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An extensive body of work investigates business phenomena from the capability
perspective introduced by Teece, Pisano, and Shuen (1997). While several
literature reviews on capabilities exist, research is still fragmented with ongoing
debates between those trying to foster relevance and passionate critics in favour
of rigour. This study contributes to the conversation by looking at how the
community of scholars gathered around Industrial Marketing Management (IMM)
has engaged with this body of work and, in turn, influenced other subcommunities. Specifically, using the CitNetExplorer software, we analyse all IMM
capabilities-related publications and their direct influence on other journals. The
findings unveil seven thematic clusters that highlight how IMM scholars have
expanded capability research by deepening the understanding of its relational
foundations. Our data not only reinforce prior warnings about weak validity, but
also uncover signs that suggest that the IMM community is on a path of
theoretical consolidation with potential benefits for the broader conversation.
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1. Introduction
It is often maintained that scientific development relies on the compelling theorizations
of puzzling phenomena, and robust efforts to test and falsify such theorizations (Popper,
1959). Whereas falsification is typically the main concern of natural scientists, in social
science there is more emphasis on the so-called ‘theoretical contribution’ (e.g., Corley &
Gioia, 2011; Whetten, 1989). In this latter domain, scholars have long debated on what
constitutes appropriate theory (Gulati, 2007; Kieser, Nicolai, Seidl, 2015), with two main
camps engaged in a never-ending battle between those who favour the relevance of novel
theorizations for the ‘real’ world (e.g., Visconti, 2010) and those who passionately argue for
the protection of rigorous standards (Gnyawali & Song, 2016). Hirsch and Levin (1999)
characterized the tension between these two camps as one between ‘umbrella advocates’ –
those for whom conceptual flexibility are a necessary cost to enhance relevance – and
‘validity police’ – those who warn about the risks of conceptual sloppiness for the long-term
legitimacy of social research. They described the life-cycle of idea diffusion as being
constantly at the cross-roads between excitement and conceptual collapse.
This special issue of Industrial Marketing Management (henceforth IMM) is dedicated to
research on marketing development from the capability perspective of which a significant
milestone is the work of Teece, Pisano, and Shuen (1997). The evolution of this perspective
offers one of the most prominent examples – in terms of volume and intensity of debate –
of the tension between umbrella advocates and validity police. After more than 20 years,
capability research is still full of excitement at a rate of over 600 articles published every
year and enriched by tens of literature reviews1 trying to bring validity checks into the
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At the time of writing, a database search combining “capability*” and “review” in “Title” on Web of Science
yielded 31 review articles in the Business and Management categories. This is a conservative estimate since,
for instance, this search did not report well-cited reviews such as Helfat and Peteraf (2009), Giudici and
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conversation. Yet, as the Editors’ call makes it clear, the literature remains largely
fragmented and is in urgent need for conceptual tiding up (Hirsch & Levin, 1999).
In this paper, we start addressing this challenge from a ‘battlefield’ angle; that is how
academic journals – and IMM, in particular – have shaped the theoretical development of
the capability perspective. Nearly a decade ago, Arend and Bromiley (2009) and Helfat and
Peteraf (2009) offered perspectives that were in sharp contrast on the topic, with the
former claiming that the capability construct had become a sort of magic talisman to explain
successful business change and the latter counter-arguing that the field was in need for
more time to flourish. Giudici and Reinmoeller (2012) played somehow the role of the
referee, providing evidence in support of both sides and demonstrating the merits and
limits of each point of view. Schilke, Hu, and Helfat (2018: 416) have recently repeated
Giudici and Reinmoeller’s (2012) call to pay “continued careful attention to how research
tests, extends, or refutes” the capability perspective, reinforcing the Editors’ sense of
urgency. In addition, while Giudici and Reinmoeller (2012) unveiled the role of leading
authors in shaping the life-cycle of the capability perspective, they overlooked the fact that
journals “play distinct roles in a larger system of knowledge creation and dissemination”
(Daft & Lewin, 2008: 178).
This study is one of the first steps towards addressing the role specific journals play in
creation and dissemination of capabilities research. In particular, the purpose of this study
is: a) to review how the community of scholars gathering together around IMM has engaged
with capability issues in the context of (industrial) marketing; b) to analyse how capability
research developed in the journal has then influenced the broader capability conversation

Reinmoeller (2012), Di Stefano, Peteraf, and Verona (2014), Peteraf, Di Stefano, and Verona (2013) and several
others.

