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ABSTRACT 

Haapio, Hannele 
Multidimensional approach to navigating uncertainty 
Jyväskylä: University of Jyväskylä, 2022, 59 p. 
(JYU Dissertations  
ISSN 1457-1986; 560) 
ISBN 978-951-39-9204-0 (PDF) 

The business landscape is changing faster than ever, causing uncertainty and un-
predictability for firms across industries. Recently, uncertainty has been driven 
by several remarkable external forces, such as, trade barriers, digitalization, and 
the global pandemic (i.e., COVID-19). Consequently, companies have been under 
pressure to rapidly adapt their strategies and business models in an evolving 
business landscape that is characterized by increasing uncertainty. Research has 
investigated the causes of uncertainty and demonstrated its implications for or-
ganizational behavior, business models, and operational processes. Researchers 
have also offered several theoretical concepts and models that offer guidance for 
managing uncertainty. However, the vast majority of studies approach this phe-
nomenon from a specific perspective, providing knowledge on what types of re-
sources, capabilities, organizational culture, structure, or processes are needed to 
address uncertainty. This dissertation takes a multidimensional perspective to 
provide a more holistic view of how firms successfully address uncertainty. Spe-
cifically, by building on the concepts of market orientation, effectuation, and dy-
namic capabilities, this dissertation investigates the role of strategic orientation, 
decision-making logic, and capabilities in firms’ efforts to navigate uncertainty. 
The dissertation adopts a qualitative research strategy; the empirical data are 
based on 40 managerial interviews representing different firm sizes and indus-
tries. The main findings of the dissertation show that a quick and agile response 
to market changes requires a strong market orientation, which is manifested in 
the active collection, sharing and utilization of market information in decision-
making. Effectual decision-making logic, in turn, contributes to an organization’s 
dynamic capability to sense market changes, capture them quickly, and make the 
necessary changes to an organization’s structures and processes. In addition, the 
company's customer focus became a significant resource in times of uncertainty. 
The dissertation contributes to the literature by providing a multidimensional 
framework for managing uncertainty and identifying a number of managerially 
relevant activities within each dimension that, when combined, can help firms 
successfully navigate uncertainty. 

Keywords: Market Orientation, Dynamic Capabilities, Effectuation, Uncertainty 



TIIVISTELMÄ (ABSTRACT IN FINNISH) 

Haapio, Hannele 
Moniulotteinen tulokulma epävarmuudessa navigointiin 
Jyväskylä: University of Jyväskylä, 2022, 59 s. 
(JYU Dissertations  
ISSN 1457-1986; 560) 
ISBN 978-951-39-9204-0 (PDF) 

Liiketoimintaympäristö muuttuu nopeammin kuin koskaan, aiheuttaen epä-
varmuutta yrityksille eri toimialoilla. Viime aikoina epävarmuutta ovat aiheut-
taneet useat merkittävät ulkoiset voimat, kuten erilaiset kaupan esteen, digitali-
saatio ja globaali pandemia (eli Covid-19). Tästä johtuen yrityksillä on paineita 
mukauttaa nopeasti strategiansa ja liiketoimintamallinsa lisääntyvän epä-
varmuuden leimaamassa liiketoimintaympäristössä. Aiempi tutkimus on tutki-
nut epävarmuuden syitä ja osoittanut epävarmuuden vaikutukset organisaatio-
käyttäytymiseen, liiketoimintamalleihin ja toimintaprosesseihin. Tutkijat ovat 
myös tuottaneet useita teoreettisia käsitteitä ja malleja kohdistuen epävarmuu-
den hallintaan. Suurin osa tutkimuksista lähestyy kuitenkin ilmiötä tietystä 
näkökulmasta tarjoten tietoa siitä, minkä tyyppisiä resursseja, kyvykkyyksiä, 
organisaatiokulttuuria, organisaatiorakennetta tai prosesseja tarvitaan epä-
varmuuteen sopeutumiseksi. Tässä väitöskirjassa tutkitaan moniulotteista 
näkökulmaa, jonka tavoitteena on löytää kokonaisvaltaisempi näkemys siitä, 
kuinka yritykset onnistuvat käsittelemään epävarmuutta. Väitöskirjassa tutki-
taan erityisesti markkinasuuntautuneisuuden, yrittäjämäisen päätöksenteko-
logiikan ja dynaamisten kyvykkyyksien roolia yritysten pyrkimyksissä 
navigoida epävarmuuden keskellä. Väitöskirjan tutkimusstrategia on laadul-
linen, ja empiirinen aineisto koostuu 40 johtajan haastatteluista, jotka edustavat 
eri kokoisia yrityksiä eri toimialoilta. Väitöskirjan keskeisimmät löydökset osoit-
tavat, että nopea ja ketterä reagointi markkinamuutoksiin vaatii vahvaa mark-
kinasuuntautuneisuutta, joka ilmenee aktiivisena markkinatiedon keräämisenä, 
jakamisena ja hyödyntämisenä päätöksenteossa. Yrittäjämäinen päätöksenteko-
logiikka edesauttaa puolestaan organisaation dynaamista kykyä aistia markkina-
muutoksia, tarttua niihin nopeasti ja tehdä tarvittavat muutokset organisaation 
rakenteisiin ja prosesseihin. Lisäksi yrityksen asiakaskeskeisyys nousi merkit-
täväksi voimavaraksi epävarmuuden vallitessa. Väitöskirja täydentää kirjal-
lisuutta tarjoamalla moniulotteisen viitekehyksen epävarmuuden hallintaan ja 
määrittelemällä kunkin ulottuvuuden sisällä joukon johtamisen kannalta mer-
kityksellisiä aktiviteetteja, jotka yhdessä auttavat yrityksiä navigoimaan onnis-
tuneesti epävarmuudessa. 

Avainsanat: Markkinaorientaatio, Dynaamiset kyvykkyydet, Toimeenpano, 
Päätöksentekologiikka, Epävarmuus 
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The business landscape is changing faster than ever before, causing uncertainty 
and unpredictability in firms across industries (Barreto, 2010; Read, Dew, et al., 
2009). Firms have faced uncertainty driven by different causes, such as digitali-
zation, changes in customers’ behavior and, recently, the global pandemic. Dur-
ing the past few years—especially before the global pandemic, digitalization was 
the main driver of uncertainty, causing changes in customer behavior, competi-
tive dynamics, and regulations on a global scale (Kumar, 2018; Overby et al., 
2006). However, the uncertainty caused by COVID-19 is unique because of its 
serious biological consequences and novel global scope (Cortez & Johnston, 2020), 
causing uncertainty we have never experienced before. With the global pandemic 
leading to travel restrictions, borders closing, and populations being put on lock-
down, the consequences have led to a closure of businesses because of people 
staying at home for a period of time (e.g., Alvarez et al., 2020).  

Crises causing severe uncertainty, for example, the COVID-19 pandemic, 
can also be utilized to create new opportunities (Nenonen & Storbacka, 2020). 
Opportunity creation requires rapid market learning, the ability to quickly react 
to unexpected events (Mort et al., 2010), following flexible and not planned strat-
egies (Morrish, 2011; Morrish et al., 2010), and novel ways of creating value (Mor-
ris et al., 2002). As an example, Bhattacharyya and Thakre (2021) show how pan-
demics could be used to strengthen companies’ purpose and build everlasting 
relationships with employees, partners, and customers by deploying existing ca-
pabilities into sensible actions. Accordingly, to increase digital behavior, massive 
disruptions such as pandemics can serve as an effective catalyst (Haapio et al., 
2021) and bring about service innovations (Heinonen & Strandvik, 2020). Klaus 
(2020) claims that in certain industries, the crisis will lead to decisive adaptation 
of technology to enhance the customer experience.  

The pandemic led to lockdowns, which provided a shock to businesses 
around the world. Amid the uncertainty, firms tried to effectively respond and 
draw up strategies to help them survive the turmoil and boost recovery 
(Bhattacharyya & Thakre, 2021). Hence, the pandemic has pushed firms to oper-

1    STUDY BACKGROUND
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ate in more innovative and agile ways (Verma & Gustafsson, 2020) with mana-
gerial attention assessing the impact on customers and employees (Klaus & Man-
thiou, 2020; Lang et al., 2021; Tuzovic & Kabadayi, 2020). Accordingly, the latest 
research concerning COVID-19 emphasizes the recognition of collaborative op-
portunities, reasoning, and understanding changes in the customer context, as 
well as the agile development of organizational capabilities and partner networks 
(Heinonen & Strandvik, 2020).  

A considerable amount of literature has been published on how uncertainty 
affects different business situations, for example digitalization (Overby et al., 
2006) or how innovations are affected during times of uncertainty (Schoemaker 
et al., 2018; Teece & Leih, 2016). It is now well established from a variety of stud-
ies that no matter what the root cause of uncertainty is, it impacts firms’ behavior, 
organizational models, and processes. Prior studies (e.g., Helfat et al., 2007; Teece 
& Leih, 2016; Teece et al., 2016; Teece et al., 1997) introduce some theories like 
dynamic capabilities (DC), which look at the phenomenon from a resource point 
of view, or effectuation theory, entrepreneurial decision-making logic, (e.g., 
Chandler et al., 2011; Read, Dew, et al., 2009; Wiltbank et al., 2009), which ap-
proaches the phenomenon from a decision-making logic viewpoint. However, 
far too little attention has been paid to gaining an understanding of the associa-
tion between the different approaches and theories that help firms navigate 
through uncertainty. Only a partial explanation can be achieved when we ap-
proach the phenomenon through one approach or theory. Hence, the literature is 
siloed, hence lacking the possibility to gain a holistic understanding of what is 
needed from firms to successfully navigate through uncertainty. Indeed, there 
have been several calls for research to explore the relationships between different 
constructs (e.g., Engel et al., 2017; Perry et al., 2011; Schilke et al., 2018). 

Theories like effectuation and DC are especially suitable for uncertain busi-
ness landscapes. However, effectuation theory is about decision-making, 
whereas DC theory is about organizational capabilities and processes. Further-
more, to gain a comprehensive approach toward the phenomenon of how firms 
successfully navigate through uncertainty, it is also needed to understand firms’ 
strategic orientation, which facilitates firm’s adaptation to the business landscape 
and a match between firm’s strategy and resources (Mu & Di Benedetto, 2011). 
Market orientation (MO) is the strategic orientation helping firms navigate tur-
bulent times, focusing on creating value for customers (Kohli & Jaworski, 1990; 
Kumar et al., 2011; Narver & Slater, 1990). Although a number of studies have 
been carried out on MO as strategic orientation, effectuation as decision-making 
logic, and firms’ dynamic capabilities, no single study exists that integrates these 
concepts to provide a fuller picture of how firms overcome uncertainty. 

1.1   Research objectives and questions

To fill the above-mentioned research gap, the current dissertation aims to in-
crease the understanding of how firms successfully navigate uncertainty, which 
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is done by taking a holistic view of exploring MO, effectuation and DC. The cur-
rent dissertation combines MO, effectuation, and DC into one framework as over-
arching elements to successfully navigate uncertainty. More explicitly, the pre-
sent dissertation intends to address questions about what firms should do and 
how to do it when facing uncertainty. The present dissertation contributes to the 
MO, effectuation, and DC streams of literature. Following the main research ob-
jective, the current dissertation addresses one fundamental question: How can 
firms successfully navigate uncertainty?  This question is further explored in two 
subquestions, which are answered through the three research papers included in 
the present dissertation. The research subquestions are as follows: 

1) How does MO support firms’ successful navigation through uncertainty?

(Articles 1 and 2)

2) How does effectual logic support the execution of DC to navigate

uncertainty?  (Article 3)

All articles were qualitative studies using semistructured interviews. Data were 
collected separately for each article. Timewise data were collected for the first 
article before the pandemic, for the second article after the pandemic, and for the 
third article partly before and partly after the global pandemic.  

To conclude, the current dissertation seeks to shed light on a holistic ap-
proach of integrated elements, that is, MO, effectuation and DC, that help firms 
successfully navigate uncertainty. It intends to provide a positive step toward 
understanding how firms navigate uncertainty, thus significantly contributing to 
the MO, effectuation, and DC streams of literature. More explicitly, it suggests a 
framework that integrates MO as strategic orientation, effectuation as decision-
making logic, and the DC  needed to successfully navigate uncertainty.  

1.2   Positioning of the dissertation

The main objective of the current dissertation is to determine how market orien-
tation, effectuation (entrpreneurial decision-making logic), and dynamic capabil-
ities together help firms navigate the uncertainty caused by severe threats. By 
doing so, the present dissertation aims to synthesize the theoretically “siloed” 
literature into a multidimensional framework that moves us toward a more com-
prehensive understanding of how firms successfully navigate through uncer-
tainty. The current dissertation contributes to the literature on MO, effectuation, 
and DC. Figure 1 shows how the present dissertation is situated at the intersec-
tion of three major streams of the literature. 
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FIGURE 1 Theoretical framework 

In terms of the strategic orientation of firms, prior research has focused mainly 
on MO. Strategic orientation facilitates a firm’s adaptation to market conditions 
and matches a firm’s strategy and resources (Mu & Di Benedetto, 2011). Viable 
strategic orientations include MO (Kohli & Jaworski, 1990; Narver & Slater, 1990), 
technology orientation (Gatignon & Xuereb, 1997), and selling orientation (Noble, 
2002). The main elements of MO show the need for the entire organization to 
acquire, disseminate, and respond to market intelligence from customers (Kohli 
& Jaworski, 1990). Accordingly, the creation and maintenance of superior cus-
tomer value are seen as the highest priority (Narver & Slater, 1990). MO has been 
studied from a behavioral viewpoint as organizational information processing, 
for example, generating, disseminating, and responding to market intelligence 
(Kohli & Jaworski, 1990). On the one hand, MO has been studied as a cultural 
construct emphasizing organization-wide values and norms in the creation and 
delivery of superior value to customers (Narver & Slater, 1990). Thus, in general, 
the formulation and adaptation of a firm’s strategic orientation could be affected 
by market uncertainty (Zhou et al., 2005). For the first article, the aim was to study 
MO antecedents following Kohli and Jaworski's (1990) theory and empirically 
investigate whether those antecedents apply during digital transformation. Dig-
italization has been claimed as being one of the major reasons firms face uncer-
tainty (RQ 1). That article contributes to the MO literature by explaining the rel-
evance of certain MO antecedents like the managerial mindset that is genuinely 
concerned about customer needs, managerial understanding of data, and tech-
nology usage, interdepartmental cooperation, management of external partner-
ships and low organizational structure to ensure the dissemination of market in-
telligence throughout the organization, when navigating through uncertainty. 
Article 2 further answers RQ1 by taking a more comprehensive approach and 
looking at the antecedents, activities, and consequences of MO during severe un-
certainty caused by COVID-19. The first two articles find an MO crucial strategic 
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orientation when navigating uncertainty; consequently, these articles contribute 
to the MO literature by strengthening the relevance of MO as a strategic orienta-
tion, offering new insights when facing severe uncertainty. 

Second, it is important to understand that decision-making under uncer-
tainty is not the same as decision-making under risk. Traditionally, risk manage-
ment decision-making has been classified into three categories: certainty, risk, 
and uncertainty (Mousavi & Gigerenzer, 2014). In the category of certainty, each 
action leads to a certain outcome, and in the category of risk, all outcomes and 
probabilities are known. In situations of fundamental uncertainty alternatives, 
the outcomes and probabilities can be unknown, as is the case, for example, with 
COVID-19, where everything remains unclear and unknown and the future can-
not be predicted by using, for example, statistical analyses. In this case, the pres-
ence of uncertainty is paramount in a wide range of choices. It is now well estab-
lished from a variety of studies that effectuation is a superior decision-making 
logic under uncertainty (e.g., Read, Dew, et al., 2009; Read, Song, et al., 2009; Sar-
asvathy, 2001; Welter & Kim, 2018). In a world of uncertainty, effectuation views 
the future as nonpredictive, creates opportunities starting with the available 
means, sees partnerships and other outsiders positively, and finds surprises as a 
positive possibility for creating new opportunities (Read, Dew, et al., 2009).  

