted 
variables into categories in order to form a list of what inductors make SOEs more performant. 

During the first phase, it was delicate to extract definitions of performance since the literature review 
of most of the articles doesn’t explicitly define the concept. Therefore, our job was to pinpoint all the 
phrases where performance was mentioned in the articles.  

Before the lexical analysis, we “cleaned” data from all terms that were naturally in most of the 
definitions such as “performance”, “firm”, “define” … Mostly keywords were kept in the definitions. 
In the word cloud below (generated with NVivo), it is obvious that the most frequently used concepts 
were “financial”, “objectives”, “context”, “success”, “overall” and “efficiency”. In second order were 
“profitability”, “productivity”, “outcomes” and “environmental”.  
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Figure 2 - Words cloud for definitions of performance 

During the manual performance assessment, several distinct categories emerge, each shedding light 
on the diverse dimensions through which performance is understood. Among these categories, a 
prominent focus lies on the financial perspective, evident as the most prevalent category (Twesigye, 
2023; C. Wu et al., 2020; Yu et al., 2022 ; Aguilera et al., 2021 ; Z. Yang et al., 2021 ; J. (John) Zhu et al., 
2019 ; Benoit et al., 2022 ; Ang et al., 2022 ; Cheung et al., 2020 ; Ding et al., 2023 ; Dragomir et al., 
2021 ; Fang et al., 2022 ; Gong et al., 2023 ; Goodell et al., 2021 ; Guan et al., 2021 ; etc.).  However, 
the exploration of performance extends beyond mere financial metrics. Another noteworthy category 
encompasses authors who define performance through the lens of goals and objectives (F. Wu et al., 
2023; Kang et al., 2021; Matuszak & Kabaciński, 2021; Lian et al., 2023;). Intriguingly, a third category 
emerges, characterized by authors who adopt a holistic approach to defining performance (Armoh et 
al., 2023; Song et al., 2022; Y. Zhang et al., 2022). In this realm, performance encompasses both 
financial aspects and broader considerations, such as social and environmental dimensions. This 
nuanced perspective acknowledges the interconnectedness of various performance facets. Notable 
contributors to this category have sought to provide comprehensive viewpoints that transcend 
traditional boundaries. 

The automatic coding of NVivo extracted other categories of firm performance definitions. First of 
all, it validated the 3 categories we already identified. Financial performance could be evaluated 
through profit maximization, financial outcomes, profit, or revenue. Based on NVivo coding, it also 
validates that defining performance based on the concept of objectives is the most frequent one. In 
the chart below, 58 % of the analyzed data is related to the code “objective”. Additionally, the code 
“success” is also related to “objectives” with 14% coverage.  

 

Figure 3 - Codes of NVivo 
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 In addition to these categories, we could say that performance depends largely on the context (D. 
Guo et al., 2023; Brahma et al., 2023; Qi et al., 2022; Y. Yang & Jiang, 2023;Zeng et al., 2022). A firm is 
also performant when effective (Huang et al., 2023), creates value (Jebran & Chen, 2022), efficient 
(Pan & Tang, 2021; L. Zhang et al., 2023) and one that uses well its resources (H. Liu & Hou, 2023; 
Guan et al., 2021; Jebran & Chen, 2022). 

In summary, the presence of codes such as financial performance, effectiveness, efficiency, and 
maximization emphasizes the significance of financial metrics and resource optimization in 
evaluating SOE success. Furthermore, codes like technological innovation and sustainable 
development underscore the evolving landscape of performance evaluation, encompassing 
innovation and sustainability as integral components. The inclusion of codes like value, market, and 
positive effects reveals the broader impact of SOEs on stakeholders and markets. This array of codes 
collectively underscores that SOE performance is evaluated through a multifaceted lens, spanning 
financial, operational, technological, and sustainability dimensions. As such, it becomes evident that 
a comprehensive understanding of SOE performance requires consideration of both traditional 
financial indicators and emerging factors that contribute to a well-rounded assessment of their 
effectiveness and impact. 