3

beyond the boundaries of the journal itself. We do so by means of a bibliometric analysis
using the CitNetExplorer software as well as an in-depth analysis of sub-communities dealing
with different capability-related themes. Our main objective is to help reduce the
fragmentation in the IMM scholarly community while at the same time contributing to
bridging the rigor-relevance gap in the capability research.
1.1 Overview of capability research
Research on capabilities has been largely originated from the seminal paper of Teece,
Pisano, and Shuen’s (1997)2 where the construct of ‘dynamic capabilities’ was introduced to
emphasize the importance of “a firm’s capacity to undertake entrepreneurial innovation
systematically as the cornerstone of its long-term competitive advantage” (Giudici,
Reinmoeller, & Ravasi, 2018: 4). As prior reviews show (e.g., Di Stefano, Peteraf, & Verona,
2014; Peteraf, Di Stefano, & Verona, 2013), in its first decade of diffusion the construct
generated significant excitement among researchers. Despite remaining scattered, several
sub-communities and sub-conversations on the topic have enriched our understanding of
capabilities while at the same time leading to the abovementioned intellectual ‘battle’
about rigor-relevance between Arend and Bromiley (2009) and Helfat and Peteraf (2009).
In 2007, Teece’s intervened in the debate with another influential contribution3 where he
conceptualized a firm’s capacity to drive innovation as pertaining to the “(1) identification
and assessment of an opportunity (sensing); [the] (2) mobilization of resources to address
an opportunity and to capture value from doing so (seizing); and (3) continued renewal
(transforming)” (Teece, 2012: 1396, emphasis in original). In the same year, he also
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At the time of writing, Teece, Pisano, and Shuen’s (1997) paper had received over 8,412 citations in the Web
of Science database and nearly 32,000 on Google Scholars.
3
At the time of writing, Teece (2007) had received over 2,271 citations in the Web of Science database and
nearly 7200 on Google Scholars.
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collaborated with other well-established scholars to publish a book that put forward a more
shared view (see Helfat et al., 2007). Over the last decade, the intensity of the ‘validity
challenge’ has been reduced – thanks, for example, to an increase in empirical research and
more interventions from key scholars in the conversation (e.g., Teece, 2012; 2014)4 – yet
the debate is far from settled (cf., Schilke et al., 2018).
The construct of ‘capabilities’ with the meaning ascribed to it by Teece and colleagues
entered the conversation among industrial marketing scholars in IMM in 2000 with Lukas
and Bell’s work on R&D capabilities and strategic market positions. This had followed shortly
Möller and Halinen’s (1999) work on business capabilities and networks where it was
embedded in second-level citations. Despite a number of other contributions explicitly
referring to Teece et al.’s article (e.g., Calantone, Cavusgil, and Zhao, 2002; Kaleka, 2002;
Möller & Torronen, 2003), the construct did not really diffuse in the community until after
2006 when it started averaging around 20 publications per year. Over the last five years
(2013-2017), it has gained an increased popularity, with an average of 29 publications per
year5 and, in mid-2018, there are already 32 articles using the construct. In the rest of this
study, we review this growing body of work to understand how and why the industrial
marketing community has adopted the capability perspective so extensively. We then
explain how the community has gone beyond its boundaries to influence this important
body of work more broadly.
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According to Web of Science, in the period 2008-2018 David Teece has published at least 16 articles directly
referring to the topic of ‘dynamic capabilities’ in the title. This presents a sharp increase, for instance, to the
number of papers, a total of 5, he published in the period 1997-2007, including the two very influential ones
described in the section.
5
As point of reference, Industrial Marketing Management has published an average of around 140
manuscripts per year in the period 2013-2017, approximately 21 % of which cited Teece et al.’s (1997) every
year.
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2. Research context and methodology
2.1 Definition of the field of study
This study evaluates and describes the impact, evolution, and diffusion of research on the
theme of business capabilities (Teece et al., 1997) from the view point of IMM as the
‘battlefield’ where the construct was utilized and debated (Daft & Lewin, 2008; Giudici &
Reinmoeller, 2012). It presents a bibliometric analysis based on a range of metrics that
reflect the evolution of capability research within and beyond the boundaries of the journal.
It uses a set of descriptive quantitative techniques to analyse secondary bibliometric data
and to generate an objective evaluation of capability research in terms of its lifecycle, the
emergence of research themes, and key evolutionary stages (Rey-Martí,Ribeiro-Soriano, &
Palacios-Marqués, 2016; Albort-Morant & Ribeiro-Soriano, 2016).
The primary stage entailed the identification of all IMM publications focusing on the
capability construct. Next, to ascertain the impact of IMM capability research and its impact
and diffusion, it was necessary to identify all publications in other fields that were directly
influenced by IMM capability research.
2.2 Bibliometric analysis method and software
The focus of a bibliometric analysis is the exploration of intellectual structure within a
field of study by using citations among publications as an indicator of research influence and
evolution (Brown, Abduljabbar, Eglund & Treen, 2018; Martínez-López, Merigó, ValenzuelaFernández, & Nicolás, 2018; Schildt & Mattsson, 2006). In addition, this method is often
used by researchers to evaluate relationships between the most influential publications
through the analysis of direct citations and cross-citations, and cluster them into related
groups to identify established and emergent research themes or sub-themes (Schildt &
Mattsson, 2006). This study adopted direct citations as the key indicator of research
6

influence, as it offers a stronger indication of relatedness in comparison to alternatives such
as bibliographic coupling or co-citation analyses (Klavans & Boyack, 2017; Sarin, Haon, &
Belkhouja, 2018; van Eck & Waltman, 2017).
Citation analyses are typically conducted using dedicated software suites that offer a
range of approaches to investigate direct citations, co-citation coupling, and/or relatedness
among alternative keywords (Klavans & Boyack, 2017). This study used CitNetExplorer, a
free and open-access program for bibliometric analysis developed by van Eck & Waltman
(2014). The software offers a set of options designed to study the development of a
research field over time as well as tools for statistical analysis designed to explore
relatedness among published works. More specifically, CitNetExplorer utilises direct
citations as a key indicator of research evolution over time and includes cluster analysis
which we use to identify research relatedness and emergent themes (van Eck & Waltman,
2017). The clustering technique employed calculates a quality function based on the work
by Newman and Girvan (2004). Publications are assigned to a single cluster based on the
maximization of a quality function as formulated by van Eck & Waltman (2017):6
𝑄(𝑥1 , … , 𝑥𝑛 ) = ∑𝑛𝑖=1 ∑𝑛𝑗=1 𝛿(𝑥𝑖 , 𝑥𝑗 ) (𝑎𝑖𝑗 −

𝛾
2𝑛

)

The relatedness of publication is based on respective direct citations irrespective of
citation directionality. The resolution parameter 𝛾 is manipulated with the purpose of
optimising the clustering solution. The maximisation of the quality function ultimately relies
on a variation of the Louvain modularity optimisation (Blondel, Guillaume, Lambiotte, &
Lefebvre, 2008). While cluster analysis enables the identification of research themes
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𝑛 ∶ 𝑛𝑢𝑚𝑏𝑒𝑟 𝑜𝑓 𝑝𝑢𝑏𝑙𝑖𝑐𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑠,