Third, a firm’s dynamic capabilities refer to complex clusters of organiza-
tions’ internal and external skills, resources, functional competences, and in-
creased knowledge, here as exercised through organizational processes that help 
firms coordinate activities (Day, 1994; Teece & Pisano, 2003). DC theory intro-
duces a resource-based view to help firms succeed in a rapidly changing business 
environment by effectively reconfiguring capabilities to sense and seize new op-
portunities (Teece, 2007; Teece et al., 1997). Hence, Teece et al. claim that “capac-
ity to innovate, adapt to change and create change that customers find favorable 
and competitors unfavorable” (2016, p. 17), defines the DC. The third article an-
swers RQ 2 and explores the decision-making logic and firm capabilities, com-
bining those to show how effectuation manifests the DC capabilities of sensing, 
seizing, and transforming before and after COVID-19.  

1.2.1   Market-focused capabilities

Amid uncertainty surrounding adaptation and change, information on the exter-
nal environment, for example, the customer base (Helfat, 2000), is required, as 
ensured by an MO approach. Such information (market intelligence) can be ac-
quired how, focusing on firms’ capabilities, which exist at the intersection of MO 
and DC and is here called market-focused capabilities. MO helps firms to sense and 
respond effectively to customer needs (Abbu & Gopalakrishna, 2021). DC help a 
firm to exploit various sources of information and to prioritize customers as a 
priority source to gather information, thereby enhancing market knowledge (Au-
gier & Teece, 2009; Endres et al., 2020; Guercini et al., 2015; Teece, 2012; Teece et 
al., 2016). Hence, the generation of market intelligence is at the core of MO, with 
DC providing  a tool to empower the organization as a whole to identify and 
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exploit opportunities in an uncertain market environment (Teece, 2007; Teece & 
Linden, 2017). 

1.2.2   Effectual capabilities

Effectual capabilities refer to the ability of an organization to respond quickly to 
the market, with optimal use of resources. Effectuation introduces a decision-
making logic for DC that ensures quick responses to the market and optimal use 
of resources. DC refer to the resources and processes to sense, seize, and 
transform opportunities caused by uncertainty. Entrepreneurial thinking 
overlaps between effectuation and DC. There is consensus in the research 
literature that entrepreneurial thinking is typically characterized by 
innovativeness, defined as the tendency to support new ideas, processes, and 
experimentation (Morgan et al., 2016; Wiklund & Shepherd, 2003).  
Entrepreneurial thinking is also characterized by proactiveness, defined as being 
the first to shape the environment (Zahra & Covin, 1995); and risk taking, defined 
as willingness to venture into the unknown and to make large resource 
commitments that might fail (Rauch et al., 2009). Further, the entrepreneurial 
mindset favoring cooperation with partners (Alqahtani & Uslay, 2018; Morris et 
al., 2002; Nenonen & Storbacka, 2020; Sadiku-Dushi et al., 2019) and identifying 
opportunities (Teece & Pisano, 1994; Teece et al., 1997; Teece, 2012; Teece et al., 
2016) typically concerns the DC. 

1.2.3   Market-focused desicion-making

Between MO and effectuation, here called market-focused decision making, the main 
bridge comes from customer centricity, offering effectuation a comprehensive fo-
cus on customers and, on the other hand, offering MO a more agile way of gen-
erating and disseminating information. Effectuation guides decision making to 
ensure a quick response to the market, for example, by emphasizing small exper-
iments and the use of informal information (i.e. information obtained directly 
from customer meetings). In contrast, MO ensures that the organization focuses 
on creating value for customers. 

Figure 1 illustrates the complementary roles of MO, effectuation, and DC 
approaches and integrates them into a single theoretical framework. Any one of 
these approaches (MO, effectuation, and DC) can be adopted in times of uncer-
tainty. However, adopting all three approaches can provide firm with a holistic 
understanding of how to successfully navigate uncertainty. In terms of  firm’s 
business strategies,  MO describes the antecedents and behaviors of a firm. Effec-
tuation aids decision making, ensuring a quick response to changes when needed. 
DC refer to the abilities of firms needed to navigate uncertainty. All three ap-
proaches help firms to create value for customers. To navigate uncertainty using 
this proposed framework based on MO, effectuation and DC, requires learning, 
which takes time. Therefore, the present study included only firms that have been 
in operation for a number of years and experienced uncertainty  and excluded, 
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for example, start-ups. The findings of the study empirically show that the pro-
posed framework can be utilized to help firms to succeed when faced with severe 
uncertainty. The present study contributes to the literature on MO, DC, and ef-
fectuation. 

1.3   Key concepts

The identification of key term definitions is critical for consistency and clarity in 
understanding the phenomenon under study. The key terms included in the cur-
rent dissertation are uncertainty, strategic orientation, decision-making logic, 
and firms’ capabilities. Table 2 presents a summary of the definitions of the key 
terms. 

TABLE 2 Key concepts 

Key Concept Description 

Uncertainty “With risk, we do not know what is going to happen, but we 
know what the probability distribution of possible outcomes 
looks like. With uncertainty, we not only don’t know what is 
going to happen, but also don’t know what the possible distri-
bution of outcomes (or futures) looks like, in part because we do 
not even know the range of possible outcomes” (Teece & Leih, 
2016, p. 7). 

Strategic orientation “The strategic orientation defines the strategic direction imple-
mented by a firm to create proper behaviors and the continuous 
superior performance of the business” (Gatignon & Xuereb, 
1997, p. 78). 

Firms’ capabilities “Capabilities are complex bundles of skills and accumulated 
knowledge, exercised through organizational processes, that 
enable firms to coordinate activities and make use of their as-
sets” (Day, 1994, p. 38). 

Market orientation Market orientation focuses on customers, competitors, innova-
tion, and profit inducement with the aim of creating satisfied 
customers and, therefore, is considered an effective strategy for 
surviving during uncertainty (Kohli & Jaworski, 1990; Kumar et 
al., 2011; Narver & Slater, 1990). 

Effectuation A nonpredictive decision-making logic that focus on rearrang-
ing the problem space and restructuring current realities into 
new opportunities (Wiltbank et al., 2006). 

Dynamic capabilities The capacity to innovate, adapt to change, and create changes 
that customers find favorable and competitors unfavorable (Ei-
senhardt & Martin, 2000; Sunder et al., 2019; Teece et al., 2016). 
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1.4   Structure of the dissertation

The current dissertation seeks to lay the foundations for firms to navigate uncer-
tainty, offering both conceptual and empirical contributions. The dissertation is 
divided into two parts, where the first seeks to combine the RQs with a single 
overarching question: How firms can succefully navigate uncertainty? As such, 
the first part of the dissertation will introduce the background of the articles and 
bring the articles together by integrating the findings into a general framework. 
Part 2 presents the three articles included in the current dissertation. The first 
part consists of five chapters, starting with a brief discussion about the study 
background, including a discussion about the research gaps, justifications of the 
research objectives, and research questions. The scope and positioning of the 
study, with the definitions of the key terms applied, follows this. The second 
chapter, the literature review, provides a comprehensive theoretical background 
of the present dissertation and an overview of the key existing studies. The third 
chapter explains the selection and justification for choosing critical realism as a 
research paradigm, which is followed by a description of the abductive research 
approach. Next, the semistructured interviews, which here serve as the research 
method, and the data collection are explained in more detail. The fourth chapter 
summarizes the key results of the articles. The fifth chapter explains the major 
findings across the three articles and discusses both the theoretical and manage-
rial contributions of the current dissertation in detail. Finally, the limitations are 
addressed, and suggestions for future research avenues are provided. 
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2    LITERATURE REVIEW

2.2   Navigating uncertainty

A considerable number of studies has been published about fast-paced environ-
ments, where change occurs frequently and with more intensity than ever before, 
causing severe uncertainty for firms. Different theories exist where no consensus 
on the exact definition of uncertainty is seen. For example, Kreye (2018) claims 
that the most widely recognized approach to uncertainty is the differentiation of 
external, internal, and relational sources relating to an organization. On the one 
hand, Sniazhko (2019) distinguishes industry uncertainty, including input, de-
mand, completion, and technological uncertainty, and firm uncertainty, includ-
ing behavioral, R&D, operating, and previous experience of uncertainty. Funda-
mental uncertainty is omnipresent in today’s business environment and is re-
ferred to as a black swan event, which shows, for instance, extremely unlikely, 
unexpected occurrences that have significant consequences (Taleb, 2007).  

The COVID-19 global pandemic forced firms to face uncertainty they had 
never experienced before. Firms have faced severe crises before as well, such as 
financial crises, but the crisis caused by COVID-19 is unique based because of its 
biological hazard and unpresented global scope (Mora Cortez & Johnston, 2020). 
No matter how exactly the uncertainty or crisis is defined, the primary problem 
for organizations is determining what to do and how to do the right things (Teece, 
2016). To sense and respond to changes is crucial, as we have seen, for example, 
with the once dominant organizations Kodak and Nokia, who fell victim to their 
inability to adapt to change (Lucas & Goh, 2009). Further, the latest research em-
phasizes the understanding of effects on customer experience, especially those 
caused by COVID-19. Klaus and Manthiou (2020) claim that the importance of 
customer experience is changing in front of our eyes because of COVID-19’s im-
pact on customers. Consequently, these changes cause uncertainty and force 
firms to rethink their business models, strategic orientation, decision-making, 
and use of resources. 
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The current dissertation does not follow any certain definition of uncer-
tainty but instead focuses on uncertainty caused by severe threats. Accordingly, 
understanding the difference between risk and uncertainty is critical for business 
success. Risk is a rapid but predictable change that can be quantified, and its 
probability distribution of possible outcomes is known (Aragon-Correa, 2003; 
Teece & Leih, 2016). With uncertainty, the unknowns are truly unknown, the dis-
tribution of possible outcomes remains unclear, and for managers, the range of 
options is enormous (Ambrosini & Bowman, 2009; Teece & Leih, 2016). Conse-
quently, when facing severe uncertainty, firms need to find ways to navigate a 
business landscape where nothing is predictable. The present dissertation finds 
strategic orientation (MO), decision-making logic (effectuation), and capabilities 
(DC) as the dimensions required to successfully navigate uncertainty. These di-
mensions are described in the following chapters.

2.2   Market orientation

In today’s constantly changing business environment, it is necessary that busi-
ness managers identify and understand their strategic orientation, which can en-
able firms to navigate through uncertainty (Kumar et al., 2011). The strategic di-
rection firms implement to create proper behaviors and continue superior per-
formance is defined by their strategic orientation (Gatignon & Xuereb, 1997). MO 
might be one of the most cited marketing concepts (Jaworski & Kohli, 2017) when 
it comes to defining firm’s strategic orientation. MO focuses on customers, com-
petitors, innovation, and profit inducement when creating satisfied customers 
and, therefore, is considered effective strategy for surviving during uncertainty 
(Kohli & Jaworski, 1990; Kumar et al., 2011; Narver & Slater, 1990). Additionally, 
the need to become market oriented has been amplified in the increasingly digi-
talized, globally competitive, and rapidly changing business environment (Guo 
et al., 2018; Kohli, 2017).  

Previous research that has spanned over 30 years has studied MO primarily 
either as a behavioral or cultural construct. The organizational information pro-
cess is at the core of the behavioral perspective, here with the activities of gener-
ating, disseminating, and responding to market intelligence (Kohli & Jaworski, 
1990). The cultural perspective emphasizes values and norms in the whole or-
ganization along with the importance of creating and delivering superior value 
to customers (Narver & Slater, 1990). Homburg and Pflesser (2000) discuss the 
implementation of MO with a focus on organizational culture and stakeholder 
theory, whereas Crittenden et al. (2011) claim that organizational values and 
norms can be defined as part of the DNA of the organization and linked to be-
havior.  

We know that in practice, these two perspectives are not separate but in-
stead integrated, as the latest research (e.g., Abbu & Gopalakrishna, 2021) shows. 
A number of studies have looked at these perspectives, integrating and enhanc-
ing our understanding of MO and, thus, creating conceptual models. One of the 
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latest research applies implementation and internalization dimensions to a firm’s 
MO practices, besides the integration of Kohli and Jaworski’s and Narver and 
Slater’s models. MO implementation helps firms sense and respond effectively 
to customer needs, where internalization is introduced as a mediator between 
MO implementation and firm performance relationship (Abbu & Gopalakrishna, 
2021). Another approach is the extended MO proposed by Matsuno et al. (2005). 
Their approach looks at internal and external factors. Matsuno et al. (2005) in-
clude cultural and organizational antecedents in internal factors, along with com-
petitive structural antecedents, industry/market characteristics, and legal and 
regulatory environment as the external factors. Additionally, Matsuno, et al. 
(2005) extend the scope of market factors to customers, competition, suppliers, 
regulatory factors, social/cultural trends, and macroeconomic environment. Fur-
ther, Lafferty and Hult (2007) create a synthetization of five MO perspectives, 
that is, decision-making (Shaphiro, 1988), market intelligence (Kohli & Jaworski, 
1990), culturally based behavior (Narver & Slater, 1990),  strategic perspective 
(Ruekert, 1992) and customer orientation (Siguaw et al., 1994), providing synthe-
tization of their components summarized into four general areas of agreements: 
here, there is an emphasis on customers, importance of information, interfunc-
tional coordination, and taking actions. 

Customer focus is clearly embedded in different definitions of MO. Hartline 
et al.'s claim that MO states, “The set of beliefs that puts the customer's interest 
first, while not excluding those of all other stakeholders such as owners, manag-
ers, and employees, to develop a long-term profitable enterprise” (2000, p. 35), 
whereas Celuch et al. (2015) emphasize listening to customers and putting their 
feedback into practice. Ashwin and Hirst (2015) review the literature on MO and 
propose a multidimensional approach that puts a customer orientation in the 
middle while looking at other dimensions (behavioral, cultural, and performance 
orientation) with an impact on customer orientation. 

The behavioral approach to MO can be divided into two essential sets of 
behaviors: responsive and proactive. The responsive MO can satisfy customers’ 
current needs and can be easily imitated, whereas the proactive MO attempts to 
discover, understand, and satisfy the latent needs of customers (Narver et al., 
2004). According to Narver et al. (2004), every business needs to increase its pro-
active MO. Herhausen (2016) finds that the combination of proactive and respon-
sive MO has a positive effect on performance that goes beyond the combination 
of those, except for when both are at a low level. Many other researchers (e.g., 
Ashwin & Hirst, 2015; Foley & Fahy, 2009; Hult et al., 2005; Kirca et al., 2011) have 
also investigated the relationship between MO and performance. Table 3 pre-
sents some of the focus areas of the research on MO and its definitions. 
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TABLE 3 An overview of market orientation perspectives 

Characteristics Reference 

Behavioral perspective: 
- Generation of, dissemination of, and re-

sponsiveness to market intelligence

Kohli & Jaworski (1990); Cadogan & Diaman-
topoulos ( 1995); Avlonitis & Gounaris (1997); 
Narver et al. (2004);  Crittenden et al. (2011)  

Cultural perspective: 
- Organizational values and norms

Narver & Slater (1990); Siguaw et al. (1994); 
Cadogan & Diamantopoulos (1995); Homburg 
& Pflesser (2000) 

Integratebehavioral and cultural perspec-
tives with adds on 

Matsuno et al. (2005); Lafferty & Hult (2007); 
Ashwin & Hirst (2015); Abbu & Gopalakrishna 
(2021) 

Impact on performance and measuring Kohli & Jaworski (1990); Narver & Slater 
(1990); Siguaw et al. (1994);  Siguaw & Dia-
mantopoulos (1995); Baker & Sinkula (1999); 
Homburg & Pflesser (2000); Subramanian & 
Gopalakrishna (2001); Kirca et al. (2005); 
Matsuno et al. (2005); Foley & Fahy (2009); 
Kirca et al. (2011);  Hult et al. (2005); Ashwin & 
Hirst, (2015) 

2.3   Effectuation

In his seminal work, Sarasvathy (2001) distinguishes two different decision-mak-
ing logics, that is, effectuation and causation. The difference between these lies in 
prediction and nonpredictive control. Causality logic focuses on estimates and 
analyses that help predict the future. In contrast, effectuation focuses on control-
lable aspects of the unpredictable future (Sarasvathy, 2001). Table 4 highlights 
the main characteristics for both. Sarasvathy gives four principles that form the 
core of theory of effectuation in comparison to causation (the predictable ap-
proach): “(1) affordable loss rather than expected returns, (2) strategic alliances 
rather than competitive analyses, (3) exploitation of contingencies rather than ex-
ploitation of preexisting knowledge, and (4) controlling an unpredictable future 
rather than predicting an uncertain one” (2001, p. 252).  