In the second phase, the process was to identify categories of variables that impact positively the 
performance of SOEs. The first step was to encode the text that contains all the variables. The second 
step was to review manually every variable, sort it to the right category or create a new one. 

 

Figure 4 - Coding of the variables through NVivo 

Ultimately, the iterative process led to the development of a comprehensive framework comprising 
13 distinct categories into which the various variables were meticulously organized (see table 1). 
These categories are financial management, communication system and internal relations; supply 
chain management, risk management, SOEs specificities, innovation, resource and knowledge 
management, relation with the external environment, governance, ethical culture which focuses on 
social responsibility and sufficiency, information system, environmental responsibility, human 
resources management. 

Notably, it is crucial to highlight that a degree of overlap was observed among certain variables. For 
instance, the concept of "Green Innovation" as explored by C. Liu et al. (2021) traverses two 
noteworthy categories, namely "innovation" and "environmental responsibility," signifying the 
intricate interplay between these dimensions. This phenomenon of overlapping variables extends 
beyond this case; consider, for example, the presence of "Party Committee Members in Board of 
Directors or CEO Positions" as discussed by H. Guo et al. (2019), which straddles the domains of 
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"resource management" and "governance," further exemplifying the multifaceted nature of corporate 
phenomena. 

Furthermore, several instances emerged where specific variables were subject to analysis across 
multiple articles, each providing a distinct lens through which to examine their impact. Noteworthy 
examples include the exploration of "Employee Stock Ownership Plans (ESOPs)" discussed by both 
C. Wu et al. (2020) and F. Wu et al. (2023), shedding light on the diverse perspectives surrounding 
its implications. Similarly, the variable of "R&D investments" garnered attention in works such as Jain 
(2021), D. Guo et al. (2023), illustrating the depth of its influence on corporate outcomes. 
Additionally, the concept of "Resource allocation" surfaced across multiple studies, with Gu & Jia 
(2022), M. Chen & Chen (2023), and P. Chen & Dagestani (2023) each contributing unique insights 
into its role within the corporate landscape. 

The following table succinctly organizes these variables into their respective categories, showcasing 
not only their interrelationships but also highlighting their proven positive impact on firm 
performance. 

Tableau 2 - Categories and variables 
Category Variables 

Financial 
management 

- Employee Stock 
Ownership Plans (ESOPs) (C. Wu 
et al., 2020), (F. Wu et al., 2023) 
- Effective Tax Rates and 
Cash Tax Rates (Bradshaw et al., 
2019) 
- Digital Finance  
- Enterprise Income Tax 
Rate (ETR) (Fang et al., 2022) 
- Corporate financialization 
(Gong et al., 2023) 
- Leverage (Bawono & 
Handika, 2023), (Li et al., 2023) 
- Depreciation Method 
Choice (Bawono & Handika, 2023) 

- Informative stock prices (Goodell 
et al., 2021) 
- Capital and resource allocation 
(Gu & Jia, 2022), (M. Chen & Chen, 2023), 
(P. Chen & Dagestani, 2023) 
- High fixed investment rate (Jin et 
al., 2022) 
- Ability of venture capital (VC) (Ke 
& Wang, 2021) 
- Financial Constraint Alleviation 
(M. Chen & Chen, 2023) 
- Cross-Listing Status (J. Z. Liu & 
Zhang, 2019), (H. Guo et al., 2019) 
- External Institutional Investors 
(Zhu et al., 2019) 
- Controlling costs through the ABC 
method (Tu Tran & Thi Tran, 2022) 

Communication 
system and 
internal 
relations 

- Information Environment 
Improvement  (H. Liu & Hou, 
2023) 
- Informative stock prices 
(Goodell et al., 2021) 
- Monitoring and 
Governance (Kubo & Phan, 2019) 