𝐼𝑓 (𝑥𝑖 = 𝑥𝑗 ), 𝑇ℎ𝑒𝑛 𝛿(𝑥𝑖 , 𝑥𝑗 ) = 1, 𝑜𝑡ℎ𝑒𝑟𝑤𝑖𝑠𝑒 0,

𝑎𝑖𝑗 : relatedness of publications,

𝑎𝑖𝑗 = ∑𝑛

𝑐𝑖𝑗

𝑘=1 𝑐𝑖𝑘

𝛾 ∶ 𝑟𝑒𝑠𝑜𝑙𝑢𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛 𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑎𝑚𝑒𝑡𝑒𝑟,
𝑥𝑖 ∶ 𝑐𝑙𝑢𝑠𝑡𝑒𝑟 𝑡𝑜 𝑤ℎ𝑖𝑐ℎ 𝑝𝑢𝑏𝑙𝑖𝑐𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛 𝑖 𝑖𝑠 𝑎𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑔𝑛𝑒𝑑,
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where 𝑐𝒊𝒋 = 1 𝑖𝑓 𝑝𝑢𝑏 𝑖/j cites pub 𝑗/𝑖

comprising of publications with a degree of relatedness, additional investigation was
needed for refinement and post-processing of bibliometric indicators. The evolution trends
that were investigated included: research theme attractiveness (publication volume),
impact level (citation level), impact concentration (citation rate), geographical origin and
methodology focus.
2.3 Database and population selection
All data were generated and extracted from the Web of Science SCI-Expanded Index
which is a multidisciplinary database with recognized advantages over other databases in
terms of journal coverage and content quality (Waltman, 2016). The reason for focusing on
Web of Science instead of alternatives such as Scopus is the relative strength of this
database in terms of quality and depth of published articles and journals (e.g., Ball and
Tunger, 2007). The initial search was defined using the search term “capab*” that yielded a
total of 336 IMM publication spanning the period 1996–2018.7 Subsequently, all
publications directly influenced by the IMM body of knowledge were identified. This was
achieved by selecting all publications that cited the IMM core directly. The search was
narrowed down to three selected Web of Science categories that were deemed close
enough to the core - Management, Business and Operations Research, and Management
Science – and this step produced a total of 4776 publications. Together with the original
IMM articles, a total of 5112 publications formed the population of interest for the present
study (336 core publications + 4776 directly influenced by the core).
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The time span of our search was unrestricted and returned one paper published in 1996 rather than from
1997, i.e. the publication year of Teece et al.’s. This can be explained in two ways. First, Teece et al.’s (1997)
article was widely circulated, and sometimes cited, before its publication. Second, the term ‘capabilities’ was
already used in research from a resource-based view perspective.
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2.4 Indicators and analysis
The secondary data generated by the bibliometric analysis provided the source database
which was then used to estimate key indicators and proxies of research impact, diffusion
and lifecycle evolution. Inter-citations within the focal research domain were initially
analysed to shed light on the relationships and impact diffusion (Chen & Xiao, 2016). Direct
citations between publications offered a structural indication of research relatedness and
were analysed as a proxy measure of research influence over time. The actual Citation Score
(CR) for a unique publication or a group of related publications served as a measure of
influence weight.8
All secondary data were codified to identify key identifiers and measures including:
Author(s), Publication Title, Publication name, Year of publication and Citation Score. They
were then processed further to formulate proximal metrics for measuring the diffusion,
impact and evolution of IMM capabilities research. The proximal measures / indicators
comprised the following:
• Emergent Research Theme / Cluster: Groups of publications converging on a common
research theme or focus. Groups and publication membership to groups were
identified based on hierarchical clustering performed within CitNetExplorer that
included both IMM publications and research subsequently influenced by IMM. This
enabled the identification of established and emerging research themes originated by
IMM capability research.

8

Average Citation Score Y(x) = ∑Citations Y(x)/∑Publication Y(x). Y is the year of focus. (x) ranges between 2005
and 2015.
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• Citation Level:9 The sum of citations (inflation adjusted) for all publications in a given
year. This metric was employed as a reflection of research impact within the context
of the population where IMM capability research diffused. Citation Level represents
the Citation Score adjusted for Citation Inflation– calculated as 21.5% - to account for
the temporal delay in citation impact that usually affect more recent publications
because they might not have had enough time to diffuse.
• Citation Rate: Average citation score within a given year. It included the ratio of the
total citation level and the publication volume for a given year. The study used this
measure as a proxy for the ‘pulse’ of research diffusion that is the point in time during
which a specific research population presented the strongest average citation score.
The calculation of Citation Rate took also into account (and partially adjusted for) the
expected delay in the realization of citation impact.
• Publication Volume: The sum of publications in the focal population within a given
year. This proxy reflected the dissemination of IMM capabilities research and was also
used to evaluate research growth over time, especially in the comparison of emerging
research themes.
• Authorship by Geography: The publication volume originating from specific
geographical locations (based on the first author).
• Methodological Focus: A measure of publication volume based on the methodology
employed, categorized broadly as conceptual, qualitative and quantitative.