In a complex, uncertain situation, forecasting becomes increasingly com-
plex, and predicting remains less accurate and useful (Dew et al., 2009; Read, 
Song, et al., 2009). In such situations, effectuation offers an approach where con-
trol is not needed; it builds on the assumption that when one can control future 
developments, there is no need to forecast the future (Sarasvathy, 2001). Further, 
according to effectual logic, the future is shaped by willful agents (Sarasvathy, 
2001), which are the result of cocreation with different stakeholders such as in-
vestors, partners, and customers (Read, Dew, et al., 2009). Accordingly, Saras-
vathy and Dew (2005) claim that the future is cocreated rather than being a con-
tinuation of the past. Effectuation is opportunity driven because it welcomes un-
expected events as those could be turned to opportunities (Read, Dew, et al., 
2009; Sarasvathy & Dew, 2005). Sharing what one has with external partners is at 
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the core of effectuation (Read, Dew, et al., 2009). In contrast, the causal, predictive 
approach focuses on predicting the future by exploiting current opportunities in 
a prearranged problem space; the goal of this is to try to minimize surprises 
(Read, Dew, et al., 2009; Wiltbank et al., 2006).  

Especially in turbulent environments, the ability to sense relevant changes 
and quickly respond to those has become an important determinant for 
companies’ success (Overby et al., 2006). Because the basis for taking actions starts 
with the set of means as a given and by focusing on selecting between possible 
effects that can be created with those (Sarasvathy, 2001), effectuation helps quickly 
respond. Hence, effectual logic welcomes small, short-term experiments, which 
makes it possible to use contingencies as they rise and to change goals over time 
(Sarasvathy, 2001). Further, the view of risk supports short-term, small 
experiments, while ignoring risk prediction and making decisions based on 
affordable loss are at the core of effectual logic (Read, Dew, et al., 2009; Sarasvathy, 
2001). The effectuation processes are actor dependent, excellent at exploiting 
contingencies, and include experimentation and flexibility (Sarasvathy, 2001).  

TABLE 4 Key principles of effectuation and causation 

Effectuation principles 

Principle Reference 

Focus on shaping the future and controllable 
aspects  

 Sarasvathy 2001; Read et al. (2009); Maine et 
al. (2015) 

Take actions with means available  Sarasvathy (2001, 2008); Sarasvathy & Dew 
(2005); Read et al. (2009); Engel et al. (2017) 

Focus on affordable loss Sarasvathy (2001); Read et al. (2009) 

Favor small experiments  Sarasvathy (2001); Read, Dew, et al. (2009) 

Welcome surprises Sarasvathy (2001, 2008); Read et al. (2009) 

Superior logic in exploiting contingencies Sarasvathy (2001); Read et al. (2009) 

Makes firms adaptive and flexible Chandler et al. (2011) 

Positive attitude toward outsiders; e.g., open 
collaboration and knowledge sharing with 
partners and stakeholders, cocreation, and 
use of joint resources  

Sarasvathy (2001); Read et al. (2009) 

Causation principles 

Principle Reference 

Actions according to business goals Sarasvathy (2001, 2008); Sarasvathy & Dew 
(2005); Read et al. (2009); Engel et al. (2017)  

Focus on maximizing returns Sarasvathy (2001) 

Detailed market and competitor analysis Sarasvathy (2001, 2008); Sarasvathy & Dew 
(2005a, 2005b); Read et al. (2009), Futterer et 
al. (2017) 

Minimize negative effects, predict, plan, and 
protect 

Read et al. 2009 

Promote a predictive view of the future Read et al. (2009) 

Focus on expected return Read et al. (2009) 

Top-down decisions and reconfirmation to 
follow fixed business plans 

Sarasvathy (2001, 2008); Sarasvathy & Dew 
(2005); Read et al. (2009) 

Suitable for low-uncertainty situations with 
stable markets 

Read, Dew, et al. (2009); Futterer et al. (2017) 
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2.4   Dynamic capabilities

Since the seminal paper of Teece et al. (1997), the DC framework has attracted 
scholarly interest. The capacity to innovate, adapt to change and create change 
that customers find favorable and competitors find unfavorable defines DC (Ei-
senhardt & Martin, 2000; Sunder et al., 2019; Teece et al., 2016). Eisenhardt and 
Martin (2000) find DCs to be specific and identifiable processes, whereas Zollo 
and Winter (2002) present DC as a learned and stable pattern of collective activity. 
DC theory extends the resource-based view (RBV) of a firm (Barney, 1991, 1986). 
Thus, firms with resources but lacking DC continuously produce and sell the 
same products on the same scale and to the same customers (Winter, 2003).  

The DC framework emphasizes the capabilities that enable firms to antici-
pate, shape, and adapt to shifting competitive landscapes and uncertainty (Felin 
& Powell, 2016; Teece, 2016). Per Helfat and Peteraf (2003), DCs are unique capa-
bilities that build, integrate, or reconfigure the existing operational capabilities 
(Helfat & Peteraf 2003). Additionally, Teece (2014) claims that DCs are flexible 
and adaptive to changing environments. Further, DCs are path dependent (Teece 
et al., 1997) and future oriented (Ambrosini & Bowman, 2009). Eisenhardt and 
Martin’s (2000) findings show that the evolution of DC occurs along a unique 
path and is shaped by well-known learning mechanisms.  

The DC framework is agreed to be valuable in rapidly changing environ-
ments (Salvato & Rerup, 2011; Teece, 2014; Zahra et al., 2006; Zollo & Winter, 
2002), which is further emphasized by recent research. For instance, the im-
portance of organizational sensing, seizing, and reconfiguration capabilities has 
been the emphasis in the form of tactical responses for surviving the uncertainty 
caused by COVID-19 (Bhattacharyya & Thakre, 2021). Another example is the 
research of Alonso et al. (2019), in which the use of DC under uncertainty is stud-
ied in the context of Brexit, finding a sequential process where as an antecedent, 
sensing helps adapt to uncertainty, which is followed by plans and strategies to 
seize opportunities and further transform. Hence, DCs can be seen as underlying 
mechanisms under uncertainty in the context of relationship exploration (Zhang 
et al., 2021). Indeed, it is important to quickly respond to market during uncer-
tainty, and it is claimed that strong sensing capabilities allow firms to detect fun-
damental changes in the business landscape, thus providing more time to react 
to external disruptions (Teece & Leih, 2016). Likewise, strong capabilities to seize 
opportunities and reconfigure organizational resources allow firms to adapt rap-
idly to environmental turbulence (Teece, 2007; Teece & Leih, 2016).  

Further, at times of uncertainty, management’s leadership and entrepre-
neurial skills are required to sustain the use of DC (Teece, 2012). Managerial agil-
ity and urgency to understand and conduct changes are challenged because of 
obsolete business models and service offerings becoming obsolete (Heinonen & 
Strandvik, 2020). Firms with strong DC are intensely entrepreneurial, at their core 
having sensing and understanding opportunities, which allows them to figure 
out the next big opportunity or challenge and how to address it; this helps in 
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getting things started and finding new and better ways of putting things together 
(Teece, 2007). These dimensions support the management’s entrepreneurial skills 
when conducting DC. 

DC can be divided into three clusters, and it is generally accepted that firms 
can be successful by undertaking three tasks: (1) sensing, which refers to recog-
nizing opportunity; (2) seizing, which refers to mobilizing resources to address 
an opportunity and create value when doing so; and (3) transforming, which re-
fers to continued renewal (Baden-Fuller & Teece, 2020; Teece, 2007, 2012). Rapid 
changes require the rapid creation of new knowledge, which starts by recogniz-
ing opportunities. Teece (2007) claims that sensing new opportunities is about 
scanning, creating, learning, and interpreting activity. It could be either the indi-
vidual’s capabilities and knowledge or organization’s knowledge and learning 
capacities of customer needs to existing and novel solutions that create the ability 
to recognize opportunities (Teece, 2007). Teece and Linden (2017) claim that sens-
ing the responsibility for the lower levels in an organization can provide infor-
mation and insights about external developments to middle and top managers. 
Sensing is about “what’s going on in business” (Teece, 2007). 

To seize opportunities, managers need to make ongoing adjustments in re-
source allocation, build new thinking, have good strategizing, and prepare good 
execution (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000; Teece, 2012). Rapidly changing environ-
ments force companies to align their own internal resources and assess when and 
how to collaborate with other firms to combine assets to deliver value for cus-
tomers (Teece, 2012). Further, the successful building and orchestrating of assets 
in the business ecosystem are necessary to minimize internal conflict and max-
imize both internal and external complementarities (Teece, 2012). Focus is put on 
cospecialized assets, where the value is enhanced by the joint use of any overlap-
ping assets (Teece 2007) and cocreation. Managers are required to have the ability 
to identify, develop, and utilize a combination of (built or bought) assets (Teece, 
2007). Here, partnerships and networks enable firms to access more resources 
and combine these in different and unique ways (Alqahtani & Uslay, 2018; Teece, 
2007). 

Although sensing and seizing helps firms create, select, and develop new 
opportunities, the real value comes when properly executing the opportunities, 
which, in turn, may require organizational transformation (Day & Schoemaker, 
2016). A firm in which an agile and entrepreneurial mindset is present and where 
there is an expansive focus on network building is said to have transforming ca-
pability (Day & Schoemaker 2016). Transforming capabilities ensure that organ-
izations stay agile and responsive in a fast-changing business environment by 
continuously renewing assets and organizational structures (Teece, 2014; Teece 
& Leih, 2016). It is also important to recognize that transforming is not only the 
ability to internally redesign an organization, but also to renegotiate the environ-
ment and reshape a company’s ecosystem (Day & Schoemaker, 2016). Rapid re-
configuring often requires decentralized learning and decision structure (Jantu-
nen et al., 2005; Pablo et al., 2007; Song et al., 2016; Teece et al., 1997). In short, 
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transforming refers to reconfiguring organizational assets and structures to real-
ize opportunities, which is empirically supported, for example, by Hills et al. 
(2008), who find that their interviewed companies quickly adapted to the new set 
of opportunities instead of being constrained by previous strategies. Table 5 sum-
marizes the main characteristics of sensing, seizing, and transforming. 

TABLE 5 Main characteristics of sensing, seizing, and transforming 

Sensing activities Reference 

Identifying opportunities  Teece et al. (1997); Teece & Pisano (1994); 
Teece (2012); Teece et al. (2016) 

Exploiting various sources to gather infor-
mation 

Augier & Teece (2009); Teece (2012); Teece 
et al. (2016) 

Utilizing customers as prioritized sources of 
market knowledge 

 Guercini et al. (2015); Endres et al. (2020) 

Empowering all organizational functions to 
participate in identifying opportunities 

Teece (2007); Teece & Linden (2017) 

Seizing activities Reference 

Persuading others that the sensed opportu-
nities are worth rapidly pursuing 

Baden-Fueller & Teece (2020) 

Value delivery to the market Helfat & Peteraf (2009); Teece (2012, 2016); 
Teece et al. (2016) 

Using shared resources and aligning plans 
with a partner  

Morris et al. (2002); Alqahtani & Uslay 
(2018); Sadiku-Dushi et al. (2019); Nenonen 
& Storbacka (2020) 

Responding to opportunities quickly and 
flexibly 

Wang & Fang (2012); Guo et al. (2018); Ngo 
et al. (2019); Teece (2014); Baden-Fuller & 
Teece (2020) 

Using small experiments to ensure speedy 
market delivery 

Day & Schoemaker (2016); Teece et al. 
(2016) 

Transforming activities Reference 

Continuous renewal of assets Teece (2014); Teece & Leih (2016) 

Network building Morris et al. (2002); Day & Schoemaker 
(2016); Sadiku-Dushi et al. (2019) 

Building of new thinking and preparing 
good execution 

Eisenhardt & Martin (2000); Teece (2012) 

Reconfiguring both tangible and intangible 
assets  

Harreld et al. (2007); Teece (2007) 
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The research paradigm that a researcher follows determines the methodological 
decisions. Beyond selecting data gathering and analysis methods, the research 
paradigm also guides the choice of competing methods of theories (Sayer, 1992). 
There are three main dimensions—methodology, ontology, and epistemology—
in a research process that the research paradigm connects (Given, 2008). Method-
ology defines the philosophical position of how researchers understand the way 
of doing things and how to formulate a strategy or design with the choice of the 
use of methods to achieve the desired research outcomes (Byrne, 2016). Ontology 
refers to a stance toward the world that is studied, and it usually answers the 
researcher’s question of how some phenomenon or thing exists, here referring to 
the study of being (Scotland, 2012). Epistemology refers to how this world is in-
vestigated and how the researcher understands reality and gets knowledge from 
a phenomenon (Byrne, 2016). The research approach offers a framework that 
guides the research by providing a structure to guide how to conceive, design, 
and carry out the research project in a systematic and dynamic formation (Saun-
ders et al., 2019). This chapter explains and justifies the use of critical realism for 
the purposes of the current study. Furthermore, the description of how abductive 
logic (Dubois & Gadde, 2002) and methodological choice, including a qualitative 
approach with semistructured interviews, is given.  

3.1   Critical realism

Scientific disciplines have a dominant paradigm, which for marketing has tradi-
tionally been positivism (Easton, 2010; Welch et al., 2011). Typical for positivists 
are the ontological and epistemological assumptions that there is one true reality 
and that empirical observations from events directly represent this reality (Jä-
rvensivu & Törnroos, 2010). Recently, marketing researchers have started to 
question positivism and see it as rather naïve (Easton, 2010; Järvensivu & Törn-

3    METHODOLOGY
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roos, 2010). Consequently, this has started to move marketing as a discipline to-
ward a more realistic paradigm. The assumption that our knowledge of reality is 
limited is shared by both positivists and critical realists (Easton, 2010). Critical 
realism can be considered a compromise between positivism and relativism, es-
pecially in their extreme forms (Easton, 2010). Considering the scope and goals 
of the current dissertation, critical realism is adopted as the base of the ontologi-
cal and epistemological approaches. 

Critical realists assume that at least part of the world is ontologically inde-
pendent of our knowledge (Bhaskar, 1978; Sayer, 1992; Niiniluoto, 1999). Conse-
quently, it is assumed that even the best theories can fail to be true because the 
truth is not easily accessible but can still be approached (Niiniluoto, 1999). Criti-
cal realism is ontologically claimed to be layered and consists of three domains: 
real, actual, and empirical (Bhaskar, 1978). Together, these layered domains have 
important epistemological implications. The investigated events occur at the ac-
tual level; hence, the observation happens at the empirical level. This means that 
the events may not be fully observable by researchers. Further, the events are 
generated by mechanisms of causal powers in the real domain, and the outcome 
in each setting depends on the ways the causal powers are combined. Addition-
ally, the events are affected by the context in which they occur. In any given sit-
uation, it is difficult to isolate multiple causal powers from contextual effects. The 
observation of causal powers and events is not impossible as such, but because it 
is possible to capture only what the researcher can observe, the observations are 
imperfect. Consequently, researchers need to critically analyze their observations 
when making interpretations and focus on collecting rich, in-depth data that will 
allow them to make more informed interpretations. In other words, when con-
ducting research, full certainty cannot be reached and should be approached crit-
ically with the understanding that there is a material reality but that reality is 
independent of the human mind (Bhaskar, 1978; Easton, 2010). Additionally, 
there are great complexities involved when trying to unify these levels, as sug-
gested by Bhaskar (1978), and when choosing a level of analysis, access to other 
levels may be interlayered (Easton, 2010). 