- Human and Relational Capital of 
Board Members 
- Infrastructure Development 
(Parida & Madheswaran, 2021) 
- Influence and Insider Information  
(Kubo & Phan, 2019) 

Supply chain 
management 

- Macroeconomic 
Conditions (Howie & Atakhanova, 
2022) 
- Prepositioning (Lian et al., 
2023). 
- Operating costs (Huang et 
al., 2023), (Mai & Casady, 2023) 

- Use of larger scenario sets for 
generating candidate solutions (Lian et al., 
2023). 
- Supplier Financial Stability 
Evaluation  (Armoh et al., 2023) 
- Supplier Supply Chain Evaluation 
(Armoh et al., 2023) 
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- Alignment between buyer 
firms and suppliers in 
implementing Corporate Social 
Responsibility initiatives (Yang & 
Jiang, 2023) 

- Controlling costs through the ABC 
method (Tu Tran & Thi Tran, 2022)  
- Scale of Generation (Abbott & 
Cohen, 2022) 
- Activity Ratio (Bawono & Handika, 
2023) 

Risk 
management 

- Macroeconomic 
Conditions (Howie & Atakhanova, 
2022) 
- Ability to adapt quickly (H. 
Wu & Xu, 2021) 
- Ability of venture capital 
(VC) (Ke & Wang, 2021) 
- Supplier Financial Stability 
Evaluation (Armoh et al., 2023). 
- Stable economic 
environment (W. Zhang et al., 
2022) 
- Stable financial 
environment (W. Zhang et al., 
2022) 

- Reducing Performance Volatility 
(Bo et al., 2023) 
- Risk Management (Zhu et al., 
2019) 
- Muslim CEOs’ Risk-Taking (Ooi & 
Hooy, 2022) 
- Absorptive Capacity (Lin et al., 
2021) 
- Stable political environment (W. 
Zhang et al., 2022) 
- Stable composite environment (W. 
Zhang et al., 2022) 
- Risk Tolerance (P. Chen & 
Dagestani, 2023) 
-  

SOEs 
specificities 

- Local Government Control 
(Bradshaw et al., 2019) 
- Governance involvement  
(Han et al., 2022) 
- Access to Factors of 
Production (Le et al., 2019) 
- Government Ownership 
(Abbott & Cohen, 2022) 
- Monopoly Control (Abbott 
& Cohen, 2022) 

- Political Embeddedness (Wang & 
Shailer, 2022) 
- Government support (P. Chen & 
Dagestani, 2023) 
- Three Public Consumptions 
(TPCs) (Qi et al., 2022) 
- Regulation and Policy Guidance 
(H. Guo et al., 2019) 
- Regulatory Environment (Zhu et 
al., 2019) 

Innovation - Patent activity 
(Castelnovo, 2022) 
- Flexibility in Decision-
Making (Cheung et al., 2020) 
- Digital Finance (Ding et al., 
2023) 
- Digital technology (Du & 
Jiang, 2022) 
- Technological Upgradation 
(Parida & Madheswaran, 2021) 

- Digital transformation (X. Guo et 
al., 2023), (Zeng et al., 2022) 
- R&D investments  (Jain, 2021), (D. 
Guo et al., 2023). 
- Green Innovation (C. Liu et al., 
2021) 
- Innovation and Investment 
Balance (Bo et al., 2023), (Castelnovo, 
2022) 
- Digital innovation (Huang et al., 
2023) 

Resource and 
knowledge 
management  

- Flexibility in Decision-
Making (Cheung et al., 2020) 
- CEO backgrounds (Fang et 
al., 2022) 
- Strategic Resource 
Utilization (Abbott & Cohen, 2022) 
- Natural Resource Rents 
Windfall (Lim & Morris, 2022) 