9

Citation Level was calculated as: Inflation Adjusted Citation Score Y(x) = Citation Inflation Y(x) * Citation
Adjustment Factor Y(x). Citation Inflation: Inflation Y(x) = (Average Citation Score Y(x) – Average Citation Score
Y(x-1))/Average Citation Score Y(x-1). Citation Adjustment Factor Y(x) = Inflation Y(x-1) * (1 – Average Inflation
(2005-2015)).
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3. Results
3.1 Descriptive analysis
Table 1 presents the Top 20 most influential publications within the publication dataset.
As the table illustrates, these publications had substantial impact on the field, each yielding
100+ citations. The most cited paper in the list is “Learning orientation, firm innovation
capability, and firm performance” by Calantone et al. (2002) with over 500 citations. In this
paper, the authors discuss the components of learning orientation (i.e., commitment to
learning, shared vision, open-mindedness, and intra-organizational knowledge sharing), and
how they relate to innovative capabilities and, in turn, business performance. The second
most cited paper – “Innovativeness: Its antecedents and impact on business performance”
by Hult, Hurley, and Knight (2004) – is the only other paper with over 200 citations. The
authors have developed a model which identifies the main determinants of innovativeness,
and how innovativeness as a capability influences business performance. Both papers were
published in Industrial Marketing Management like the subsequent three papers on the top
of the list.
To clarify the influence and impact of IMM capabilities research further, the research
core (IMM) was separated from the publication dataset. The analysis then proceeded to
identify capabilities-related research as originated from IMM and its subsequent influence
on a range of important scholarly journals.10 Among the papers that were directly
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We acknowledge that this assessment could have been strengthened by investigating not only articles citing
IMM capability research (‘citation received’) but also those that were most highly cited by IMM papers in our
population (‘citation sent’), in a way like Martínez-López et al. (2018). The two analyses together would have
allowed us to create better centrality measures and thus to capture the most influential articles more
precisely. However, CitNetExplorer did not allow for such analysis to be conducted using the same dataset in a
consistent way and this represents an important limitation of our study. We suggest that future research could
expand our analysis and overcome this limitation by using, for example, other bibliometric software such as
Sitkis (Schildt, 2006; e.g., Giudici & Reinmoeller, 2012). We thank one of the reviewers for this suggestion.

11

influenced by Industrial Marketing Management, Ulaga and Eggert’s (2006) paper in the
Journal of Marketing – “Value-based differentiation in business relationships: Gaining and
sustaining key supplier status”, – Ritter and Gemünden’s (2003) in the Journal of Business
Research – “Network competence: Its impact on innovation success and its antecedents”, and Möller, Rajala, and Svahn’s (2005) – “Strategic business nets: Their type and
management” – had the highest citation score with 159, 111, and 103, respectively.11 The
first paper found that relationship capabilities (especially service support and personal
interaction) play the most substantial role for organizations to emerge as key supplier in
business relationships. The second and the third paper both emphasized the importance of
network orchestration capabilities in the creation of innovation from an empirical and
conceptual point of view. It is also worth noting that, restricting the analysis to articles with
a citation score of at least 50, the Journal of Business Research was the outlet more
extensively influenced by IMM research followed by the Strategic Management Journal, the
European Journal of Marketing and Technovation.
Finally, Authorship by geography was also explored by extracting the institutional
affiliation of the primary author of each paper and its geographical location. Figure 1
presents an overview of the top 4 authorship by geographical origins and their evolution
over time. These results indicate that IMM publications focusing on capability research,
originated primarily in the US with scholarly work in the UK following closely. The evolution
pattern between these two countries is broadly similar although in recent years UK-based
work starts to have taken the lead. Finland and China follow the suit with the latter
indicating potential maturity from 2015 onwards.

11

Excluded review papers in other journals that cited IMM research as part of broader literature assessments.
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3.2 Emerging research themes
The bibliometric analysis identified seven emergent research themes. Figure 2 depicts
these themes and the lifecycle for capabilities research. These themes could be further
categorized in four steps which reflects the theoretical evolution of capabilities research
from the emerging excitement to the expansion of boundary conditions. This section details
these seven themes and presents the impact and diffusion analyses for each of them (see
Table 2 for an overview). We then unpack these emerging themes further in the following
sections.
Most of the earlier research on capabilities falls under the first theme – Cluster 1:
Capabilities and Business Value – that focuses on the consequences of capabilities in terms
of business value creation (and performance). Cluster 1 constituted a substantial portion of
the dataset with 1512 publications that is 29.5% of total population. As detailed in the
impact and diffusion analyses, the Publication Volume in this cluster has consistently
increased over the past three decades although the Citation Rate started to decline in the
past few years. The main emphasis on this line of research has been identification of various
capabilities and how they relate to different types of value creation. For example, Möller
and Torronen (2003), the most cited paper in this cluster, developed a conceptual model
which delineates three essential supplier capabilities (i.e., production, innovation, relational
capabilities) and links these capabilities with various forms of relational value production.
Möller and Hallinen (1999) likewise suggested that network management capabilities (i.e.,
network visioning and network management), together with portfolio and relationship
management capabilities are the essential drivers of value creation in network
environments. In addition, this line of research has taken important steps in identifying
13