 Causal language is used by both positivists and critical realists to describe 
the world. Critical realists suggest that the aim of research is to increase our un-
derstanding of why causal relationships occur, not to demonstrate causal rela-
tionships; therefore, critical realists use causal language with thinking (Easton, 
2010). The development of causal explanations is based on digging beneath what 
is readily observable instead of increasing the number of observations (Collier, 
1994). Because it is not possible to measure or count the meaning of a phenome-
non, interpretation is always needed to complement empirical evidence and un-
derstand it (Sayer, 1992).  

Accordingly, the need for deductive empirical testing to understand reality 
is shared by both positivist and critical realists (Järvensivu & Törnroos, 2010). 
Critical realists abandon the positivists’ view that empirical observations are di-
rect reflections of reality, instead considering knowledge as being a search for 
finding the most valid and comprehensive representation of the real world 
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(Easton, 2002) . To validate the most acceptable explanation of reality is to empir-
ically test theories (Järvensivu & Törnroos, 2010). 

3.2   Abductive logic and semistructured interviews

Systematic combining is one of the cornerstones in the research process, and it is 
called matching, which, as defined by Dubois and Gadde, is “about going back 
and forth between framework, data sources and analysis” (2002, p. 556). Purely 
inductive or deductive reasoning is challenged by critical realism. A balanced 
approach between inductive and deductive reasoning is commonly referred to 
as abductive logic (Dubois & Gadde, 2014; Dubois & Gibbert, 2010; Welch et al., 
2011). The research process starts with developing the theoretical propositions, 
which are then tested with empirical data, here referred to as seductive reasoning; 
on the other hand, inductive reasoning creates theories based on empirical data 
(Järvensivu & Törnroos, 2010). The abductive process stresses theory develop-
ment via continuous interaction between theory and data and is positioned be-
tween inductive and deductive approaches. In summary, the abductive approach 
aims at developing or refining theories.  

Following abductive logic, theoretical propositions before data collection or 
the need to collect and analyze data without theory are not needed because the 
core idea is to deepen the theoretical understanding of the phenomenon along-
side empirical observations (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). Additionally, the research 
stages intertwine as researchers are encouraged to move back and forth from one 
research stage to another to reach a comprehensive understanding of theory and 
empirical phenomena (Dubois & Gadde, 2014).  

Following the tenets of abductive logic, semistructured interviews were 
chosen as the study method in the current dissertation. Per Kvale and Brinkman 
(2008,) qualitative interviews have the goal of obtaining descriptions of the life 
world of the interviewees to interpret the meaning of the described phenomena. 
A certain level of previous knowledge of the topic is needed to formulate inter-
view questions for the research (Wengraf, 2001). Additionally, the main topics of 
the study are covered in the interview guide, offering a focused structure for the 
discussion during the interview but without the necessity to strictly follow this 
guidance (Rubin & Rubin, 2005).  

3.3   Data collection and analysis

The interview participants are described in Table 6. For the first article, the par-
ticipants were recruited from three leading banks in Nordic countries. The crite-
ria for selecting the participants were as follows: working in different functional 
areas (e.g., directly with customers or in the development units), managers from 
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different hierarchical levels (e.g., from the executive level or middle manage-
ment), experience of digital transformation, and employed for the bank for at 
least 10 years. The rationale behind these criteria was to gain understanding ho-
listically, not just, for example, from one function or from one hierarchal level.  

For the second article, the participants were recruited from the four largest 
retail banks in Finland and from units directly in contact with customers. Because 
we wanted to gain understanding from the managers’ and employees’ viewpoint, 
we conducted semistructured interviews with managers and advisors/special-
ists. 

For the third article, the participants were recruited in three phases. For the 
first phase, the participants were selected from the medium and large firms that 
had won the “best firm of the year” prize. The criteria for the prize are based on 
innovativeness, continuous development, growth, financial situation, ability to 
transform according to the changes, and established business. The rationale was 
that we wanted to have firms that were and would still be economically viable. 
For the second phase of the interviews, the same firms that were interviewed in 
the first phase were asked to participate. Of those firms, four were able to partic-
ipate. We also wanted to strengthen the findings and obtain a holistic picture of 
different firm sizes and business fields. Therefore, for the third phase, the partic-
ipants were recruited from large corporations from different business fields and 
covering at least two levels of managers. Additionally, based on our understand-
ing, we selected corporations that had experienced the pandemic differently. The 
actual interviews were conducted in two rounds, as described in Table 6.  

TABLE 6 Empirical data collected in the dissertation 

Article Method Participants Timeline Length 

1 semistructured, in-
depth interviews 

Six bank managers from three 
leading retail banks in Nordic 
countries, from different hier-
archical levels and from dif-
ferent functional areas  

April and May 
2018 

49–61 min 

2 semistructured, in-
depth interviews 

10 interviews with six man-
agers and four advisors/spe-
cialists working at the largest 
retail banks in Finland; 
working in different manage-
rial positions and hierar-
chical levels 

November and 
December 
2020 

40–56 min 

3 semistructured, in-
depth interviews 

20 managers, 24 interviews 
from 13 firms that represent 
different business fields and 
different firm size 

1st round: Sep-
tember 2019–
December 
2019 
2nd round; 
April 2020–
November 
2020 

43–65 min 
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The transcribed data were analyzed with thematic analysis alongside an induc-
tive coding and analysis process with NVivo software. The analysis was 
grounded in empirical data expressions, and the analysis unit was a statement 
articulated by a participant. Both inductive and deductive themes were used. In-
ductive refers to more personal beliefs of themes and deductive referring to 
themes of prior theory (Morgan & Nica, 2020). The iterative approach, which is 
claimed to be a deeply reflexive process with the core in visiting and revisiting 
the data and connecting them with emerging insights, here with the goal of re-
fining focus and understanding, was meaningful for the process (Srivastava & 
Hopwood, 2009).  

To summarize the research elements of this dissertation and how they are 
tied together. The bottom layer points to the philosophical stance, the basis for 
deciding on a suitable research method. In the current dissertation, critical real-
ism led to the choice of an abductive research approach. Accordingly, the data 
were collected through semistructured interviews via phone and analysis con-
ducted through an iterative approach. Data management and analysis were per-
formed using NVivo software. Together, these choices form a consistent research 
approach.  
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4.1   Study 1: Antecedents of market
orientation during digital transformation 

The starting point for the first article is the increasing pressure for firms to remain 

relevant and deliver value to their customers during digitalization, which is one 

of the main factors causing uncertainty. There are three main aspects that affect 

banks during digitalization. First, customers demand a frictionless experience 

across various services and digital channels 24/7 (Cao & Li, 2015; Lemon & 

Verhoef, 2016; Verhoef et al., 2015). Second, regulatory initiatives add challenges. 

Third, new digital competitors are entering the market, and the competition has 

become global (Rigby et al., 2018). Evidently, banks are challenged from many 

aspects; they need to shift their focus from the internal development of processes 

to create valuable interactions with customers (Holmlund et al. 2017) and further 

to move from a traditional “inward focus” to more market oriented way of doing 

business (Kolar, 2006).  

That article follows the antecedents categorized in three high level catego-

ries; senior management factors, interdepartmental dynamics and organizational 

systems, by (Kohli & Jaworski, 1990) and finds these are still relevant during dig-

italization. Additionally, this article finds that in senior management, the focus 

should be on understanding the data and technology, on communication gaps, 

and managers’ positive mindset toward customers. To better understand data 

and technology helps managers avoid Bátiz‐Lazo and Wood’s (2003) finding that 

a lack of understanding of new opportunities might hold back development. Fo-

cusing on communication gaps and ensuring understanding throughout the 

whole organization is crucial, especially when facing uncertainty. Thus, the main 

4    SUMMARY OF DISSERTATION ARTICLES
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point is to focus on customers, who are naturally embedded in MO but cannot be 

emphasized too much.  

When it comes to interdepartmental dynamics, the focus should be on 

avoiding silos and creating a culture that supports interdepartmental work. The 

necessity of cutting silos and working together is emphasized during uncertainty. 

Digital transformation also allows the use of new tools to strengthen and make it 

easier to cooperate independently of physical location. An interesting finding is 

also the emphasis on creating relationships with external partners, for example, 

with fintech companies, to ensure that they keep pace with technological innova-

tions.  

Regarding the organizational systems, the low organizational hierarchy is 

emphasized to ensure that decision-making happens near customers and that 

customer intelligence is spread throughout the organization. To summarize, this 

article focuses on the antecedents of MO during digital transformation, which is 

claimed to be one of the main reasons behind firms facing uncertainty. The main 

findings indicate that during digitalization, the MO is manifested as the firm’s 

ability to offer a seamless and valuable customer experience across all service 

channels. Firms need to focus on a low organizational structure, managerial un-

derstanding of data and technology usage, interdepartmental management of ex-

ternal partnerships, and a managerial mindset that is genuinely concerned about 

customer needs. 

4.2   Study 2: Implications of the COVID-19 pandemic
 on market orientation in retail banking 

The second article examines the implications of the COVID-19 pandemic on the 
implementation of MO in the context of retail banking. This study sheds light on 
the aspects of MO antecedents highlighted during the pandemic, as well as on 
the consequences on MO caused by the pandemic. The findings show that MO 
was significantly reflected in the behaviors of banks upon encountering the 
COVID-19 situation: banks increased their MO in response to the crisis. Previous 
research has established that banks are being transformed from risk management 
to focusing on customers (Nätti & Lähteenmäki, 2016), which has been further 
strengthened by this study. This ongoing transformation helped the interviewed 
banks admit to the uncertainty caused by the global pandemic because they did 
not need to start from scratch. Further, the digital transformation was on quite a 
high level when the interviewed banks faced the COVID-19, which naturally was 
helpful when navigating uncertainty. Thus, these findings cannot be compared 
with banks that are at a very low level when it comes to their digitalization. 

Studying the antecedents of MO and especially those concerning the situa-
tion of severe uncertainty caused by the pandemic, this study finds emphatic 
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leadership and employee as being training important factors in management fac-
tors. Excellent cooperation between and among different departments and teams 
is found to be crucial for interdepartmental dynamics. For organizational systems, 
there is the need for creating value for customers, which here includes techno-
logical readiness and capabilities.  

Concerning the activities of MO, the study highlights the importance of pro-
actively contacting customers, partners, and other stakeholders to generate mar-
ket intelligence. On the other hand, to disseminate intelligence, more meetings 
and interactions with customers were needed to discuss what is going on. To 
increase responsiveness to market intelligence, new channels, specifically digital 
channels, for example, remote meetings, played crucial role. There, the maturity 
of digitalization was noted to be important because these banks had quite good 
technical readiness and were also ready to boost the new channels.  

Additionally, the current article finds both negative and positive conse-

quences when using MO. Interestingly, the connection to business performance 

was unclear. The volume of customer meetings increased, but the financial out-

come did not. It was claimed that customers valued human interaction and face-

to-face meetings more, which would have created better financial results. The 

consequences of MO for employees and customers were mainly positive. Em-

ployees felt that their work became more meaningful, and managers were more 

caring and willing to learn about employees’ work and situation than before the 

pandemic. Hence, customers were satisfied when banks proactively contacted 

them to learn about their situation and needs, as well as advising them on using 

remote services. This involvement enabled customers to quickly receive new and 

relevant services to help them during COVID-19.  

 It is important to note that Finnish banks are forerunners in digitalization, 

which helped their situation during COVID-19 because both the employees and 

customers were prepared for using different channels. However, this article 

shows that the major driver for taking a big step toward a high level of digitali-

zation was the pandemic. Taken together, the results suggest that the implemen-

tation of MO is useful in expanding our understanding of retail bankers’ behavior 

during times of crisis, as well as acting as a launchpad for business beyond the 

current pandemic and other crises.  

4.3   Study 3: An effectual approach to executing dynamic
capabilities under unexpected uncertainty 

The third article focuses on decision-making logic and capabilities when navi-
gating uncertainty. The participants were interviewed before and after the 
COVID-19 pandemic, which strengthens the findings concerning severe uncer-
tainty. This article looks at the phenomenon from the approach of DC as capabil-
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ities needed and effectuation as decision-making logic. This study integrates ef-
fectuation theory and DC theory to generate an in-depth understanding of the 
reasons and activities firms perform when navigating severe uncertainty based 
on their capabilities and decision-making logic. 

Effectual logic is relevant and widely used in different types of uncertainty. 
The main findings suggest that when navigating uncertainty, the basis for a busi-
ness strategy is to shape the market and welcome any unexpected events and 
surprises to turn those into opportunities. Additionally, firms focus on available 
means instead of trying to figure out how to get new ones. When considering the 
goals and profit maximation, this article suggests that during uncertainty, the 
guiding principles are more based on affordable loss than maximizing profit and 
that the goals emerge during activities instead of the activities following any 
strict plan. Open collaboration with partners, especially with customers, was ev-
idently one of the success factors. 

An interesting finding was how the role of customers and use of informal, 
ad-hoc information became important. That was evident before the pandemic, 
but the pandemic boosted this; in addition, learning from previous times of un-
certainty helped firms act with short notice. To sense what was happening on the 
market, firms simply needed to turn to customers and ask them. This knowledge 
was then further shared throughout the organization, and as mentioned by the 
majority of the interviewees, the whole organization suddenly became interested 
in hearing what the customers were saying. Furthermore, to seize new opportu-
nities, the firms needed to be more agile and get something on the market in a 
very short period. Before the pandemic, the firms already started to execute small 
experiments and cocreate services and products with customers and partners, 
but again, after the pandemic, the intensity to conduct those activities increased. 
Because customers quickly needed new solutions, the firms were also forced to 
think about new ways to teach customers how to use them; for example, webi-
nars and YouTube were helpful. In this way, the firms were able to reach almost 
all customers, making it easy for them to start using new services or products. A 
DC approach transforming suggests the need to ensure fluent cooperation in the 
organization, killing silos, and ensuring that employees are empowered to make 
decisions regarding customers. As the processes were developed, this also led to 
organic changes in organizational structures.  

To summarize, this article shows how firms benefit from or use effectuation 
as the dominant decision-making logic simultaneously with DC when navigating 
uncertainty. The findings serve to develop the effectuation and DC streams of the 
literature by demonstrating the role of effectuation logic in executing DC. To en-
rich the findings, the study creates an empirical model that highlights the key 
activities through which firms’ sense and seize new opportunities and transform 
existing business operations via effectuation.  
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TABLE 7 Summary of the articles 

Article 1 Article 2 Article 3 

Title Antecedents of MO during digital transformation Implications of the COVID-19 pandemic on MO in 
retail banking 

An effectual approach to executing dynamic capa-
bilities under unexpected uncertainty 

Research question How to ensure a strategical focus on creating valu-
able interactions with customers during the digital 
transformation? 

Which aspects of MO have been emphasized, and 
what are the consequences during the COVID-19? 

How firms’ decision-making logic manifests itself 
in the execution of dynamic capabilities under un-
certainty? 

Data Interviews: Different level managers in retail banks Interviews: Managers and employees in four retail 
banks 

Interviews: Managers on different level and differ-
ent business fields 

Research findings MO at the digital age is manifested as the firm’s 
ability to offer seamless and valuable customer ex-
perience across all service channels.  

The identified and emphasized antecedents during 
digital transformation are as follows:

• Managerial mindset that is genuinely
concerned about customer needs, mana-
gerial understanding of data, and tech-
nology usage.

• Interdepartmental cooperation and man-
agement of external partnerships.

• Low organizational structure to ensure
the dissemination of intelligence
throughout the organization.

The main MO antecedents, activities, and conse-
quences were divided into more granular subcate-
gories. 
Antecedents:  

• Management factors: emphatic leadership and
employee training

• Interdepartmental dynamics: Internal coopera-
tion

• Organizational systems: Information technol-
ogy infrastructure

Activities: 

• Intelligence generation: Assessment of custom-
ers’ needs and environmental evaluation

• Intelligence dissemination: Formal information
sharing, frequent internal meetings, and infor-
mal communication with coworkers

• Responsiveness: Fast decision-making and
Creativeness

Consequences: 

• Business performance: Negative: Reduced
sales revenue; Positive: Increased operational
efficiency

• Employee response: Negative: Decreased so-
cial connectedness with coworkers; Positive:
Increased sense of purpose and Increased
learning

• The majority of firms’ sensing, seizing, and
transforming activities were determined by ef-
fectuation logic.