- Efficient Reinvestment of 
Resource Rents windfall (Lim & Morris, 
2022) 
- Production Linkages windfall (Lim 
& Morris, 2022) 
- Muslim CEOs’ Risk-Taking (Ooi & 
Hooy, 2022) 
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- Resource Provisioning 
(Chowdhury et al., 2023) 
- Party Committee Members 
in Board of Directors or CEO 
Positions (H. Guo et al., 2019) 
- Location (Wang & Shailer, 
2022) 
- Access to Resources (Wang 
& Shailer, 2022), (Tang et al., 2022) 

- Foreign Educational Exposure 
(Ooi & Hooy, 2022) 
- Activity Ratio (Bawono & Handika, 
2023) 
- Resource allocation (Gu & Jia, 
2022), (M. Chen & Chen, 2023), (P. Chen & 
Dagestani, 2023) 
- Managerial Talent (Pan & Tang, 
2021) 
- Legal environment (Pan & Tang, 
2021) 
- Resource management (L. Zhang 
et al., 2023) 

Relation with 
the external 
environment 

- Market Competition (Le et 
al., 2019) 
- Aligning with industry 
standards (Kang et al., 2021) 
- Selection ability (external 
investments) (Ke & Wang, 2021) 
- Networking and Business 
Contacts (Le et al., 2019), (Abbott 
& Cohen, 2022) 
- Interactions with informal 
institutions (Upadhyay, 2023) 

- External Institutional 
Environment (Guan et al., 2021) 
- Cross-Listing Status 
- External Institutional Investors 
(Bo et al., 2023) 
- Market Logic and Competition  
- Market-Based Decision Making 
(M. Chen & Chen, 2023) 
- Internationalization strategies 
(Tang et al., 2022) 

Governance - Corporate Restructuring 
and Unbundling  (Twesigye, 2023) 
- Effective Governance 
Structures (Twesigye, 2023) 
- Employee Stock 
Ownership Plans (ESOPs) (C. Wu 
et al., 2020) 
- Corporate Governance  (H. 
Liu & Hou, 2023), (Goodell et al., 
2021), (H. Guo et al., 2019) 
- Autonomy in Decision-
Making (Cheung et al., 2020) 
- Informative stock prices 
(Goodell et al., 2021) 
- Party Committee Members 
in Board of Directors or CEO 
Positions 
- Board chair (Guan et al., 
2021), (Guan et al., 2021), 
(Chowdhury et al., 2023) 
- Foreign ownership (Han et 
al., 2022) 
- Type of State Ownership 
(Kubo & Phan, 2019), (Le et al., 
2019), (M. Chen & Chen, 2023), 
(Martí nez-Garcí a et al., 2021) 

- Spatial Spillover Effects (M. Chen & 
Chen, 2023) 
- Institutional Changes and Mixed-
Ownership Reform 
- Independence of Directors  (Guan 
et al., 2021) 
- Directors Appointed by Non-
Controlling Shareholders (Guan et al., 
2021) 
- Board Independence (Guan et al., 
2021) 
- Rookie Independent Directors 
(rids)  (Z. Chen & Keefe, 2020) 
- Board Meeting Attendance (Z. 
Chen & Keefe, 2020) 
- Reduction of Tunneling (Z. Chen & 
Keefe, 2020) 
- Resource Provisioning 
(Chowdhury et al., 2023) 
- CEOs’ names (Moon et al., 2023) 
- Political background of board 
members (P. Chen & Dagestani, 2023), 
(Brahma et al., 2023) 
- Stakeholder Engagement (P. Chen 
& Dagestani, 2023) 
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- Equitization and 
Governance (Le et al., 2019) 

- Diversification of cross border 
acquisitions (Pereira et al., 2021) 
- Privatization 
- Green credit (Yao et al., 2021) 
- Favorable Institutional Effect (M. 
Chen & Chen, 2023) 
- Monitoring and Governance (Kubo 
& Phan, 2019) 
- Board Discipline (Le et al., 2019) 

Ethical culture 
which focuses 
on social 
responsibility 
and sufficiency 

- Employee Stock 
Ownership Plans (ESOPs) (C. Wu 
et al., 2020) 
- Corporate Social 
Responsibility (CSR) (Ang et al., 
2022a) 