moderators that could better explain when each kind of capabilities matters most. Drawing
on a quasi-longitudinal analysis, Eggert, Ulaga and Schultz (2006), for instance, found that
the capabilities of suppliers in creating value during the customers’ sourcing process
becomes progressively less important over the relationship lifecycle.
A second broad theme in capabilities research – Cluster 2: Capabilities and RBV
Orientation – has drawn, either explicitly or implicitly, on the resource-based view (RBV)
generating substantial research interest (1483 publications; 29% of total population). In
contrast to a steady increase of publications, citation levels for this cluster have sharply
declined in the past few years. This line of research has typically addressed the
consequences of marketing, learning and innovation orientation and their interplay with
more emphasis on strategic competitive advantage. To illustrate, a sizable number of
scholars have highlighted the importance of learning-related constructs (e.g., learning
orientation, relationship learning, or absorptive capacity) for a firm’s innovation capability
which was in turn associated with greater firm performance and competitive advantage
(e.g., Aragon-Correa, Garcia-Morales, and Cordon-Pozo, 2007; Calantone et al., 2002; Chen,
Lin, and Chang, 2009; Hult et al., 2004). In a similar vein, others have established that
marketing capability is essential for competitive advantage (e.g., Ngo and Cass, 2009;
Weerawardena and O’Cass, 2004). Scholars have also shown that these orientations and
capabilities can interact and/or influence one another. For example, Auh and Menguc
(2006) found that the effect of market orientation on firm performance is stronger for
companies with higher innovative capability. Likewise, Rhee, Park, and Lee (2010) found
that market orientation and entrepreneurial orientation influence learning orientation
which in turn affects a firm’s innovative capability and thus its performance.
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In contrast to the previous two, the subsequent five themes relate to domain-specific
capabilities. This characteristic could be interpreted as an indication of a greater level of
theoretical progression in the field because the expansion of capabilities research to a wider
range of domains is likely to occur only after the generation of substantial interest in the
core domain. Cluster 3 – Supply Chain Capabilities – had received the strongest scholarly
interest with 1130 publications (22% of the publication population). The pattern of impact
and diffusion of this theme was like that of Cluster 2 that is a generally steady increase in
publication volume despite a decreasing citation impact. The two capabilities that received
the highest attention in this theme are supply chain agility and flexibility (e.g., Agarwal,
Shankar, and Tiwali, 2007; Fredericks, 2005; Swafford, Ghosh, and Murthy, 2008). Particular
emphasis was also given to the role of information technology in supporting supply chain
capabilities (Swafford et al., 2008; Wu, Yeniyurt, Kim, and Cavusgil, 2006) and supply chain
integration (Martin and Grbac, 2003; Ragatz, Handfield, and Petersen, 2002).
A fourth research theme – Cluster 4: Capabilities and Internationalization – explored the
role of capabilities within the context of internalization. In comparison to the previous three
themes, this cluster contains relatively less publications (304; 6% of the publication
population). Although the cluster enjoyed a steady increase in terms of publications and
impact for over a decade, this trend has recently started to reverse. A substantial portion of
research in this cluster has focused on the capabilities required for born-global companies
(e.g., Freeman, Edwards, and Schroder, 2006; Jantunen, Nummela, Puumalainen, and
Saarenketo, 2008; Laanti, Gabrielsson, and Gabrielsson, 2007; Weerawardena, Mort, Liesch,
and Knight, 2007) or industrial export ventures (Kaleka, 2002; Morgan, Kaleka, and
Katsikeas, 2004) to succeed.
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The fifth research theme focuses on capabilities in customer relationship management
(CRM) – Cluster 5: Customer Relationship Management Capabilities – but includes a
relatively small portion of the publication population (272 publications; 5.3%). Citation Level
on this topic has dropped sharply in the past few years despite a growing interest in
publishing on this topic. This line of research has identified a number of specific CRM
capabilities (e.g., Wilson and Daniel, 2007) and also explored when and why such
capabilities create value for firms (e.g., Reimann, Schilke, and Thomas, 2010; Slater, Hult,
and Olson, 2010). Scholars have also found particularly interesting questions related to
understanding the return on investment of CRM capabilities (e.g., Ryals, 2005; Seggie,
Cavusgil, and Phelan, 2007).
The sixth research theme – Cluster 6: Branding Capabilities – focuses on capabilities that
are specific to branding (126 publications, 22% of the publication population). Most of the
research in this cluster has addressed related concepts such as brand value (e.g., Leek and
Christodoulides, 2012), brand equity (e.g., Baumgarth and Schmidt, 2010), brand leadership
(e.g., Beverland, Napoli and Lindgreen, 2007), brand orientation (e.g., Baumgarth, 2010),
brand image (e.g., Persson, 2010), and co-branding (e.g., Bengtsson and Servais, 2005).
Other important questions tackled in this theme include how branding capabilities relate to
SME performance (e.g., Merrilees, Rundle-Thiele, and Lye, 2011) and the challenges of B2B
branding (e.g., Leek and Christodoulides, 2011).
The final emergent theme – Cluster 7: Coopetition Capabilities – focuses on co-opetition
capabilities that is the capability of firms to build and maintain cooperative relationships
with competitors (118 publications, 2.3% of publication population). Research in this theme
has enjoyed a substantial increase both in terms of publications and overall citations from
2011 but the trend has reversed more recently. Prior research has focused on the
16

capabilities that are necessary to deal with the paradoxes introduced by coopetition
(Gnyawali, Madhavan, He, and Bengtsson, 2016), those related to guanxi relationships (e.g.,
Chen and Wu, 2011; Luo, Huang, and Wang, 2012), and on conditions under which
coopetition generates value for firms (e.g., Ritala, 2012; Ritala and Hurmelinna-Laukkanen,
2012; Ritala and Hurmelinna-Laukkanen, 2012; Wu, 2014).
Figure 3 presents an overview of these seven themes and their development from a
temporal standpoint. It also depicts the gradual progression and overall maturity of the
IMM capabilities research. As shown, the scholarly interest on capabilities has evolved from
a broad focus on capabilities and their consequences to more attention to domain-specific
capabilities. This is further evident when assessing the diffusion of inter-cluster influence
with a focus on the top five highest impact publications. Figure 4 highlights how IMM
research gradually migrated from more mature and debated research towards more
specialized and domain-specific themes. A closer look at dimensions such as ‘publication
volume’ and ‘citation level’ – overall and by cluster – in Figure 3 also shows how capabilities
research in IMM and influenced domains have received growing scholarly interest over the
years – reflecting the early excitement. However, Clusters 1 and 2 have started to display
signs of stagnation, Cluster 4 failed to keep the initial traction, and Clusters 3 and 5 grew by
volume for a period before losing influence. At the same time, reflecting the ongoing
fragmentation of the field (Hirsch & Levin, 1999), Clusters 6 and 7 have more recently
emerged and provides areas of persistent excitement. This fragmentation may be a
consequence of rapid growth of capabilities research within and across diverse domains.
Importantly, this might prevent the effective synthesis of this swiftly expanding body of
knowledge and represents a threat for the continuing development of the field.
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3.3 Methodological focus
The research was deepened further by looking at the characteristics of the body of
capability research in IMM over time in terms of methodological focus. This dimension was
particularly important to explore the rigour/relevance debate more in detail because each
methodological focus tends to shape the diffusion of constructs differently. It could be
argued,12 for instance, that emphasis on qualitative work could contribute to the umbrella
advocates perspective since qualitative researchers tend to favour broader process-based
explanations whereas, on the contrary, quantitative work is typically aimed at establishing
higher construct validity and rigour. At the same, time, overemphasis on conceptual work
usually risks reducing the long-term influence of a construct (e.g., Giudici & Reinmoeller,
2012).
Methodological focus was analysed by identifying a set of keywords for the three
categories Conceptual, Qualitative and Quantitative (Granados, Hlupic, Coakes, &
Mohamed, 2011). The metrics necessary to identify the keywords were generated manually
by analysing titles, abstracts and authors’ keywords from a sample composed by the top 70
papers according to citation count within the whole population. This step resulted in 15
identifying keywords corresponding to a conceptual methodology focus, 9 keywords
indicating a qualitative focus, and 24 keywords associated with a quantitative focus. The
entire population of IMM research on capabilities was then scanned and categorised
automatically according to matches with the identified keywords. The results included the
categorisation of 293 IMM publications (87.2% of the core). Figure 5 provides a summary of
the findings that illustrate the evolution of each methodology focus over time. The analyses