• The basis of business strategy focused on crea-
tive market shaping and turning unexpected
events into business opportunities when facing
uncertainty.

• The assessment of business opportunities was
guided by the available means and affordable
losses.

• During uncertainty, the business opportunities
that created value for customers were priori-
tized.

• Attitude to outsiders, open collaboration with
external partners, and willful agents was em-
phasized.

• The significance of the role of customers as key
partners increased when navigating uncer-
tainty.

Identified three key activities in each dynamic capa-
bility category (i.e., sensing, seizing, and transform-
ing) derived from effectual reasoning. 

• Sensing:
1. Collection of customer insights via informal dis-
cussions and feedback.
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• Customer response: Negative: Lack of confi-
dence in remote service encounters; Positive:
Increased convenience

2. Active sharing of customer insights throughout
the organization.
3. Creative brainstorming of business development
ideas based on customer insights

• Seizing:
1. Execution of small experiments.
2. Cocreation of products and services with custom-
ers and partners.
3. Educating customers about product benefits and
their optimal usage.

• Transforming:
1. Making independent decisions that are beneficial
to customers.
2. Organic and agile reconfiguration of organiza-
tional structures and processes.
3. Cross-functional collaboration for implementing
changes.

Research contribu-
tion 

The MO antecedents should be looked at via the 
lens of digitalization to emphasize the most relevant 
ones during digital transformation.  

• Provide deeper insights regarding the criti-
cally important key factors when facing severe
uncertainty (COVID-19) for the MO literature.

• Offer new insights concerning the antecedents,
activities and consequences during severe un-
certainty.

• Combines the theories of dynamic capabilities
and effectuation to provide a fuller explanation
of the activities firms perform when navigating
severe uncertainty.

• Provides an activity-based model for executing
dynamic capabilities via effectuation.

• Highlights the importance of customer cen-
tricity in executing dynamic capabilities via ef-
fectuation.

(Target) 
Outlet 

e-Bled Conference Proceedings Journal of Financial Service Marketing Conference paper in International Marketing Man-
agement – Summit 2022 and further developed 

Status Published Published Accepted and presented, submitted to be published 
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In this chapter, the findings of each article will be integrated to show how they 
are linked together and how these three articles answer the general purpose of 
the research. Next, the overall theoretical contributions and managerial implica-
tions of the current dissertation are presented, which is followed by a discussion 
of the limitations and suggestions for future research.  

The main research objective was to understand how firms successfully nav-
igate uncertainty, which was explored by taking a holistic view of exploring firms’ 
strategic orientation, decision-making logic, and capabilities. More explicitly, the 
current dissertation intends to address those questions about what firms should 
do and how to do it when facing uncertainty, thus contributing to the MO, effec-
tuation, and DC streams of the literature. One main research question and two 
subquestions were created. This section provides integrated findings in response 
to the research questions. The main research question was as follows: How firms 
can successfully navigate uncertainty?  This was followed by two subquestions: 
How does MO as a strategic orientation support firms’ successful navigation 
through uncertainty? How does a firm’s decision-logic manifest the execution of 
dynamic capabilities during uncertainty? 

5.1   Theoretical contributions

The present dissertation presents a conceptual framework based on empirical 
data for firms to successfully navigate uncertainty. The framework integrates MO, 
effectuation, and DC. The first two articles studied MO during digital transfor-
mation and COVID-19, whereas the third article integrated effectuation and DC 
and studied firms before and after the pandemic. The findings emphasize how 
integrating MO, effectuation, and DC into one unified framework helps firms 
successfully navigate uncertainty. In the same vein, Morgan et al. (2018) claim 
that there has been a shift toward using multiple-theory versus single-theory 
lenses to solve the increasing complexity in dealing with strategic marketing 

5    DISCUSSION
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problems. MO shows the strategic direction by exploring the antecedents and 
activities throughout the organization. Effectuation adds the decision-making 
logic that welcomes surprises and emphasizes cooperation and cocreation with 
external partners, and DC defines the strong sensing, seizing, and transforming 
capabilities needed to successfully navigate uncertainty. Consequently, the cur-
rent dissertation contributes to the MO, effectuation, and DC streams of the liter-
ature by using a multidimensional approach. 

Second, the present dissertation contributes to the MO literature in two 
ways: A) The current dissertation proposes that both cultural and behavioral per-
spectives of MO can be used simultaneously when MO is connected to other the-
ories. This further answers the call of Ashwin and Hirst (2015) to study MO as a 
multidimensional concept, including both behavioral and cultural components. 
The current dissertation emphasizes the importance of generating and dissemi-
nating customer intelligence utilizing informal information to ensure there is the 
speed to respond to the market in situations of uncertainty. This further links to 
the behavioral component of MO (Kohli & Jaworski, 1990). B) This dissertation 
emphasizes entrepreneurial thinking and learning from the past, meaning the 
thinking of the past should be looked at to see what directions are needed for the 
future,  which further refers to cultural components (Slater & Narver, 1995). In 
the same vein, Morgan and Anokhin (2020) claim that especially concerning un-
certain business environments and larger companies, firms can benefit from us-
ing MO and entrepreneurial orientation simultaneously.  

Third, the current dissertation contributes to the effectuation literature by 
offering an enhanced understanding of the use of the effectual approach simul-
taneously with sensing, seizing, and transforming capabilities, thereby answer-
ing the call of Engel et al. (2017) and Perry et al. (2011) to study the relationship 
between effectuation and other theories. Effectuation is claimed to be a superior 
logic during uncertainty, which was further supported in the current dissertation. 
The literature mainly claims that effectuation, having its roots in entrepreneur-
ship, is suitable for start-ups and entrainers (Cai et al., 2017; Sarasvathy, 2001). 
However, the present dissertation shows that effectuation is well-suited for me-
dium-sized companies and that the attitude in large corporations is to aim at us-
ing effectual decision-making as much as possible, which further supports the 
findings of Johansson et al. (2012); Mero et al. (2020); and Yang and Gabrielsson, 
(2017). The current dissertation further supports recent studies by emphasizing 
a) the speed to react, supporting the findings of Chesbrough (2020) and Lee et al.
(2020). It was also evident that effectual logic was predominant because the firms
had to carefully consider how to turn surprises into opportunities to survive the
crisis. Overall, the outbreak of COVID-19 was found to validate the empirical
model presented in the current dissertation and further supports Hongwei and
Harris (2020), who found that entrepreneurial agility (effectuation) was needed
to compete both during and after the COVID-19 crisis.

Fourth, the present dissertation contributes to the DC literature by answer-
ing the call of Schilke et al. (2018) to increase the integration of DC with relevant 
theories and empirical investigations. Having well-adjusted MO for sensing, 
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seizing, and transforming capabilities strengthens the implementation of DC, 
echoing the findings of Randhawa et al. (2021). Additionally, the current disser-
tation shows how DC integrated with effectuation helps shape the market, 
thereby answering the call of Schilke et al. (2018) to investigate this underdevel-
oped area. As its second contribution to the DC literature, this dissertation pro-
vides empirical evidence of DC in practice by presenting an activity-based model, 
empirically showing how activities in sensing, seizing, and transforming work 
during uncertainty. Key activities were found for firms to perform in the sensing, 
seizing, and transforming phases when navigating extreme uncertainty. The 
findings emphasize the importance of prioritizing time to collect customer in-
sights by using information directly from customers as a prioritized source and 
sharing information throughout the organization; this is further supported by 
Endres et al.’s (2020) idea that sourcing from customers is indispensable to a 
firm’s sensing capability, as well as Heinonen and Strandvik’s (2020) idea that a 
crisis accentuates customer primacy. The continuous experimentation and cocre-
ation of products and services with customers and other partners, as well as ed-
ucating customers in ways that improve value in use, were highlighted in the 
current dissertation. In the same vein, Mora Cortez and Johnston (2020) found 
that educating customers via, for instance, webinars was crucial during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Accordingly, this dissertation supports evidence from 
Teece’s (2016) previous observations claiming that in reality, sensing, seizing, 
and transforming can overlap. 

It is important to note the strong emphasis on understanding how the role 
of customers changed from passive to active players during uncertainty. This 
echoes Heinonen and Strandvik, (2018), who refer to the changing role of cus-
tomers by explaining how firms need to understand how customers prefer to in-
volve companies in their lives instead of thinking about how customers could be 
involved in the provider’s activities. It is evident that without acknowledging 
customers as important partners, firms have trouble when navigating uncer-
tainty. Heinonen and Strandvik (2018) and Heinonen et al. (2010) have addressed 
similar findings, claiming that the role of customers has changed to a customer-
dominant perspective, which postulates that the customer plays a dominant role 
in business and orchestrates value formation. As a result, to understand where 
to focus, firms should better understand customers’ ecosystem, what is happen-
ing in customers’ lives, and customers’ intentions and experiences (Heinonen et 
al., 2010). The empirical data emphasize the shift from trying to be customer cen-
tric to conducting activities that focus on creating value for customers. Similarly 
Frambach et al. (2016) find that on the dynamic market, customer orientation is 
crucial and even stronger than a technology orientation. Additionally, Kumar 
(2018) believes that a customer-focused viewpoint is at the core of transformative 
marketing. Hence, Verma and Gustafsson, (2020) emphasize the quick realloca-
tion of resources, which the current dissertation supports, showing how to do 
this as an outcome of combining effectuation and DC.  
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To summarize, MO as strategic orientation defines firm’s behavior and cul-
ture, effectuation guides decision-making, and DC sensing, seizing, and trans-
forming provide the capabilities to navigate uncertainty. Without focusing on 
these three dimensions, the overall picture of how to navigate through uncer-
tainty remains fragmented. 

Figure 2 illustrates the interconnections between MO, DC, and effectuation 
and empirical findings.  

FIGURE 2 Framework to navigate uncertainty 
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5.2   Managerial implications

Alongside the theoretical contributions, the current study provides valuable im-
plications for practitioners. Recently, every firm in the world has experienced 
uncertainty because of the global pandemic, which requires managerial attention 
(Klaus & Manthiou, 2020; Lang et al., 2021; Tuzovic & Kabadayi, 2021). The pre-
sent dissertation shows one framework that can help firms take some practical 
actions to face uncertainty and be prepared for the next disruption or challenge. 
Managers should first set up the MO as strategic orientation and ensure that it is 
implemented throughout the organization. In the current dissertation, MO, with 
a very strong focus on customers, is the dominant strategic orientation. Second, 
the effectual dynamic capabilities guides the decisions and ability to react quickly 
to surprises and turn those into business opportunities and DC in the form of 
sensing, seizing, and transforming fulfills the picture by providing activities that 
help navigate through uncertainty. Table 8 summarizes the managerial implica-
tions, which are then further discussed in this chapter. 

TABLE 8 Managerial implications 

Managerial implications Practical focus areas 
Market orientation as guiding strate-
gical orientation 

• Focus on emphatic leadership – focusing on
employees’ concerns and well-being

• Train employees during times of uncertainty

• Ensure internal cooperation

• Ensure personal technological readiness

• Establlish a culture that focuses on customers
and entrepreneurial thinking

Market- focused capabilities • Allocate time for employees to contact cus-
tomers to identify customers’ concerns

• Use informal information, such as direct
feedback from customers to shed light on
next steps going forward

Effectual DC • Shape the market instead of following it

• Prioritize affordable loss and value for cus-
tomers

• Use small experiments and co-creation to
seize opportunities

• Empower customer decision making on
what sorts of  issues  are beneficial for them

• Reconfigure processes in an agile, organic
way

Market- focused decision making • Increase the number of customer encounters

• Understand customers’ concerns  and what
happens in customers’ lives

• React quickly to changes when needed
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Managers should constantly pay attention to some of the antecedents that are 
especially valuable when navigating through uncertainty. First, emphatic lead-
ership means that managers show caring for employees’ well-being is important. 
It is crucial to create a culture of caring to ensure a psychologically secure emo-
tional climate (Hodgkinson & Healey, 2011). This also includes employee train-
ing. In the first two articles, the context was banking, specifically the digital trans-
formation and later COVID-19. Consequently, it is quite natural that new training 
is required, which in this case, concern the use of new digital tools but also how 
to conduct remote customer meetings, as well as internal meetings. Importantly, 
managers need to understand training requirements and that technical skills are 
not the only skills that are needed. They should understand that it is more about 
how to use (e.g., digital devices) to fulfill the needs of customers and employees. 

Secondly, managers should focus on concerns about internal cooperation. 
Managers should go the extra mile to ensure that the whole organization works 
toward the same goal and understands the firm’s priorities. The examples from 
the current dissertation show that when something extreme happens, as with 
COVID-19, everyone in the organization suddenly became aware of the need to 
understand what customers want. For managers, this means to ensure that they 
work as a team with other departments, units, and management groups to ensure 
fluent communication and information sharing throughout the organization.  

Further, an technological understanding of not only the possible solutions 
but also the possible consequences for customers and employees is important. 
COVID-19 demonstrated the need for digital readiness. The present study sup-
ports the findings of Kudyba (2020) and Leonardi (2021) by highlighting the in-
creased speed in digital transformation. As shown during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, when something unexpected happens, the availability of different chan-
nels of communication including those that do not require physical closeness, is 
crucial. In this regard, digital technologies offer a solution.  Managers need to be 
aware of not only the possible benefits of these channels for employees and cus-
tomers but also their potential negative consequences. In the same vein, Vial 
(2019) asserted that digital technologies offer a new reality, with huge potential 
for innovation and performance in organizations while simultaneously challeng-
ing firms because they can control fewer elements of their operating environ-
ments. Some of the firms included in the present study were further ahead in 
their digital transformation journey than others. Therefore, they were more ready 
to face the global pandemic than those who were in the early stages of their jour-
ney. However, even when the required digital channels were already in place, 
there was a clear need for more effective use of these channels. Thus, firms need 
to ensure that both customers and employees are aware of how to use all availa-
ble channels and how to exploit all their possible benefits.   

The findings of the present study suggest that when faced with severe un-
certainty, firms should focus on their customers, generate customer intelligence 
based on informal information, and disseminate the obtained intelligence 
throughout the organization. Managers should focus on activities that help them 
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sense what is happening in the market. This requires time to contact customers 
to find out what is happening in their lives. Furthermore, the feedback obtained 
directly from customers needs to be shared within the organization, making eve-
ryone aware of it. In the present study, some of the managers reported that after 
the pandemic struck, everyone in their organizations focused on customer con-
cerns. This avoided silos, as everyone had the same goal (i.e. to determine 
through direct customer information what to do next). 

When facing uncertainty, managers need to focus on shaping the market 
instead of mimicking competitors. Managers need to make decisions that create 
value for customers and are based on available means and affordable losses ra-
ther than trying to optimize the results. The empirical findings show that man-
agers need to conduct a number of activities to get near customers to better un-
derstand what is really happening in customers’ lives.  

Furthermore, it is important that managers see surprises and challenges as 
possibilities of business opportunities. Regarding effectual seizing, managers 
should conduct small experiments to test ideas with customers and cocreate 
products and services with customers and partners. The current dissertation also 
recommends that managers ensure that the materials used to educate customers 
are relevant and available through different channels, which further supports the 
findings of Mora Cortez and Johnston (2020) that educating customers via, for 
instance, webinars was crucial during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Accordingly, the attitude toward external and internal partners needs to be 
positive and come with open collaboration. Managers need to do everything in 
their power to avoid “silo thinking” in the organization, for example, by ensuring 
that everyone in the organization is willing and empowered to work toward the 
success of the firm. Hence, to gain real execution power, managers should focus 
not only on customers, but also on employees’ well-being and that of society by 
emphasizing that cooperation among all members of the organization should be 
seamless.  

5.3   Evaluation of the dissertation and
 avenues for the future direction 

The key characteristic when evaluating abductive research is to determine the 
transparency of the interplay between theory, empirical phenomena, and method 
(Dubois & Gadde, 2014; Dubois & Gibbert, 2010; Järvensivu & Törnroos, 2010). 
Throughout the current dissertation, significant effort has been made to increase 
transparency regarding the process in the overall dissertation and individual 
studies. The intention  was full transparency of the research process and context. 
The ultimate goal was to provide as much evidence as possible to enable readers 
to evaluate whether the ideas and findings could be utilized in other situations, 
times, and contexts. What was observed and what interpretations were made by 



47 

researchers’ observations were emphasized, as is suggested by Easton (2010). Ac-
cordingly, numerous direct quotes from interviews were used, along with a clear 
explanation of the writer’s interpretation of each quote. 

