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This paper aims to review how different approaches to social inquiry (e.g. positivist,
postpositivist, interpretive, postmodernist and critical theory) have been used in strat-
egy research and how these main paradigms engage with strategy. In a fragmented do-
main, debates typically match paradigms to schools of thought and use the paradigm
concept, sometimes even promiscuously, to examine the underlying premises of dif-
ferent theories. Thus, scholars tend to overlook the debate on philosophical meta-
theoretical assumptions (ontological, epistemological and methodological) and prefer
onto-epistemological approaches that are considered to be ‘normal science’, which un-
derestimate the contributions of certain less traditional streams of research. This re-
view offers a fresh view of the philosophical foundations of the strategic literature by
combining author co-citation and content analysis of a sample of academic sources and
analyses both the meta-theoretical assumptions and the basic paradigmatic assump-
tions for central constructs that strategy researchers attach to their frameworks (e.g.
strategy, environment, firm and strategist). This endeavour enables scholars who work
in a multidisciplinary field to gain a better understanding of the philosophical beliefs,
principles and conventions held by different research communities and theoretical ap-
proaches. Exposing the underlying assumptions, as is done in this study, is a key step
in theory development. Hence, this review can help researchers, young scholars and
doctoral students navigate a confusing research landscape, problematize the existing
literature and set new research questions.

Introduction

Originating in the early 1960s, strategic manage-
ment was widely accepted as a scientific field by
the 1980s, when economists controlled the arena.
Although the field has witnessed dramatic and suc-
cessful progress since then (Hitt ef al. 2004; Leiblein
and Reuer 2020), the continuous alternation of dom-
inant schools of thought and refocusing of the field
have led to polarization and fragmentation (Durand
et al. 2017; Sanchez and Heene 1997; Stonehouse
and Snowdon 2007), which has shaped the accumu-
lation of knowledge (Camerer 1985; Carlson and
Hatfield 2004; Summer et al. 1990). To study the
evolution of the field, scholars have proposed clas-

sifications of schools or models of strategy (Chaffee
1985; French 2009; Knights and Morgan 1991;
Martinet 1997; Mintzberg and Lampel 1999;
Rouleau and Seguin 1995; Whittington 1993).
Scholars have also introduced concepts from the
philosophy and sociology of science, including
dominant designs (Herrmann 2005), the Lakatosian
idea of a research programme (Farjoun 2002; Teece
1990) and especially the Kuhnian paradigm concept
(Ansoff 1987; Camerer 1985; Combe 1999; Dagnino
2016; Prahalad and Hamel 1994; Rasche 2008;
Sanchez and Heene 1997; Schendel 1994).
Following Kuhn’s (1970) conceptualization of
paradigms, strategic management has been rec-
ognized as a multiparadigmatic body of research.
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As Calori (1998, p. 284) suggests, one ‘unifying
paradigm’ does not exist, whereas the combination
of interdisciplinary roots and theoretical incom-
mensurability has made it doubtful that a single
dominant or unifying ‘paradigm will ever govern the
field’ during a period of normal science (Leiblein
and Reuer 2020; Schendel 1994, p. 2). Although
many strategy scholars consider the paradigmatic
discussion to be overly ambitious (Volberda 2004)
or do not see Kuhn’s (1970) revolution-driven idea
as the best framework for understanding the sci-
entific progress of the strategy field (Durand et al.
2017; Rumelt et al. 1994), Kuhn’s (1970) model
remains highly influential in management research
(Shepherd and Challenger 2013). Indeed, not only
is the paradigm concept popular in strategy de-
bates (Ansoff 1987; Camerer 1985; Combe 1999;
Dagnino 2016; Prahalad and Hamel 1994; Rasche
2008; Sanchez and Heene 1997; Schendel 1994),
but the presence of multiple paradigms in strategy
research has also guided the process of knowledge
accumulation (Carlson and Hatfield 2004).