12

We thank to the anonymous reviewers for this suggestion.
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suggest an initial balance between the three methodology foci, followed by a progressive
relative increase in quantitative studies from 2008 onwards and a higher number of
qualitative studies over conceptual work.
4. Discussion
Overall, the study unveils that the IMM community has not only engaged with capability
research vibrantly but has also contributed to the broader conversation by influencing
several sub-communities in other journals. In this respect, the analyses show seven key
themes that depict the engagement within and across the boundaries of the community.
The two most relevant and impactful themes – Cluster 1: Capabilities and Business Value;
and Cluster 2: Capabilities and RBV Orientation – shows that IMM scholars have tackled
central aspect of capability research directly, such as value, performance, and the role of
resources. These themes exemplify the early excitement for the construct and the
subsequent rise in interest for its organizational consequences. The main contribution from
these themes has been a more precise understanding of the relational nature of the
dynamic capabilities that support the value creation process in business-to-business
contexts, with emphasis on up-stream supplier relationships and on the implications of the
interplay of marketing and innovation capabilities on learning in networked contexts. The
most cited papers are those by Möller and Torronen (2003; 186 Citation Score - CR), Möller
and Halinen (1999; 168 CR), and Ulaga and Eggert (2006; 159 CR) in Cluster 1, and Calantone
et al. (2002; 542 CR), Hult et al. (2004; 209 CR), and Aragon-Correa et al. (2007; 127 CR) in
Cluster 2. All these papers are from IMM except the one by Ulaga and Eggert (2006) which is
published in the Journal of Marketing. The theoretical influence of this body of work can be
seen, for instance, in recent capability work in general management journals such as Giudici,
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Reinmoeller, and Ravasi (2018) where the authors expand upon the relational nature of
dynamic capabilities in the industrial marketing context of business matchmaking initiatives.
Perhaps not surprisingly, therefore, the third most relevant theme– Cluster 3: Supply
Chain Capabilities – zooms into the importance of capabilities in supply chains and provides
further theoretical and empirical elaboration on issues related to technology, strategic
agility and flexibility, all of which are of great importance in today’s digitally-enabled
networked contexts. Most widely cited are studies by Wu et al. (2006; 171 CR), Hertz and
Alfredsson (2004; 121 CR), and Kotabe and Murray (2003; 112 CR), all from IMM. In a similar
vein, the fourth theme - Cluster 4: Capabilities and Internationalization – further specifies
the manifestation of the capability phenomenon in specific areas paying attention to export
capabilities and those necessary for born-global firms to survive. Influential studies in this
theme are Morgan et al. (2004; 89 CR), Kaleka (2002; 69 CR), and Laanti et al. (2007; 57 CR),
all from IMM except for Morgan et al. (2004) that was published in the Journal of
Marketing.
The remaining three themes focus on specific knowledge domains that helped expanded
the boundary conditions of capability research such as CRM, branding, and coopetition. In
these domains, the literature suggests that capability-based advantages often trump
environmental positioning advantages. The fifth theme – Cluster 5: Customer Relationship
Management Capabilities – highlights issues typically related to the return on investment of
CRM activities. The most influential papers are Zablah, Bellenger, and Johnston (2004; 96
CR) and Kim and Kim (2009; 35 CR) from IMM and Ryals (2005; 30 CR) from the Journal of
Marketing. The sixth theme – Cluster 6: Branding Capabilities – investigates the different
elements of branding (e.g., value, equity, image, etc.) from a capability perspective, with
some attention dedicated to performance implications. The most cited papers are Merrilees
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et al. (2011; 58 CR), Beverland et al. (2007; 45 CR), and Leek and Christodoulides (2012; 40
CR). The seventh theme – Cluster 7: Coopetition Capabilities – presents a rather focused
discussion on relational capabilities in the context of relationships with competitors such as
guanxi relationships in Asian business environments. Bengtsson and Kock (2014; 41 CR),
Chen and Wu (2011; 38 CR), and Ritala (2012; 29 CR) are the most influential papers in the
cluster. Ritala (2012) from the British Journal of Management, is the only one not from IMM
among the most influential papers in Cluster 6 and 7.
From a more longitudinal perspective, our findings also highlight a continuing and
growing popularity of capability research as influenced by IMM publications across
geography and methodological foci. If, to an extent, the dominance of US and UK-based
authorship might not be surprising, the dominant evolution of empirical work –
quantitative, in particular – from 2006 is more counterintuitive since scholars typically tend
to engage in intense conceptual work first. This unexpected result could be partly explained
by the origins of capability research; this line of research has historically been deeply rooted
in the US-based journals in general - and in the Strategic Management Journal in particular where conceptual work proliferated in the period 1997-2006. This led to a number of
literature reviews (e.g., Arend & Bromiley, 2009; Giudici & Reinmoeller, 2012; Helfat &
Peteraf, 2009; Wang & Ahmed, 2007) and conceptual papers (e.g., Ambrosini & Bowman;
2009; Easterby-Smith, Lyles, & Peteraf, 2009) in the period 2006-2012 questioning the
robustness and validity of the capability construct and passionately calling for more
empirical work. It is thus likely that IMM initially relied on prior conceptual work from other
sources but then decided to engage extensively with these calls for empirical work
contributing significantly to the testing and further diffusion of the construct. This
longitudinal evolution of the IMM body of capability work suggests that IMM research
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contributed predominantly to supporting the validity police view while also remaining open
to qualitative work. At the same time, these findings highlight that time might be propitious
for taking stock of IMM-oriented empirical work to extend capability research with
conceptual work shaped by the industrial marketing tradition. We advance research
suggestions in the next section.