The philosophical assumption of critical realism, here considering interpre-
tation to be an integral part of the findings, is the paramount issue regarding 
validity in the current dissertation (Easton, 2010). However, there are several 
weaknesses related to the validity of the results. First, the validity and generali-
zability are not guaranteed because for the abductive studies, transparency is 

considered a primary quality criterion (Järvensivu & Törnroos, 2010). Second, the 
findings are incomplete; despite careful collection and analysis of the data, it is 
only possible to record a part of the actual events and the writer’s own interpre-
tations of them. Third, the primary data collection method could be seen as a 
limitation because interviews are generally criticized in the literature (Piekkari et 
al., 2010). One weakness of interviews is the tendency of informants to provide 
an ideal behavior rather than to discuss what they actually do (Woodside & Wil-
son, 2003). Thus, it is claimed that the data collection method is balanced by what 
data are needed and what are possible to collect (Easton, 2010). Another weak-
ness concerns the voices of the informants in the interviews. Contrary to the rec-
ommendation by Järvensivu and Törnroos (20210), the voices of informants are 
not equally strong, even though some of the interviews were simply richer in 
information than others. To elaborate, for example, some participants were more 
experienced in facing uncertainty and, therefore, were more ready to discuss and 
analyze the situations and activities they had conducted.  

To increase the validity of the results, the interviewees were from different 
firm sizes, hierarchical levels, and business fields. Because the first two articles 
were from banking, for the third article, the perspective was purposely enhanced 
to concern different business fields and different firm sizes. Accordingly, each 
article in the current dissertation went through a blind review process to ensure 
that the validity of argumentation was carefully evaluated by anonymous re-
viewers, as suggested by Järvensivu and Törnroos (2010).  

To evaluate statistical generalizability, caution must be applied because 
only a few organizations were investigated. Instead, the analytical generalizabil-
ity is considered one of the biggest strengths of the present dissertation, here re-
ferring to the suggestion by Yin (1999) that analytical generation is separate from 
statistical generation because the empirical observations to theory guarantee gen-
eralization instead of referring to population. Preliminary theoretical frames 
were created based on a careful review of the literature before data collection to 
achieve the analytical generalizability of the findings. The data collection was 
guided by established frameworks to ensure a connection with existing theories. 
Particular care was taken to ensure that changes based on the empirical findings 
for the frameworks were justified by theoretical knowledge. Consequently, the 
practices when facing severe uncertainty vary from context to context, but the 
developed frameworks will also be shown to account for the phenomenon in 
other settings. The applicability of the frameworks has not been systematically 
tested in other contexts; however, the usefulness of frameworks presented are 
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confirmed by a number of informal discussions with versatile representatives 
from different firms. To be specific, the writer has often asked practitioners what 
their most critical activities, issues, and knowledge learned have been when try-
ing to navigate through uncertainty. The answers were supported and topics cov-
ered in the framework of the present dissertation. In summary, the findings 
might have been different if the study had been conducted in a different context, 
but the framework itself would have remained similar.  

Both the limitations and contributions of the current dissertation provide 
interesting avenues for future research. Given that the goal of the dissertation 
was to build a multidimensional framework to help firms successfully navigate 
through uncertainty, the presented empirical model should be validated by more 
research because it is a first attempt to integrate the three theories and perspec-
tives. It would be interesting to test the model using quantitative methods. An-
other interesting avenue is to continue with this model to see the possible changes 
that happen, for example, when the world continues on after COVID-19. The pre-
sent dissertation has discussed the uncertainty in general, but because COVID-
19 happened during the dissertation journey, it had a strong impact on data col-
lection and the findings. The third interesting avenue for the future is the strong 
emphasis on customers and changing role of customers during uncertainty. It 
would be interesting to study the changing role of customers by focusing on this. 
Therefore, these results need to be interpreted with caution, and future research 
is needed.  
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1 Introduction 
 
Digitalization and the emergence of new technologies are rapidly changing the 

In the banking sector, digitalization is transforming the market dynamics at three 
main fronts. First, digitalization has empowered customers to demand a 
frictionless experience across various service and communication channels 
whenever they want (Cao & Li, 2015; Lemon & Verhoef, 2016; Verhoef, Kannan, 
& Inman, 2015). Second, digitalization has led to new regulatory initiatives, such 
as the Revised Payment Service Directive (PSD2) and the General Data 
Protection Regulation (GDPR) that are challenging traditional banks’ business 
and operating models. Third, digitalization has made competition global, and new 
digital competitors (fintechs) are entering the markets with new digital solutions 

 
 
The dominant business models in the banking sector seem to streamline banks’ 
operations and extend their business rather than try to meet customers’ needs 
(Camarero, 2007; Nätti & Lähteenmäki, 2016). However, the new market 
dynamics require banks to shift their focus from developing internal banking 
processes to creating valuable interactions with customers (Holmlund, Strandvik, 
& Lähteenmäki, 2017). In a similar vein, Kolar (2006) suggests that banks should 
move from a traditional “inward focus” to more market-oriented ways of doing 
business.  
 
Against this backdrop, we propose that succeeding in the new market reality 
requires banks to restore focus on market orientation (MO). Although MO has 
been a widely studied concept that has been applied in numerous different 
contexts since the seminal paper written by Kohli and Jaworski (1990), the role 
of digitalization as the transformer of MO is not well understood. The objective 
of the study is to examine, what it takes to be market oriented in the banking 
sector during the digital transformation. In particular, we follow the model by 
Kohli and Jaworski (1990) and examine the antecedents of MO.  
  
This study proceeds as follows. In the next section, we present the theoretical 
underpinnings and antecedents of MO. After that, we explain and justify the data 
collection and analysis methods. Finally, we present the study findings and 
discuss the contributions, limitations, and future research avenues. 
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2 Antecedents of market orientation 
 
With more than 1000 articles published since 1990, the theory of MO might be 
one of the most cited concepts in the field of marketing (Jaworski & Kohli, 2017). 
Kohli and Jaworski (1990) propose that the key elements of MO are intelligence 
generation, intelligence dissemination and responsiveness, whereas Narver and 
Slater (1990) propose that MO consists of customer orientation, competitor 
orientation, and inter-functional coordination. Hartline, Maxham, and McKee's 
(2000, p. 35) definition suggests that MO manifests itself as a firm's commitment 
to “put customers' interest first, but not to exclude the interests of stakeholders 
with the outcome to develop a long-term profitable company”. Although 
different approaches seem to be consistent with that of Kohli and Jaworski 
(1990), their approach to MO is still the broadest. That is consistent with Kolar 
(2006) who compared a number of definitions of MO and found that they do 
not represent substantial improvements to the conceptualizations by Kohli and 
Jaworski (1990) and Narver and Slater (1990). Thus, this study uses the 
antecedents of MO adopted from Kohli and Jaworski’s (1990) theory.  
 
Kohli and Jaworski (1990) propose three categories of antecedents (senior 
management factors, interdepartmental dynamics and organizational systems) 
that affect the implementation of MO (Table 1). The category of senior 
management factors includes the communication-action gap of top management, 
suggesting that the actual behavior of senior managers does not always match 
their words. That is consistent with Harris and Piercy (1999), who argue that the 
level of MO in an organization is dependent on the abilities and commitment of 
senior management. Other senior management factors are the risk aversion of 
senior management, upward mobility and the education of top management, 
marketing managers’ ability to win the trust of non-marketing managers and the 
senior management’s attitude toward change (Kohli & Jaworski, 1990).  
 
The second category of antecedents is the interdepartmental dynamics. 
Interdepartmental conflict may appear inherently because of different desires of 
various departments. That is in line with Holmlund et al. (2017) who argue that 
it is natural for managers to optimize the function for which they are responsible. 
According to Kohli and Jaworski (1990), interdepartmental conflict inhibits 
communication across departments, and thus, limits the dissemination of market 
intelligence and hinders the generation of a holistic understanding of customers’ 
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needs. A low level of concern for the ideas of other departments will result in 
ineffective processes. However, a positive effect can be achieved by 
interdepartmental connectedness (i.e., formal and informal contact among 
employees across departments), which will ensure the dissemination of market 
intelligence. 
 
Third group of antecedents is organizational systems. Per Kohli and Jaworski 
(1990), barriers, such as formalization and departmentalization, inhibit an 
organization’s MO. Formalization is the degree to which rules define the roles, 
communication, authority relations, and procedures of the organization. 
Departmentalization is a barrier to communication whereas centralization 
defines authority and participation in decision making. Long-term market-based 
reward system is a
managers are evaluated and rewarded is one key dimension for developing a 
market-oriented and customer-driven organization. Additionally, one barrier is 
the acceptance of political behavior. Harris and Piercy (1999) argue that political 
and formalized behavior of senior management is linked to low levels of MO. 
That idea is consistent with Kohli and Jaworski (1990), who argue that political 
behavior represents individuals’ attempts to promote self-interests and threaten 
others’ interests. 
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Table 1: Kohli and Jaworski (1990) Antecedents of MO 

 

 
3 Methodology 
 
Qualitative approach was used as the research strategy of this study. According 
to Maxwell (1996), qualitative research has the capacity to examine the particular 
context within which participants act and how the context influences their 
actions. A qualitative inquiry was considered the most suitable approach because 
our purpose was to generate in-depth understanding of the phenomenon rather 
than to provide evidence for causal claims. 
 
Non-directive interviews served as the primary data collection method. These 
involved unplanned and planned questions and allowed for in-depth exploration 

The target group for the interviews was bank managers 
in three leading Nordic retail banks. Following Eisenhardt and Graebner's (2007) 
recommendations, we collected data from interviewees who view the phenomena 
from diverse perspectives, are from different hierarchical levels, and are from 
different functional areas. We interviewed executives and middle managers, from 
development units and from units with direct customer interactions.  Six 
interviewees were selected via purposeful sampling (Patton, 2002) meaning that 
those banking professionals who had experience of undergoing a digital 

Senior management 
factors 

Communication-action gap of top management 
Risk aversion of top management 
Upward mobility and education of top management 
Marketing managers’ ability to win trust of non-
marketing managers 
Top managements’ attitude toward change 

Interdepartmental 
dynamics 

Interdepartmental conflict 
Concern for ideas of other departments 
Interdepartmental connectedness 

Organizational 
systems 

Formalization 
Departmentalization 
Centralization 
Market-based reward system 
Acceptance of political behavior 
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transformation in their organizations were selected as interviewees (Table 1). The 
interviews took place between mid-April and mid-  
 
Table 2: Interviewed bank managers 

 
Level and role/responsibility Name Length of 

interview 
Executive/development unit Ann 53 min 
Executive/leader of units with direct 
customer interactions 

Mary 56 min 

Middle management/development units John  
Middle management/ leader of units 
with direct customer interactions 

Timothy 55 min 

Middle management/ leader of units 
with direct customer interactions 

Claire 61 min 

Middle management/ leader of units 
with direct customer interactions 

Stuart  

 
The interviews were conducted partly face-to-face (four interviews) and partly 
over the phone (two interviews). The average length of the interviews was 55 
minutes, and all the interviews were audio recorded with the permission of the 
interviewees. The interviews focused on the challenges that digitalization causes 
for banks. We did not ask about either MO or customer experience management 
directly, although we wanted to understand whether those are top priorities 
during digital transformation. During the interviews, the elements of MO entered 
the discussion.  
 
All study data were documented and appropriately stored in a study database. 
For the analysis, we followed a three-step process, which included data 
condensation, data display, and drawing conclusions (Miles, Huberman, & 
Saldaña, 2013). For data condensation, we used descriptive coding to create 
relevant categories, such as customer focus, organizational behavior, regulatory 
changes, managerial behavior, customer behavior, technology, perceived risks, 
etc. During the data display phase, the data were organized by using the guiding 
framework, and they were grouped according to the context. Finally, the findings 
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were reviewed and compared with the theoretical model, which led us to propose 
the changes that are presented in this paper. 
 
4 Findings 
 
Findings for senior management factors are shown in figure 1, where the 
proposed new factors are marked with an asterisk (*). All interviewees discussed 
the senior management communication-action gap, which according to Kohli & 
Jaworski, (1990) occurs, when the actual behavior of senior managers does not 
match their words. Specifically, it became evident that the senior management 
talks a lot about customer orientation but the actual decisions are sometimes 
contradictory. This result mirrors the findings of Fellesson (2011), who state that, 
although companies may believe that they are customer oriented, their actions 
do not correspond to this belief. In fact, managers’ mental models direct what is 
considered important, what is monitored, and what is done in an organization 
(Holmlund et al., 2017). It seems that, there is a limited focus on customers as a 
starting point among retail banking executives; the focus is on developing 
business and renewing internal banking issues (Holmlund et al., 2017). For 
example executive level manager (Ann) and middle level manager (Stuart) stated: 
 

 
 

-

 
 
The banking industry is rapidly evolving, and this requires that the management’s 
attitude toward change is positive. Five interviewees explicitly mentioned the 
senior management’s attitude toward change as an important antecedent of MO 
during digital transformation. In line with Nätti and Lähteenmäki (2016) who 
find that the long period of regulation has made banking managers more risk 
averse, multiple interviewees of this study considered that the risk aversion is a 
dominant characteristic among the banking executives. Overall, our data 
suggested that the senior management in the banking industry is more risk 
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oriented than market oriented. One interviewee described the lack of customer 
orientation as follows: 
 

(Ann). 
 
All interviewees discussed the managerial need to understand data and 
technology, which naturally plays a core role in digitalization. Interestingly, all 
interviewees considered mobile as the prioritized customer interaction channel 
because it is an entrance to all services. One interviewee summarized,  
 

contr  
 
While the study data implied that the digital transformation in banking 
emphasizes mobile channels, the consequences do not seem to be clear. Bátiz
Lazo and Wood (2003) find that there is a risk in the prevailing bank management 
style. They argue that senior management’s lack of understanding of new 
opportunities and consequences might hold back development or lead to the 
pursuit of inappropriate growth opportunities. As one interviewed puts it:   
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Figure 1: Findings of MO antecedents of senior management factors

Figure 2 illustrates our findings for the second category, the interdepartmental 
dynamics. The proposed new factors are marked with asterisk (*). This study 

2015) claim about the need to integrate channels to gain a seamless customer 
experience. Customers require a consistent, uniform, and integrated experience 
in all of the channels they use (McLean & Wilson, 2016). In addition customers 
want to use the channels they prefer, whenever they want to (Cao & Li, 2015; 
Lemon & Verhoef, 2016; Verhoef et al., 2015). Simultaneously, the natural 
borders between different channels are disappearing, and the channels are 
blurring with each other (Verhoef et al., 2015). Further Piotrowicz and 

silo mentality occurs. The cooperation between different channels and 
departments as well as how organizations still seem to have silos was discussed 
by all interviewed. These silos inhibit banks from MO and from delivering 
seamless customer experiences in all channels. One interviewed noted the 
following: 
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Additionally, due to regulatory changes, banks need to manage possible silos and 
ensure connectedness also with external partners. All interviewed brought up one 
fundamental regulatory change that affects the financial sector’s digital 
transfo
banks in the European Union to open their APIs to third parties. The financial 
sector uses the term “open banking” in reference to the use of open data and 
open source technology. Under the open banking framework, third parties would 
be able to create new financial products by utilizing banks’ data. These changes 
require traditional banks to form partnerships, which, at their best, will add to 
the connectedness of an organization and, at their worst, will further increase the 
silos. Without these partnerships, there is a risk that banks will become merely 
account and deposit holders for customers that also provide customer data to 
third parties. To be successful in this new environment, it is crucial to avoid silos 
inside an organization while exploiting partnership companies.