- Managerial Morality (Pan & Tang, 
2021) 
- Anti-corruption campaign (J. Guo 
et al., 2021) 
- Corporate transparency  (Han et 
al., 2022) 
- Reduction of Tunneling (Z. Chen & 
Keefe, 2020) 

Information 
system 

- Information Environment 
Improvement  (H. Liu & Hou, 
2023) 
- Digital technology (Du & 
Jiang, 2022) 
- Digital Finance . (Ding et 
al., 2023) 

- Technological Upgradation 
(Parida & Madheswaran, 2021) 
- Digital transformation (X. Guo et 
al., 2023) 
- Influence and Insider Information 
(Kubo & Phan, 2019) 

Environmental 
responsibility 

- Decarbonization (Benoit 
et al., 2022) 
- Corporate Social 
Responsibility (CSR) (Ang et al., 
2022a) 
- Green Innovation (C. Liu et 
al., 2021) 
- Environmental 
performance (C. Liu et al., 2021) 

- Green Business Strategy (Lin et al., 
2021) 
- Green Loan Policy (D. Zhang & 
Vigne, 2021) 
- Pollution Emission Reduction (D. 
Zhang & Vigne, 2021) 
- Green process innovation (GPI) 
(Xie et al., 2022) 

Human 
resources 
management 

- Manager Promotions 
(Bradshaw et al., 2019) 
- CEO backgrounds (Fan et 
al., 2020) 
- CEO Political Promotion 
Incentive (PPI) (Bo et al., 2023) 
- Human and Relational 
Capital of Board Members 
(Chowdhury et al., 2023) 

- Managerial ability (Jebran & Chen, 
2022) 
- Managerial Morality (Pan & Tang, 
2021) 
- Managerial Talent (Pan & Tang, 
2021) 
- Skill Enhancement Programs 
(Parida & Madheswaran, 2021) 
- Incentive Systems (Parida & 
Madheswaran, 2021) 

Table 2 serves as a distilled repository of the principal findings derived from this systematic review. 
Within its confines, a distinct pattern emerges, underscoring the dominance of studies centered 
around the impact of financial management and governance on firm performance. Yet, it is 
noteworthy that the intellectual landscape remains inclusive, affording ample attention to the 
remaining eleven categories.  
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 This discussion will be structured into three distinct segments. Initially, we shall embark upon the 
definition of the concept of performance, drawing insights from the outcomes gleaned through the 
systematic review. Subsequently, our focus will pivot towards the paradox that emerges from the 
definition we have forged compared to the array of categories. Lastly, we shall address the 
comparison between privately owned and state-owned enterprises based on the corpus of articles 
reviewed. 

As previously noted, (refer to Figure 1), the construct of performance is primarily framed within the 
context of objectives, encompassing a substantial coverage of approximately 60%. This suggests that 
State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs) are deemed to have achieved performance when they effectively 
attain their predetermined objectives. This observation further aligns with the perspective embraced 
by a considerable number of authors that have studied POEs (Brinkerhoff, 2002; Salgado, 2013; Issor, 
2017; Ishak et al., 2020; Bartoli et al., 2011; Berrah et al., 2018; BOUBAKARY, 2020; Issor, 2017; 
Laaribi, 2019).  

Consequently, a succinct and direct definition of firm performance within the public sector could be 
formulated as follows: "performance is synonym to attainment of pre-established objectives." 
However, it's important to acknowledge that this seemingly straightforward characterization doesn't 
encapsulate the full complexity of the matter. In fact, none of the 103 articles examined in this review, 
have provided a proper definition of performance, in stark contrast to studies centered on the private 
sector. In the latter, the literature review commonly designates a full segment to the explicit analysis 
of performance. This divergence underscores the nuanced obscurities surrounding the 
conceptualization of performance within the distinctive context of the public sector. This pushes us 
to question, what are the objectives of SOEs?  