5. Conclusion
The diffusion of academic knowledge – ideas and constructs – is a process as part of which
groups of scholars often debate passionately in favour of increased relevance or trying to
protect rigorous standards (Hirsch & Levin, 1999). Daft and Lewin (2008: 179) argued that
academic journals play an important role in the diffusion process, with some journals that
“serve as a source of fountainhead for theoretical knowledge and ideas that become inputs
to other subcommunities for research to be published in their own journals” (Daft & Lewin,
2008: 179). Research on the topic remains, however, scarce. In this paper, we have started
filling this gap with a focus on how the community of industrial marketing scholars around
IMM engaged with the extensive body of work on capabilities initiated by Teece et al.
(1997).
5.1 Suggestions for future research directions
Our findings unpack insights about the diffusion of capability research within the IMM
community and how its further elaboration has crossed the boundaries of the community
itself influencing other sub-communities in Management, Business and Operations
Research, and Management Science. It also offers several suggestions for future research
direction related to the broader evolution of capability research within the IMM community
and to the content of each research cluster.
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With respect to the former, this study provides evidence of the increasing relevance of
IMM capability research– as indicated, for example, by the fast-rising volume of
publications, - but also offers a word of caution about the persistence fragmentation of the
field confirming the Editors’ remarks about the challenge of rigour and validity (Hirsch and
Levin, 1999). For example, while our data shows a wide spectrum of citations of
contributions from IMM received from other sub-communities, most of publications remain
scattered across a high number of academic journals (4,057 publications citing IMM
capability papers across 675 different outlets), with just 11 outlets accounting for at least 50
citing publications. IMM is the main outlet where articles citing our 336 core papers are
located (1,052 citing contributions). The fact that these citing contributions were not
included in the core of our search results may signal the reification of the construct (Lane,
Koka, and Pathak, 2006) – i.e., an excess in ritual citations without any theoretical
elaboration or empirical testing of the construct’s key elements – and thus it may reinforce
the validity challenge and the perception of a loss of attractiveness (Hirsch and Levin, 2009),
at least within the IMM community. Future research might unpack further the process of
diffusion that we outlined and uncover the underlying phases of reification (Giudici &
Reinmoeller, 2012) to explore the role of academic journals as not just the ‘battlefield’ for
the relevance-rigor debate, but also as the ‘humus’ where idea can be nurtured and given
time to prosper (cf., Helfat and Peteraf, 2009). In this respect, the substantial surge in
publications over the last couple of years that build directly on Teece et al.’s (1997)
capability construct offers reasons for optimism. It indicates that IMM capability research
may have reached a stage that is mature enough to engage with the ‘tidying up’ of the
conversation (Giudici and Reinmoeller, 2012; Hirsch and Levin, 1999).
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As our Figure 3 shows, however, the maturity of capability research differs cluster by
cluster. This provides further opportunities for researchers and Table 3 summarizes some of
the most promising research directions that we identified while engaging with the
literature, organized by cluster. Except for Cluster 1 (Business Value) – where we see a clear
need for more meta-analytical studies to consolidate findings about the relationship
between industrial marketing capabilities and business value – in all other clusters scholars
could benefit from more emphasis on the interplay between capabilities and (frontier)
technologies. For each cluster, we also provide some exemplar references both from prior
IMM as well as non-IMM research.
Cluster 2 (RBV), we believe, could be rejuvenated by investigating industrial marketing
capabilities in the context of Industry 4.0 and about whether it would be more effective for
firms to ‘make or buy’ such capabilities. Examples are Kowalkowski, Gebauer, Kamp, and
Parry (2017) who discuss issues of servitization in this context, and Wang and Chen (2015)
who discuss the impact of product innovation capabilities on the advancement of supplyside technology capabilities. Another important theme could be to explore how these
capabilities need to change when the emphasis, particularly in technology companies, starts
to shift from demand- to supply-side strategies such as Amazon’s recent investments in
food logistics networks. In Cluster 3 (Supply Chain Management), we see potential for
deeper investigation of the role of new enabling technologies (Teece, 2018) such as
blockchain and artificial intelligence for supply chain management and capabilities. Early
examples include Wu, Yeniyurt, Kim, and Cavusgil (2006) with their study on information
technology and supply chain capabilities from a resource-based view perspective, but also
more recent work by Treiblmaier (2018) who studied the implications of blockchain for
supply chain management. Next, in Cluster 4 (Internationalization) our review of the
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literature suggests that despite the limited diffusion of this theme, more work would be
beneficial in emerging economies such as Sub-Saharan ones where several incumbents have
started to internationalize within the region, as well as in BRIC economies with particular
attention to be paid to the fast rise of technology and non-technology ‘unicorns’ originating
in China. Recent work includes, for instance, Smirnova et al. (2011) – with their study on
marketing and relational capabilities in Russia, - and Martin and Javalgi (2016) who explored
marketing capabilities and internationalization in Latin American firms.
Nascent clusters also offer several opportunities that could foster their diffusion further.
We believe that both Cluster 5 (CRM) and Cluster 6 (branding) will grow significantly with
more research about the impact of big data analytics and digital channels on how firms
interact and engage with end-customers and users. Järvinen and Karjaluoto (2015) – who
unpack the importance of developing web marketing analytics systematically – seems to
provide a useful direction for new CRM research and, likewise, Kunz et al. (2017) who
studied how big data could enhance firms’ customer engagement mechanisms. Müller,
Pommeranz, Weisser, and Voigt (2018) laid out instead important insights on digital
branding capabilities by showing that power of digital branding when coupled with in-depth
customer segmentation. Quinton and Simkin (2017) also unpacked the digital marketing
journey by mean of a systematic literature review and emphasis on digital branding. Finally,
we find particularly exciting the prospect to expand Cluster 7 (Cooperation) to collaboration
in two-sided markets about how firms manage effectively marketing and supply chain
relationships through complex platform models where multiple providers of complementary
resources and capabilities compete and collaborate at the same time. Perks, Kowalkowski,
Witell, and Gustafsson (2017) offer useful insights by looking at the role of network
orchestrators in innovation platforms with collaboration among multiple actors (see also
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Giudici, Reinmoeller, & Ravasi, 2018). Ozalp, Cennamo, and Gawer (2018) recently discussed
threats of disruptions in platform models with emphasis on the role of complementors’
capabilities.
Taking stock of the literature as we did in study, capability research in IMM and related
journals seems far from losing its energy but also shows signs of maturity and persistent
fragmentation. We invite scholars to go beyond the excitement because the long-term
relevance even of the best ideas cannot be taken-for-granted. We hope that our study
encourages authors to push rigorous theoretical elaboration and empirical testing along one
or more of the research directions that we identified, with emphasis on enabling
technologies. Academic journals – their editors and reviewers – bear the responsibility to
maintain the balance in the ‘battle’ between ‘umbrella advocates’ and ‘validity police’
(Hirsch and Levin, 1999). The capabilities of the community to deliver are, we argue, not in
short supply.
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Table 2: Overview of emerging research themes
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Business Value
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Table 3: Research gaps and future research directions