Figure 2: Findings of MO antecedents of interdepartmental dynamics

Findings for organizational systems are shown in figure 3, where the proposed 
new factors are marked with asterisk (*). Organizational systems, as they are 
described by Kohli and Jaworski (1990), are relevant in the digital transformation 
of the banking industry. Banks are large and complex organizations in which a 
decentralized organization structure with fewer formal procedures seems to be 
more efficient, which is confirmed by this study. That is also in line with Olson 
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et al. (1995) who find, that organization with few formal procedures empowers 
managers and employees in close decision making. In line with that, 67% of 
interviewed find the centralization to inhibit MO as one interviewed stated, 

This study affirms that especially in complex organizations, that are facing 
substantial changes, all employees in an organization must understand what is 
expected from them to be market-oriented. Recent research by  Dikert, 
Paasivaara, and Lassenius (2016) claim that marketing doctrine can help ensure 
that all employees understand the “rules” of MO and are aligned. The likelihood 
that employees do not rely on personal ideologies or mental models is bigger 
when companies provide marketing doctrine as guidance for decision making 

Figure 3: Findings of MO antecedents of organizational systems

This study confirms that many of the antecedents presented by Kohli and 
Jaworski, (1990) are relevant in MO during a digital transformation. Based on the 
empirical material, we did not find any support for the senior management 
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upward mobility and education neither for the marketing managers’ ability to win 
trust of non-marketing managers. Although they could be considered valued 
antecedents of MO, they are excluded from this model. Additionally we propose 
five new factors to be added on the antecedents: in senior management factors; 
managers mental model and the ability to understand data and technology, in 
interdepartmental dynamics; the integration of all touchpoints and managing 
partnerships and for organizational systems we propose to add the marketing 
doctrine. The proposed model for antecedents of MO during digital 
transformation is shown in table 3. The percentage define the share of 
interviewed that has reflected on the factor and the proposed new factors are 
marked with asterisk (*). 
 
Table 3: proposed model for antecedents of MO during digital transformation 

 
Antecedent % 
Senior management 
factors 

Communication-action gap 100 
Risk aversion 50 
Attitude toward change  
Managers mental model *  

* 
100 

Interdepartmental 
dynamics 

Interdepartmental conflict 67 
Concern for ideas of other 
departments 

50 

Interdepartmental conectedness 50 
  

 67 
Organizational systems Formalization 50 

Departmentalization 67 
Centralization 67 
Market-based reward system 33 
Acceptance of political behavior 33 
Marketing doctrine *  
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5 Discussion 
 
This study makes a number of theoretical contributions. From a theoretical 
perspective, we wanted to broaden our understanding of MO antecedents. By 
examining whether digital transformation affects the model we found that, 
although the antecedents defined by Kohli and Jaworski (1990), are valid, they 
need to be viewed via the lens of the digital era.  
 
First, this study identifies that most of the senior management factors are still 
relevant in the context of banking during its digital transformation. In particular, 
our study data highlighted that managers’ mental models and the understanding 
of data and technology usage form the senior management factors that affect 
MO. The key to the market-oriented mental model was found to be the 
managers' focus on customers. Against this view, the previous studies have 
shown that the banking managers’ focus is on business development and 
streamlining banks’ operations (Camarero, 2007; Holmlund et al., 2017; Nätti & 
Lähteenmäki, 2016). This contradiction is alarming from the MO perspective. 
We conclude that banking managers need to adopt a genuinely customer-focused 
mindset if the bank is to become truly market-oriented. Notably, the 
understanding of data usage and technology is crucial during digital 
transformation to avoid Bátiz Lazo and Wood (2003) finding that the lack of 
understanding of new opportunities might hold back development.  
 
Second, this study contributes to the literature by arguing that digitalization 
requires the management of many touchpoints in an integrated manner to 
prevent organizations from building silos (McLean and Wilson, 2016; Pantano 

finding was that the changes that are faced by the banking industry are forcing 
banks to consider forming external partnerships that enable quick reactions to 
regulatory changes. Companies’ messages need to be consistent across all 
touchpoints. Additionally, organizational structures and routines (e.g., divisional 
silos) and a power struggles can block the MO. Therefore, it is not only internal 
silos that banks should address; they should also understand external 
partnerships and how to work with them.  
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Our findings offer several contributions to practice. For example, senior 
management has a crucial role in how market-oriented an organization will be. 
This calls for managers to understand both the antecedents and the changes that 
are required to acquire a competitive edge during the digital transformation. This 
study provides practical information for senior managers to achieve the necessary 
changes.  
 
Additionally, this study enhances managers’ understanding of major changes that 
are brought by digital disruption in light of MO, including some ideas of how 
both the PSD2 and Gaffect MO, the importance of understanding technological 
opportunities, including the use of data, and managers’ mental models. 
 
5.1 Limitations and future research 
 
In closing, we recognize that this work has several limitations. One limitation is 
the Nordic perspective of this study. All interviewees were from banks that have 
headquarters in Nordic countries (Scandinavia and Finland). Because digital 
transformation is not dependent on any region, in future studies, the antecedents 
of MO during digital transformation should include traditional banks that are 
located outside Nordic countries. 
 
From the managerial perspective, it might be useful to develop measures of MO 
to better understand the impact of each antecedent on MO. This study does not 
answer the question of whether some antecedents have more impact on MO than 
others; that would assist managers in finding the right focus. Further, this study 
focuses on the antecedents of MO, while the consequences are only briefly 
mentioned. Future research could explore how the changes in the model are 
linked to the consequences of MO theory. 
 
On a more general level, we believe that additional research on organizational 
culture and employees’ roles during digital transformation would enhance our 
knowledge of the antecedents of MO. Furthermore, research on how marketing 
in financial sector should be organized during a digital disruption to gain the 
maximum level of MO could produce important knowledge.  
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This study follows the structure of Kohli and Jaworski's (1990) theory of MO. 
Future research could compare the organizational culture and setup of, for 
example, fintech companies or startups to big banks. It would be interesting to 
understand how Kohli and Jaworski’s (1990) theory would apply in smaller and 
later established companies. Furthermore, more research is needed to investigate 
the changes that the financial sector is facing during its digital disruption (e.g., 
the PSD2).  
 
Another interesting possibility for future research is the balance among data, 
technology, and soft items. Is the balance at the right level, and does that affect 
the consequences of MO? This question is especially pertinent now, when 
customers require a seamless omnichannel experience.  
 
Overall, while these limitations do not jeopardize the integrity of the results, they 
do limit the conclusions that can be drawn. 
 
6 Conclusion 
 
To summarize, this research highlights the importance of considering MO in the 
banking sector at the age of increasing digitalization. Building on the theory of 
MO (Kohli and Jaworski, 1990), this paper proposes new elements to the original 
MO framework by identifying five novel antecedents: managers' mental model, 
ability to understand data and technology, integration of touchpoints, managing 
partnerships and marketing doctrine. 
 
 
References 
 
 Bátiz Lazo, B., & Wood, D. (2003). Strategy, competition and diversification in 

European and Mexican banking. 
202–  

Camarero, C. (2007). Relationship orientation or service quality? International Journal of 
–  

Cao, L., & Li, L. (2015). The Impact of Cross-Channel Integration on Retailers’ Sales 
–216. 

 
ne: A Principles-

Based Approach to Guiding Marketing Decision Making in Firms. Journal of 
–  

Dikert, K., Paasivaara, M., & Lassenius, C. (2016). Challenges and success factors for 



 32ND BLED ECONFERENCE
HUMANIZING TECHNOLOGY FOR A SUSTAINABLE SOCIETY, CONFERENCE PROCEEDINGS

 

 

large-scale agile transformations: A systematic literature review. Journal of 
Systems and Software, 26(5), 6–9. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jss.2016.06.013 

Eisenhardt, K. M., & Graebner, M. E. (2007). Theory Building from Cases : 
Opportunities and Challenges Linked. The Academy of Management Review, 
50(1), 25–  

Fellesson, M. (2011). Enacting customers-Marketing discourse and organizational 
practice. Scandinavian Journal of Management, 27(2), 231–
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scaman.2011.03.002 

 
Harris, L. C., & Piercy, N. F. (1999). Management behavior and barriers to market 

orientation in retailing companies. Journal of Services Marketing, 13(2), 113–131. 
 

Hartline, M. D., Maxham, J. G., & McKee, D. O. (2000). Corridors of Influence in the 
Dissemination of Customer-Oriented Strategy to Customer Contact Service 

–50. 
https:  

Holmlund, M., Strandvik, T., & Lähteenmäki, I. (2017). Digitalization challenging 
institutional logics. Journal of Service Theory and Practice, 27(1), 219–236. 

-12-2015-0256 
Jaworski, B. J., & Kohli, A. K. (2017). Conducting field-based, discovery-oriented 

research: lessons from our market orientation research experience. AMS Review, 
7(1– –12. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13162-017- -5 

Kohli, A. K., & Jaworski, B. J. (1990). Market Orientation: The Construct, Research 
–

 
Kolar, T. (2006). Benchmarking market orientation of banks in transitional markets: 

Exploring a modified approach. In
76–  

–  
Lemon, K. N., & Verhoef, P. C. (2016). Understanding Customer Experience 

–96. 
 

Maxwell, J. A. (1996). Qualitative Research Design: An Interactive Approach. Thousand 
Oaks: SAGE Publications Ltd. 

McLean, G., & Wilson, A. (2016). Evolving the online customer experience ... is there a 
role for online customer support? Computers in Human Behavior, 60, 602–610. 

 
Miles, M., Huberman, A., & Saldaña, J. (2013). Qualitative data analysis: A methods 

sourcebook (3rd ed.). Thousend Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications Ltd. 
Narver, J. C., & Slater, S. F. (1990). The Effect of a Market Orientation on Business 

Profitability. Journal of Marketing, (October), 20–35. 
Nätti, S., & Lähteenmäki, I. (2016). The evolution of market orientation in Finnish retail 

banking – from regulation to value creation. Management and Organizational 
–  

Olson, E. M., Walker, O. C., & Ruekert, R. W. (1995). Organizing for Effective New 
Product Development: The Moderating Role of Product Innovativeness. Journal 

–  



H. H  Mero: 
 305

 

 

Overby, E., Bharadwaj, A., & Sambamurthy, V. (2006). Enterprise agility and the enabling 
role of information technology. European Journal of Information Systems, 15(2), 
120–131. https://doi.org/10.1057/palgrave.ejis.3000600 

technoloy-based innovations for the points of sale: The retailers evaluation.  
–

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2013.06.007 
Patton, M. (2002). Qualitative research & evaluation methods (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, 

CA: Sage cop. 

Technology in Retail: Toward Omnichannel Retailing. International Journal of 
– -

 

–96. 
Rust, R. T., & Day, G. S. (2006). The Path to Customer Centricity. Journal of Service 

Reseach, 9(2), 113–  
Verhoef, P. C., Kannan, P. K., & Inman, J. J. (2015). From Multi-Channel Retailing to 

Omni- –
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretai.2015.02.005 

https://doi.org/10.1016/0007- -7 
 
  



 

 
 
 

II   
 
 

IMPLICATIONS OF THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC ON  
MARKET ORIENTATION IN RETAIL BANKING 

 
 
 

by 
 

Haapio, H., Mero, J., Karjaluoto H & Shaikh, A. A. 2021 
 

Journal of Financial Services Marketing 26, 205–214 (2021) 
 
 

https://doi.org/10.1057/s41264‐021‐00099‐9 
 
 

This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative 
Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. 



Vol.:(0123456789)

Journal of Financial Services Marketing 
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41264-021-00099-9

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Implications of the COVID-19 pandemic on market orientation in retail 
banking

Hannele Haapio1 · Joel Mero1 · Heikki Karjaluoto1 · Aijaz A. Shaikh1

Received: 26 January 2021 / Revised: 30 March 2021 / Accepted: 3 May 2021 
© The Author(s) 2021

Abstract

This qualitative study examines the implications of the COVID-19 pandemic on the implementation of market orientation 
(MO) in the context of retail banking. The findings show that MO was significantly reflected in the behaviors of banks upon 
encountering the COVID-19 situation, with the banks increasing their MO in response to the crisis. This study finds sub-
categories based on the empirical data that explain the implementation of MO in more detail. Overall, the findings provide 
valuable conceptual and managerial insights into the modus operandi of banks during a crisis and offer new best practices 
for the banking industry.

Keywords COVID-19 · Retail banking · Market orientation · Digital banking

Introduction

Market orientation (MO) is a marketing philosophy that per-
ceives marketing as a panorganizational effort to generate 
market intelligence, disseminate it across the organization, 
and respond to it in ways that create value for target custom-
ers (Kohli and Jaworski 1990). In the context of retail bank-
ing, MO necessitates the continuous adaptation of banking 
services to match customers’ evolving banking needs to cre-
ate optimal value (Komulainen and Makkonen 2018). While 
the importance of restructuring organizational operations to 
match the changing market landscape is self-explanatory, the 
implementation of MO causes challenges for banks. Many 
banks claim to be market oriented or customer oriented in 
their mission statements, yet multiple studies show that bank 
managers focus more on internal business processes than on 

external market movement (Camarero 2007; Holmlund et al. 
2017; Nätti and Lähteenmäki 2016).

An external crisis offers an opportune time to investigate 
the implementation of MO because a crisis, by definition, 
changes the external context of the organization, forcing 
it to focus on its most critical activities. Accordingly, the 
COVID-19 pandemic has caused significant changes in retail 
banking in terms of changing customer needs and internal 
processes. In particular, COVID-19 has forced retail banks 
to adopt new digital technologies and boost the use of digi-
tal channels for interacting with employees, customers, and 
other stakeholders. Consequently, the question of how retail 
banks can remain market oriented in the midst of an unex-
pected crisis has become vital.

Against this backdrop, this study aimed to explore the 
implications of COVID-19 regarding the use of MO in 
retail banking. We followed the seminal MO framework 
by Kohli and Jaworski (1990) and aimed at generating in-
depth insights into the key antecedents, activities, and conse-
quences of MO. Thus, the following three research questions 
were proposed: 

(1) Which aspects of MO antecedents have been empha-
sized in retail banking during the COVID-19 crisis?

(2) Which aspects of MO activities have been emphasized 
in retail banking during the COVID-19 crisis?

(3) What are the consequences of COVID-19 for retail 
banking’s performance?
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To reach the study objective, we conducted a qualita-
tive inquiry consisting of ten interviews with managers and 
advisors from four largest retail banks operating in Finland. 
Finnish retail banks can be considered forerunners in their 
degree of digital transformation (e.g., Bank of Finland 2018) 
because they offer digitized services in all retail banking 
domains, including transactions, payments, investments, sig-
natures, and service encounters. Consequently, we assumed 
that Finnish banks were exceptionally well prepared for 
the COVID-19 crisis in terms of digital maturity, allowing 
them to focus on business activities rather than adopting new 
technologies. The study context thus provided a meaningful 
setting in which to investigate the implications of COVID-
19 for MO and potential best practices for addressing such 
a crisis.

The impacts of COVID-19 on market 
orientation

To differentiate themselves from competitors, firms can use 
MO’s customer-centric business philosophy, which focuses 
on understanding customer needs and responding to them 
in ways that create value (Celuch et al. 2015; Jaworski and 
Kohli 2017). The need to become market oriented has been 
amplified in the increasingly digitalized, globally competi-
tive, and rapidly changing business environment (Guo et al. 
2019; Kohli 2017). In particular, MO has been found to help 
firms navigate turbulent times (Kumar et al. 2011); therefore, 
we suggest that MO has provided an important competitive 
advantage during the COVID-19 pandemic, which has dis-
rupted existing market dynamics.

In addition to adapting retail banking to reflect changes 
in the market environment, research has demonstrated that a 
high level of MO in the banking context is positively related 
to employees’ job attitudes (Gounaris 2003) and customer 
service quality (Camarero 2007). Thus, although the basic 
premise of MO is to serve customers via improved offerings 
based on customer needs, it also improves the commitment 
of service personnel to providing high-quality customer 
experiences in service encounters (Edo et al. 2015). Despite 
the reported advantages of MO and persistent calls for banks 
to move from a traditional “inward focus” to more market-
oriented ways of doing business (see e.g., Kolar 2006), MO 
implementation has progressed slowly in retail banks. Banks 
have gradually shifted their attention from firm-oriented 
risk management to MO (Nätti and Lähteenmäki 2016), yet 
research shows that bank managers remain largely focused 
on internal business development and streamlining existing 
operations (Camarero 2007; Holmlund et al. 2017; Nätti and 
Lähteenmäki 2016).

