AMS Rev (2017) 7:20-25
DOI 10.1007/513162-017-0097-4

@ CrossMark

COMMENTARY

Disruptive marketing strategy

G. Tomas M. Hult! ® - David J. Ketchen Jr>

Received: 9 May 2017 / Accepted: 21 May 2017 /Published online: 13 June 2017

© Academy of Marketing Science 2017

Abstract Disruptive marketing strategy is a process by which
valuable marketing activities take root initially in applications
within a department or function in an organization and then
relentlessly move across a company’s internal departments/
functions, eventually connecting with external companies to
ensure that market-based value creation is delivered to the
company’s primary stakeholders. Understanding market-
based value creation in the field of marketing has centered,
to a large degree, on market orientation studies via field-based,
discovery-oriented research. In some ways, market orientation
— while viewed as the implementation of the marketing con-
cept — became a disruptive marketing strategy for many orga-
nizations. That is, marketing started to permeate all aspects of
an organization, and even became a boundary-spanning phe-
nomenon connecting multiple companies. The activities in
marketing moved beyond their traditional home department
and the marketing function became cross-departmental and
even, in some cases, cross-company focused. Where do we
go next? Disruptive marketing strategy will help the field and
practice of marketing evolve.
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Introduction

As a theoretical backbone to market orientation, the marketing
concept has been an important foundation of the boundary-
spanning role of marketing for more than half a century
(Lafferty and Hult 2001). Keith (1960, pp. 36-38) introduced
this boundary-spanning evolution of marketing in 1960 by fo-
cusing on the “marketing company ... [where] marketing per-
meates the entire organization ... [and] we are moving from a
company which has the marketing concept to a marketing
company.” Hult (2011a, p. 509) capitalized on this evolution
by delineating the ideas for a “theory of the boundary-spanning
marketing organization” that placed emphasis on boundary-
spanning not just across functions or departments within an or-
ganization but also between companies.

Consequently, a focus on the idea of a marketing company
allows for the unique positioning of marketing within an organi-
zation to not be attached to a department or function (Walker and
Ruekert 1987), although it could be, but instead be based on a set
of cross-functional/departmental activities (Vorhies and Morgan
2005). Additionally, the classical “theory of the firm” perspective
(e.g., Coase 1937) has become just one of several architectural
structure options for companies, with the advent of open source
activities, cloud-based undertakings, and eCommerce exchanges,
to name a few disruptive innovations in the spirit of Christensen’s
(2013) tone setting work.

Christensen emphasizes that his disruptive innovation per-
spective “describes a process by which a product or service takes
root initially in simple applications at the bottom of a market and
then relentlessly moves up market, eventually displacing
established competitors” (claytonchristensen.com). In a similar
way, as it relates to market orientation and marketing
organizations, disruptive marketing strategy is a process by
which valuable marketing activities take root initially in
applications within a department or function in an organization
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and then relentlessly move across a company’s internal
departments/functions, eventually connecting with external
companies to ensure that market-based value creation is deliv-
ered to the company’s primary stakeholders. These disruptive
marketing activities can center on administrative, process, and/
or product/service innovations (Hurley and Hult 1998; Ozkaya
et al. 2015).

Boundary-spanning marketing organization

Much of the need for a continuous disruptive marketing lens
can be explained by the need for a contemporary fit among
business strategy, marketing organization structure, and stra-
tegic behavior (Olson et al. 2005); marketing-driven supply
chain operations (Kozlenkova et al. 2015); and companies’
constant striving for superior marketing performance
(Katsikeas et al. 2016). Layered together, a focus on internal
and external marketing activities (Day 1994) within the struc-
ture of the core customer value-creating processes of product
development management, customer relationship manage-
ment, and supply chain management (e.g., Lehmann and
Jocz 1997; Srivastava et al. 1999) at the level of complexity
inherent in an organization’s network arrangements (Achrol
and Kotler 1999) make up the pillars of the theory of the
boundary-spanning marketing organization (Hult 2011a). As
shown in Fig. 1, this theory builds on the synergy that exists
and should be drawn out between marketing and organization
theory (Ketchen and Hult 2011).