Mature
Clusters

Debated
Clusters

Nascent
Clusters

Relevant research
areas
Cluster 1:
Consolidation via
Meta-Analyses

Possible research questions

Cluster 2:
Rejuvenation,
Resources and
Capabilities for
Industry 4.0
Cluster 3: Supplychain Capabilities and
New Technologies

How could incumbents ‘make or buy’ the critical
resources and capabilities for Industry 4.0?
What is the role of industrial marketing capabilities when
the emphasis shifts from demand- to supply-side
strategy and investments?
What new supply-chain capabilities do firms require to
leverage the benefits of new technologies such as
blockchain?
How the availability of an increasingly large and more
sophisticated base of data shapes the effectiveness of
supply-chains in mature as well as emerging
economies? What is the impact of stronger prediction
power enabled by artificial intelligence?

IMM: Kowalkowski, Gebauer,
Kamp, & Parry (2017)
Non-IMM: Wang & Chen (2015)

Cluster 4:
Internationalization
capabilities in BRIC
and emerging
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How do BRIC SMEs as well as corporates build marketing
and supply chain capabilities to enter and expand in
more advanced economies (e.g. Chinese incumbents
expanding abroad)?
What are the capabilities necessary to internationalize
successfully across more emerging economies such as
in Sub-Saharan Africa? Do foreign entrants’ and
incumbents’ capabilities differ in countries with weak
institutional regimes?
How the availability of big data and recent technological
advances in making use of such data (e.g., machine
learning) affect the value of CRM capabilities? Are
there any specific CRM capabilities needed to derive
value from such advances?
How do growing privacy concerns and awareness affect
the relevance and value of specific CRM capabilities?
What CRM capabilities are most important to deliver an
effective omni-channel experience?

IMM: Smirnova et al. (2011)
Non-IMM: Martin & Javalgi
(2016)

Cluster 6: Digital
branding strategy

How relevant are traditional branding capabilities in the
digital age? How do traditional and digital branding
capabilities influence effectiveness of each other?
How does effectiveness of digital branding capabilities
overlap or differ in B2B and B2C markets?
Are there specific branding capabilities that determine
creation of brand value in different digital channels
such as online and mobile?
What specific branding capabilities are required to derive
value from interactions with buyers/consumers?

IMM: Müller, Pommeranz,
Weisser, & Voigt (2018)
Non-IMM: Quinton & Simkin
(2017)

Cluster 7: Industrial
marketing capabilities
in two-side markets

What are the industrial marketing capabilities required to
create and capture value in two-sided markets (e.g.,
marketplaces, multi-sided)? Do they differ from those
needed in traditional one-sided markets?
How do firms effectively manage marketing and supply
chain relationships in complex models that connect
several providers of complementary resources and
capabilities? How does coopetition unfold in these
markets?

IMM: Perks, H., Kowalkowski, C.,
Witell, L., & Gustafsson (2017)
Non-IMM: Ozalp, Cennamo, &
Gawer (2018)

Cluster 5: CRM and big
data analytics

What do we know about the influence of industrial
marketing capabilities on business value? Do stronger
marketing and supply chain capabilities really matter
to improve firm profitability?
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Exemplar references
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