In theoretical contemplation, a public firm is generally thought to be guided by a trifold set of 
objectives, encompassing financial, social, and environmental dimensions (Aguilera et al., 2021; Ang 
et al., 2022a, 2022b; Cheung et al., 2020)). These objectives, inherently political in nature, are 
instituted by governments that perceive SOEs as potent instruments for the realization of their own 
strategic ambitions (Abbott & Cohen, 2022; Kubo & Phan, 2019; Wang & Shailer, 2022). However, an 
in-depth lexical analysis of the definitions proffered in the literature uncovers a salient emphasis on 
financial goals as the predominant focal point. This inclination towards financial objectives tends to 
relegate social and environmental imperatives to the status of means employed to attain financial 
efficacy. While the theoretical construct proposes a balanced trio of goals, it is evident that the 
practical implementation often tilts towards financial efficiency, effectively subsuming the broader 
socio-environmental considerations. This paradox and the bias of subjectivity that comes with setting 
objectives (Berrah et al., 2018) is what makes defining perfomance delicate.  

SOEs are admitted to be less performant than POEs  (P. Chen & Dagestani, 2023; Pan & Tang, 2021). 
One could argue that this is due to the excessively bureaucratic system (Fan et al., 2020), or to the 
social investments engaging governments policies (Wang & Shailer, 2022), or even blame the laziness 
that grows due to the dependence on government support .(P. Chen & Dagestani, 2023). In fact, the 
analysis of articles comparing shows that the reason why SOEs are less performant is all the above. 
In other words, the variable that makes difference in studies is “state ownership”.  

Notably, the data indicates that SOEs often operate with lesser efficiency than non-SOEs, a 
characteristic that can impede their overall performance. The notion of privatization surfaces as a 
potential catalyst for improvement, as it introduces market-oriented incentives (Le et al., 2019; Zhu 
et al., 2019) and managerial autonomy (Pan & Tang, 2021) that could mitigate inherent inefficiencies. 
Additionally, the positive impact of mixed ownership, wherein private capital infusion bolsters 
performance, underscores the potential advantages of private sector involvement (Guan et al., 2021; 
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Ke & Wang, 2021). Furthermore, the concept of a threshold value for natural resource windfalls 
suggests that while SOEs might excel under specific conditions, their performance might falter 
without such advantages (Lim & Morris, 2022). This suggests that SOEs even when performant, it is 
due to the government’s support and not “actual” performance.  Although government support and 
stakeholder engagement are touted as beneficial, they might inadvertently foster dependence and 
hinder agility, potentially influencing overall performance (P. Chen & Dagestani, 2023). Lastly, the 
balance between risk tolerance and innovation presents a dichotomy: while SOEs' risk tolerance can 
facilitate innovation, it could also lead to misallocated resources.  Nevertheless, even when SOEs have 
a reputation to be less performant, it is important to understand the impact of non-commercial 
objectives, such as providing crucial services at affordable prices, is central in assessing the true 
performance of SOEs and that purely focusing on financial metrics would naturally lead to biased 
conclusions in favor of private ownership.  

IMPLICATIONS AND LIMITATIONS 

By delving into the field of public sector performance, the study fills a noticeable gap in the existing 
literature. Furthermore, it undertakes the central task of identifying and categorizing key variables, 
providing a comprehensive framework for understanding performance within this sector. Notably, 
these categories could prove helpful in shaping resource allocation strategies, offering valuable 
insights into the drivers of public sector performance. 

Nevertheless, several limitations warrant consideration. The study's reliance solely on the 
ScienceDirect database potentially introduces a certain level of bias by omitting contributions from 
other sources. This review excludes articles that shed light on negative performance effects, thereby 
constraining the breadth of the analysis. Additionally, the study's criteria-driven article selection 
could unintentionally disregard relevant perspectives, raising the possibility of a skewed 
representation. Careful consideration of these limitations underscores the need for a holistic 
approach to understanding the nuanced dynamics of public sector performance. 
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