Emphasizing activities instead of the marketing function or
department also allows marketing to infiltrate the whole orga-
nization (Homburg and Pflesser 2000), or at least large parts of
it, and serves to fuse together the “network of specialized
organizations [that have become] the organizations of the fu-
ture” (Achrol 1991, p. 78). This “activities focus” can be said
to have been the motivation for the marketing field’s exponen-
tial increase in attention to market orientation that started in
full effect about three decades after Keith’s (1960) “marketing
company” research. Basically, the implementation of the mar-
keting concept — which we have come to call “market orien-
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tation” — became in vogue in the late 1980s (e.g., Shapiro
1988). Due to the fundamental importance attributed to the
marketing concept initially and market orientation later on,
numerous research projects have defined the constructs related
to the phenomenon and explored their application and imple-
mentation in business (with more than 1000 articles published
on market orientation since 1990, as pointed out by Jaworski
and Kohli 2017).

Five perspectives on market orientation

Around the late 1980s and early 1990s, the marketing litera-
ture assumed that the “marketing concept” was present, im-
portant, and viable as a strategic positioning for companies
(Lafferty and Hult 2001). As a result, the field largely moved
on to market orientation as a way to focus on the implemen-
tation of the marketing concept. At the early stage of the study
of market orientation, five perspectives on market orientation
were advanced in the literature, as shown in Fig. 2, with each
taking a different approach to the definitional boundaries and
conceptualization of the phenomenon (see Lafferty and Hult
2001 for an integrative summary of each perspective):

1. Decision-making perspective (Shapiro 1988)

2. Market intelligence perspective (Kohli and Jaworski
1990)

3. Culturally based behavioral perspective (Narver and
Slater 1990)

4. Strategic perspective (Ruekert 1992)

5. Customer orientation perspective (Deshpande et al. 1993)

Shapiro (1988) led the charge of the “decision-making per-
spective” of market orientation. His view was that “it's far
more than the cliché getting close to the customer ... the term
market oriented represents a set of processes touching all as-
pects of the company” (p. 120). Shapiro (1988) specified three
characteristics that make a company market oriented: (1)
Information on all important buying influences permeates
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Fig. 2 Synthesizing market orientation

every corporate function (p. 120); (2) Strategic and tactical deci-
sions are made interfunctionally and interdivisionally (p.121);
and (3) Divisions and functions make well-coordinated decisions
and execute them with a sense of commitment (p. 122).

Next came the “market intelligence perspective” of market
orientation — as exemplified by Kohli and Jaworski (1990, p. 6):
“Market orientation is the organization-wide generation of mar-
ket intelligence pertaining to current and future customer needs,
dissemination of the intelligence across departments, and
organization-wide responsiveness to it.” In that same time pe-
riod, Narver and Slater (1990, p. 21) emphasized the “culturally
based behavioral perspective” of market orientation. From their
perspective, “market orientation is the organizational culture
that most effectively and efficiently creates the necessary be-
haviors for the creation of superior value for buyers and, thus,
continues superior performance for the business”.

Ruekert (1992, p. 228) added on the “strategic focus
perspective” of market orientation which suggested that
“the level of market orientation in a business unit is the
degree to which the business unit obtains and uses infor-
mation from customers, develops a strategy which will
meet customer needs, and implements that strategy by
being responsive to customer needs and wants.” And, fi-
nally, just five years after Shapiro’s work was published,
Deshpande et al. (1993), p. 27) focused more narrowly on
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the “customer orientation perspective” of market orienta-
tion. In their view, “customer orientation is the set of
beliefs that puts the customer's interest first, while not
excluding those of all other stakeholders such as owners,
managers, and employees, in order to develop a long-term
profitable enterprise”.

In some ways, Deshpande et al. (1993) customer orien-
tation research led many in marketing strategy’s neighbor-
ing field — strategic management — to assume that market
orientation was synonymous with customer orientation
(e.g., Connor 1999). As a consequence, in a series of
Strategic Management Journal articles spanning 1996 to
2007, the phenomenon of market orientation was discussed
and debated (Christensen and Bower 1996; Connor 1999,
2007; Hult and Ketchen 2001; Ketchen et al. 2007; Slater
and Narver 1998, 1999). At one point, Slater and Narver
(1998, 1999) “took on” the strategic management view-
point (Christensen and Bower 1996; Connor 1999), and
then Slater joined forces with Hult et al. (2005) as a
“united” marketing strategy perspective, followed by mis-
understandings (Connor 2007) and clarifications (Ketchen
et al. 2007). Ultimately, the conclusion was of course that
customer orientation is not synonymous with market
orientation, which is a broader phenomenon stemming
from the marketing concept platform.
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Levels and changes in market orientation