Research has also discussed the prerequisites of imple-
menting MO in the banking context. Opoku and Essien 
(2011) stated that MO requires a bank to involve both man-
agers and employees in implementing an organization-wide 
focus on customers. Haapio et al. (2019) studied the ante-
cedents of MO in the context of a bank that was undergoing 
a digital transformation and concluded that the key success 
factors in leveraging MO stemmed from the manager’s men-
tal model, which genuinely focused on customer needs, and 
the ability to improve interdepartmental dynamics by remov-
ing organizational silos and power games between functions. 
However, research has provided few insights into the impli-
cations of a crisis situation regarding the implementation of 
MO. Therefore, COVID-19 offered a fruitful opportunity to 
fill this research gap.

Following Kohli and Jaworski (1990), our research 
framework (Fig. 1) comprises the key antecedents, activi-
ties, and consequences of MO. The antecedents are factors 
that either enhance or impede the implementation of MO. 
These factors are divided into management factors, inter-
departmental dynamics, and organizational systems. MO 
activities comprise three categories: (1) intelligence genera-
tion (i.e., the formal and informal collection of information 
on market needs and the forces that influence them); (2) 
intelligence dissemination (i.e., sharing market information 
within the organization, both vertically across organizational 
hierarchies and laterally across different functions); and 
(3) responsiveness to market intelligence (i.e., reconfigur-
ing organizational processes to match changing customer 
and market needs). The consequences of MO are divided 
into business performance and employee and customer 
responses.

The research framework adapted from Kohli and Jaworski 
(1990) provided a starting point for investigating the impli-
cations of COVID-19 regarding the use of MO in retail 
banking. Three propositions guided our empirical investi-
gation. First, we proposed that increased remote work due 
to COVID-19 would strengthen the relationship between 
MO antecedents and MO activities because it becomes 
increasingly difficult to be market oriented when work-
ing remotely without effective managerial practices, close 
interdepartmental collaboration, and feasible organizational 
systems. This proposition resonates with studies showing 
that increased remote work affects interdepartmental dynam-
ics, creates new challenges for management, and challenges 
existing organizational systems (Bartsch et al. 2020; Car-
nevale and Hatak 2020).

Second, because the pandemic enforced quick changes 
to firms’ operations and activities (Finsterwalder and Kup-
pelwieser 2020; Kabadayi et al. 2020), we proposed that 
COVID-19 would alter the means through which banks 
generate market intelligence, disseminate it throughout their 
organization, and respond to it. Specifically, we suggested 
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that MO activities seen during COVID-19 would lean 
toward informal information collection and sharing prac-
tices to make sense of the rapidly changing environment and 
quicken responses to market needs.

Third, we proposed that the consequences of COVID-
19 on business performance and employee and customer 
responses would include both positive and negative aspects. 
In particular, we expected that greater use of digital tools 
due to COVID-19 would increase operational efficiency 
but decrease the effectiveness of customer encounters. This 
proposition aligns with Huhtala et al. (2014), who found 
that during a downturn, the performance impact of MO 
increases, but the role of customer orientation decreases.

Methodology

This study used qualitative, semi-structured, in-depth 
interviews to examine the implications of COVID-19 for 
MO. In planning our sample, we sought diversity among 
the respondents to achieve a holistic picture of the phe-
nomenon. Purposeful sampling (Patton 2002) was used to 
select the study participants based on three criteria: working 
at the largest retail banks in Finland; working in different 
managerial positions and hierarchical levels; and interacting 
or dealing with retail consumers and/or business custom-
ers. In total, six managers and four advisors from different 

hierarchical levels who work with corporate and/or private 
customers were selected and interviewed. No new informa-
tion appeared in the data after the ten interviews; thus, data 
saturation was achieved (Namey et al. 2016).

The interview guide comprised topics related to our study 
framework (Fig. 1), following MO’s antecedents, activities, 
and consequences. Each section started with a general ques-
tion, followed by more focused questions to extract details. 
Open-ended questions allowed the interviewees to raise 
any issues they considered relevant to the topic. Notably, 
the interviewees were not aware of our study’s theoretical 
aim, which increased the internal validity of their responses. 
The interviews were conducted in November and Decem-
ber 2020, lasted 40–56 min each, and were audio-recorded 
and transcribed verbatim before being coded and analyzed 
with NVivo. Data analysis followed a two-step thematiza-
tion process: (1) open coding and (2) evaluation of fit with 
the theoretical framework. First, we analyzed the verbatim 
transcripts and created codes to highlight the key issues 
mentioned by each interviewee. These open codes formed 
the basis of the coding scheme, which was assessed by mul-
tiple authors to ensure internal consistency. This process led 
to some refinements of the labels and definitions. Second, 
the theoretical codes identified from the study framework 
created the basic framework for our empirical findings, 
where the relevant codes from step 1 were grouped under 
each of the themes with quotations based on each individual 

INTELLIGENCE 
GENERATION

INTELLIGENCE 
DISSEMINATION

RESPONSIVENESS

MANAGEMENT FACTORS

INTERDEPARTMENTAL 
DYNAMICS

ORGANIZATIONAL 
SYSTEMS

BUSINESS PERFORMANCE

EMPLOYEE RESPONSES

CUSTOMER RESPONSES

IMPACTS OF COVID-19

ANTECEDENTS ACTIVITIES CONSEQUENCES

Fig. 1  Research framework ( Adapted from Kohli and Jaworski 1990)
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(Table 1). Consequently, our final empirical model presents 
the key antecedents, activities, and consequences of MO 
during the COVID-19 pandemic (Table 1).

Study findings

Overall, the findings of this study confirmed the relevance of 
the research framework (Fig. 1) in the context of retail bank-
ing, implying that the MO theory covered the key behaviors 
performed by retail banks when facing the COVID-19 crisis. 
Specifically, we found that the antecedents (i.e., management 
factors, interdepartmental dynamics, and organizational sys-
tems), activities (i.e., intelligence generation, dissemination, 
and responsiveness), and consequences (i.e., business per-
formance and employee and customer responses) of MO 
played important roles in retail banks’ efforts to manage 
the COVID-19 situation. Furthermore, our qualitative data 
allowed us to divide the main MO antecedents, activities, 
and consequences into more granular sub-categories, which 
provided deeper insights regarding the key factors that were 
perceived as critically important when facing COVID-19. 
The sub-categories, their descriptions, and example quotes 
can be found in Table 1.

Antecedents of MO

In terms of management factors, the interviewees perceived 
that COVID-19 had significantly increased the importance 
of empathetic leadership and employee training. It was clear 
that managers had become more empathetic toward their 
employees and understood that they were experiencing a 
new and difficult situation. Therefore, the managers focused 
on ensuring their employees’ well-being, which was con-
sidered to ultimately be reflected in service encounters. The 
managerial focus on employees’ well-being was heavily 
emphasized by the managers but also supported by multi-
ple advisors who appreciated the change in their managers’ 
attitudes during COVID-19.

The role of employee training also gained importance 
during COVID-19. As remote work increased, the employ-
ees could not be supervised and guided in real time. Thus, 
employees had to possess the necessary competencies and 
knowledge to take initiative and make independent deci-
sions. Notably, training employees to take initiative is a 
long process, making it difficult to react to a crisis situation 
via training. Regular training of employees is needed to be 
prepared for a crisis.

The effects of COVID-19 on interdepartmental dynamics 
were perceived differently between advisors and managers. 
The advisors reported that the focus on avoiding silos has 
been an ongoing issue and has nothing to do with COVID-
19, while the managers found it a remarkable improvement 

concerning cooperation between different organizational 
departments and units. Furthermore, all the respondents 
considered effective organizational systems a vital prereq-
uisite for implementing MO during COVID-19. Specifically, 
the information technology infrastructure supported the shift 
to remote work, and its absence would have led to serious 
problems in service delivery and other operational tasks. 
However, it was also mentioned that the situation revealed 
minor technical shortcomings.

MO activities

The key activities based on the framework were highlighted 
by all respondents with the following emphasis on COVID-
19. Regarding intelligence generation, banks were quite 
proactive in making sense of the crisis (i.e., they tried to 
respond to an unexpected development by noticing and 
bracketing it, establishing a shared understanding of it, and 
attempting to create a more ordered environment to draw 
further cues). To do this, banks proactively contacted cus-
tomers, partners, regulators, and other stakeholders as well 
as followed what their competitors were doing.

COVID-19 also affected intelligence dissemination by 
increasing the frequency of internal meetings at differ-
ent levels of the organization. In particular, the managers 
reported having significantly more frequent meetings with 
their supervisors and colleagues to share insights on mar-
ket events and the concerns of customers and other stake-
holders. Frequent meetings at the senior management level 
enabled managers to disseminate information further to 
their employees and prepare them for customer encounters. 
However, some advisors reported that the lack of informal 
meetings posed a challenge, stating that they missed infor-
mal knowledge sharing with coworkers, which highlights the 
critical role of information dissemination during COVID-19.

Our findings revealed that COVID-19 has had signifi-
cant implications for responsiveness to market intelligence. 
All the interviewed banks had attempted to accelerate their 
decision-making processes, particularly in terms of respond-
ing to customer concerns. This move was supported by swift 
reconfiguration of internal processes and adaptations to new 
practices. In particular, employees and customers adapted 
to the use of remote channels quickly. Every interviewee 
reported that the move to “remote mode” was rapid, both 
internally and externally. Furthermore, some respondents 
mentioned that they started to use innovative thinking to 
quickly create new ways to respond to the situation (e.g., 
using interactive webinars instead of customer events or 
forming small customer groups to test and discuss needed 
services virtually).
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Implications of the COVID-19 pandemic on market orientation in retail banking  

Consequences of MO

Overall, the increased MO as a result of COVID-19 led to 
positive business consequences. However, the crisis also 
induced negative effects that could not be overcome with 
increased MO. In the following, we discuss the consequences 
for business performance, employee responses, and customer 
responses.

The most commonly mentioned positive effect on business 
performance was the increased efficiency of service delivery. 
Most managers and advisors agreed that they now have more 
customer encounters than before because the remote meetings 
are more efficient compared to physical meetings. Two of the 
banks’ respondents claimed that they had attracted many new 
customers during the crisis. One negative aspect noted was 
that many customers were not ready to make decisions con-
cerning larger investments remotely. Instead, these customers 
wanted to wait until the pandemic waned to allow face-to-face 
discussion (offline). This might be partially (yet not totally) 
explained by a lack of trust; this challenge was even reported 
for customers who already had a long-term relationship with 
their advisor. Such a challenge will naturally affect a bank’s 
business results.

The findings related to employee responses were largely 
positive. Specifically, most respondents felt more motivated 
toward their work and realized its importance to society.

Another positive employee response was learning and self-
improvement. For managers, learning how connectedness and 
commitment helped them overcome challenges was espe-
cially significant. Negative comments concerned the lack of 
social contact. While some employees had done remote work 
before, it was a novel way of working for others. However, 
most interviewees reported that they missed social contact 
with colleagues, especially ad hoc discussions, making them 
feel quite lonely at times.

In terms of customer responses, most interviewees reported 
that customers had given positive feedback, especially regard-
ing the convenience of using electronic services and general 
satisfaction. Reasons for such positive feedback included cus-
tomers’ willingness to use electronic services, bank employ-
ees’ attitudes, and the increased number of contacts. The 
negative customer responses were related to the lack of facial 
expression in remote meetings. Video meetings partly solved 
this problem, but not all customers wanted to use video. This 
may be partly explained by all the advisors stating that they 
also found it harder to build trust with customers in remote 
meetings due to the inability to see faces and gestures.
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Discussion and conclusion

The present study was designed to determine the effects 
of COVID-19 on the implementation of MO antecedents, 
activities, and consequences in retail banking. This study 
contributes to marketing theory from the MO perspective 
by discussing the implications of COVID-19 in the retail 
banking industry. We found that during a crisis, such as 
COVID-19, MO is a relevant approach. As mentioned in 
the literature review, banks are shifting from risk manage-
ment to focusing on customers (Nätti and Lähteenmäki 
2016), which this study broadly supports and is evident 
in the highlighted antecedents and activities. Empathetic 
leadership, employee training, excellent cooperation 
between and among different departments and teams, and 
technological readiness and capability are seen as neces-
sities for creating value for customers.

MO activities, such as understanding the situation by 
increasing interactions and discussions with customers and 
partners and by reviewing the strategies of competitors 
and regulators, clearly focus on creating customer value.

Hence, our results emphasize the importance of both 
formal and informal communication and the need for 
social connectedness to focus on customers’ needs and 
wants. Another interesting finding was that the activities 
show connections to entrepreneurial orientation (EO), 
especially regarding the promptness, flexibility, and use 
of ad hoc information. This finding is consistent with that 
of Morgan and Anokhin (2020), who claimed that large 
firms, especially when experiencing environmental tur-
bulence, could benefit from implementing EO and MO 
simultaneously.

Our study shows both negative and positive consequences 
of implementing MO, as proposed. The main finding regard-
ing the former was that the connection to business perfor-
mance is unclear. While the volume of customer meetings 
increased, there were negative comments in terms of the 
results of those remote meetings. This finding aligns with 
the results of several earlier studies (e.g., Gerrard et al. 2006; 
Levy and Hino 2016), proving that customers value human 
interaction. Regarding the latter, the consequences for 
employees and customers were mainly positive. Employees 
felt that their work became more meaningful, and manag-
ers were more caring and willing to learn about employees’ 
work and situation than before. Hence, customers were satis-
fied when banks proactively contacted them to learn about 
their situation and needs and advised them on using remote 
services. This involvement enabled customers to quickly 
receive new and relevant services that were developed to 
help them during COVID-19

In general, our study shows that COVID-19 has become 
a major driver of digital transformation in retail banks. 

This aligns with Baicu et al. (2020), who found a strong 
increase in the consumption of mobile and Internet bank-
ing during the pandemic. As mentioned in introduction, 
Finnish banks can be seen as forerunners in digitalization 
and adjusting delivery channels, which prepared employ-
ees and customers in the Finnish banking sector for the 
change and helped them easily adapt to remote services. 
Our results align with those of Tiirinki et al. (2020), who 
stated that the consequences of the pandemic will be dras-
tic in Finland yet perhaps less dramatic and extensive than 
in other Western industrial countries.

Taken together, these results suggest that the implementa-
tion of MO is useful in expanding our understanding of retail 
bankers’ behavior during times of crisis as well as acting as 
a launchpad for business beyond the current pandemic and 
other crises.

Managerial implications

This study provides several implications for practice. For 
example, banks must stay connected with their customers and 
other stakeholders. Maintaining regular contact with custom-
ers during the new normal is based on simple logic: provide 
comfort and peace of mind, gain an understanding of what is 
happening in their lives, and determine what actions would 
most help them through a crisis. Thus, the capacity building 
of employees during a crisis should be at the core of this strat-
egy to ensure uninterrupted delivery of services. This study 
also highlights the importance of managers staying connected 
to their employees and being absolutely present. Our results 
show that the pandemic has strongly affected management 
and employee mindsets. A joint strategy involving employees 
working in different units and teams could perhaps offset 
challenges and crises effectively and efficiently.

Limitations and future research directions

As with any qualitative study that is conducted in a spe-
cific context, this study is not without limitations. The study 
explored the effects of COVID-19 in the context of retail 
banking in Finland, focusing on the implementation of MO. 
Thus, the findings highlight views and prerequisites in retail 
banking only and cannot be generalized to other services in 
other contexts. However, the participants represent a hetero-
geneous group of people with diverse experiences in retail 
banking services, which ensured extensive and versatile data 
with plausible outcomes related to the studied phenomenon. 
In addition, the research was conducted, while the pandemic 
was ongoing. Thus, future studies could assess the long-term 
effects. Further research is required to determine whether the 
studied behavior represents a permanent change and, if so, 
how the consequences evolved.
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