Today, it is a rarity to see scholars concentrating on the mar-
keting concept, per se, and research on market orientation has
also evolved a lot since those early days in the late 1980s.
Current research assumes that marketing in general includes
vital business activities (e.g., Feng et al. 2015) and that there is
a strategic “concept” of marketing embedded in most, if not
all, viable revenue-generating organizations (Varadarajan
2010, 2015) that can be capitalized on by being market ori-
ented (cf. Kumar et al. 2011). Hult and Ketchen (2001, p.
899) tested the idea of capitalizing on market orientation
by empirically addressing a simple question: Does mar-
ket orientation matter? Their testing ultimately said
“yes,” of course, but the capitalization on market orien-
tation was dependent on the positional advantage (Day
and Wensley (1988) of market orientation vis-a-vis its
relationship with a company’s performance (see, for ex-
ample, the marketing-performance outcome chain in
Fig. 1 in Katsikeas et al. 2016).

At this stage of theoretical, conceptual, and empirical de-
velopment of market orientation, the presence, or achieved
level, of market orientation is still an important aspect of mar-
ket orientation research. However, more importantly, the need
for change and the changes in market orientation appear to be
more logical and vital focus areas for research (cf. Kumar et al.
2011). In fact, studying levels of market orientation without
also considering the changes in those levels of market orien-
tation between time periods likely skews findings and distorts
implications which in turn twists our understanding of the
value of market orientation to the field of marketing and to
companies (cf. Fornell et al. 2016a, 2016b).

Market orientation plus!

Additionally, as suggested in Hult (2011b, p. 1) and shown in
Fig. 3, “the concept of sustainability is increasingly being
addressed theoretically by scholars and practically by man-
agers and policymakers as it relates to being market ori-
ented. With a growing focus on sustainability efforts, mar-
keting is in a unique position to elevate its focus from
managing relationships with customers to strategically
managing a broader set of marketplace issues.” Related
to market orientation, “an organization achieves market-
based sustainability to the extent that it strategically aligns
itself with the market-oriented product needs and wants of
customers and the interests of multiple stakeholders con-
cerned about social responsibility issues involving eco-
nomic, environmental, and social dimensions.” Hult
(2011b) called this “market orientation plus!”

Finally, while there is convenient overlap and often-
times synergy that exist between marketing — and mar-
ket orientation in particular — and organization theory
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Fig. 3 Market-focused sustainability

(Ketchen and Hult 2011), various theoretical lenses clearly
have opportunities to provide different descriptions,
predictions, and explanations of the performance effects of
market orientation in diverse organizations and diverse
contexts. The 31 organization theories reviewed in Hult
(2011a) can be a starting point for a deeper treatment of the
antecedents and consequences of market orientation, as mar-
ket orientation evolves into a more complex boundary-
spanning phenomenon centered on stakeholder value creation
and delivery in contemporary market settings.
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Conclusion

The last of the five perspectives on market orientation — intro-
duced by Deshpande et al. (1993) as the “customer orientation
perspective” — may have created more confusion about what
market orientation really is than helped the ongoing
delineation and use of market orientation. In fact, Deshpande
and Farley (1998a, b) even changed their own view about this
orientation being culturally versus behaviorally based, which
did not help the argument (Narver and Slater 1998a, 1998b).
But, the questions remain interesting: (1) Can market orienta-
tion be inherent in an organization’s culture in addition to its
activities?; Can market orientation be inherent in cross-
company ventures independent of its ties to the parent orga-
nization?; and Can market orientation be proactive and/or re-
sponsive in both an organization’s culture and its activities? If
yes is the answer to the latter, we wonder what outcomes can
we expect to see when the culture is proactive but the activities
are responsive/reactive (Narver et al. 2004), if that is even
possible. Plus, by extension what might be the expected op-
erational and performance outcomes of the four cells in Fig. 4,
and which cell is most likely to find companies that create
disruptive marketing strategies? The easy answer may be the
“Proactive Culture and Proactive Activities” cell in the two-
by-two matrix but that likely simplifies the answer too much!
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