However, most previous paradigmatic discussions
in the strategy field typically match paradigms to
theories or schools of thought while understand-
ing the paradigm concept in the Kuhnian sense.
Moreover, the paradigmatic debates among strategic
management scholars are quite scattered, although
such debates in organization science have been in-
tense and have led to controversies that took the
form of paradigm wars between the late 1980s and
mid-1990s (Cannella and Paetzold 1994; Donald-
son 1999; Jackson and Carter 1993; Pfeffer 1993;
Willmott 1993). Earlier studies tend to overlook the
debate on philosophical meta-theoretical assump-
tions (ontological, epistemological and methodolog-
ical) and undervalue less traditional streams of re-
search. These circumstances have led to a state of
‘resounding silence’ (Whipp 1999, p. 19) and call
for an ‘explicit philosophical debate in strategy lit-
erature’ (Mir and Watson 2001, p. 1170), particularly
more post-Kuhnian paradigmatic explorations, which
accept ‘multiparadigmaticism’ (McKelvey 1997) in
the preparadigmatic social fields (Burrell and Mor-
gan 1979; Cunliffe 2011; Deetz 1996; Gioia and Pitre
1990; Morgan and Smircich 1980).

Following Rasche’s (2008, p. 35) call for an ap-
proach that combines the ideas of Kuhn (1970)
and Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) notion of meta-
paradigms, this paper scrutinizes the strategy re-
search by identifying its main scholarly communities
and deconstructing the meta-theoretical premises and
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underlying assumptions embedded in the most pop-
ular theories in the field. Although taxonomies have
evolved to reflect the evolution of social paradigms,
the social sciences have typically been organized
around contending paradigms such as positivist,
postpositivist, interpretive, postmodernist and criti-
cal theory (Guba and Lincoln 1994; Lincoln et al.
2018). This paper aims not to discuss these socio-
logical paradigms deeply, which many experts have
already done (Cunliffe 2011; Deetz 1996; Gephart
2004; Hassard and Cox 2013), but rather to re-
view how different approaches to social enquiry have
been used in strategy research and how the main
paradigms engage with strategy.

To achieve its goal, the paper first builds a
paradigmatic interpretation of the strategy field by
combining author co-citation and content analysis of
a sample of academic sources. Next, after isolating
scientific communities, the study intends to isolate
theories, discuss their underlying assumptions and
illuminate four onto-epistemological spaces concep-
tualized as meta-paradigms. Thus, the contribution of
this review to the strategic management literature is
twofold. First, it offers a fresh view of the philosoph-
ical foundations of the strategic literature by recog-
nizing and describing the four main meta-paradigms
in strategic management. Second, it scrutinizes the
basic model problems and meta-theoretical assump-
tions (ontological, epistemological and methodolog-
ical) of the main strategy meta-paradigms. This
endeavour enables scholars who work in a multi-
disciplinary field to gain a better understanding of
the philosophical beliefs, principles and conven-
tions held by different research communities and
theoretical approaches. Exposing the underlying
assumptions, as is done in this study, is a key step in
theory development (Alvesson and Sandberg 2011;
Makadok et al. 2018). Hence, this review can help re-
searchers, young scholars and doctoral students nav-
igate a confusing research landscape, problematize
the existing literature and set new research questions.

The paradigm concept in
organizational inquiry

In organizational inquiry, ‘the term paradigm has
become promiscuous’ (Johnson and Duberley 2000,
p. 88) and ‘holds different meanings to different re-
searchers’ (Carlson and Hatfield 2004, p. 274). These
views are not surprising, particularly considering
both the lack of clarity of Kuhn’s paradigm concept
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(McKelvey 1999; Pinder and Moore 1980) and the
fact that Kuhn himself uses the term ‘paradigm’ in
over 20 senses (Masterman 1970; McKelvey 1999;
Morgan 1980). Morgan (1980, pp. 606—-607) groups
these uses into three broad categories: first, ‘as a
complete view of reality’; second, ‘as relating to the
concrete use of specific kinds of tools and text for the
process of scientific puzzle solving’; and third, ‘as
relating to the social organization of science in terms
of schools of thought connected with particular kinds
of scientific achievements’. Similarly, Carlson and
Hatfield (2004) conclude that the term ‘paradigm’ in
strategy research alternatively refers to the specific
phenomena that must be studied, the specific theory
or hypothesis being used to explain the relevant
findings, and the methodological approach used to
conduct the research.

Organizational and strategy scientists typically
refer to the concept of paradigm and associate it with
the idea of a school of thought or even theory. Davis
(2010) concludes that the main theories from the
1970s (a handful of paradigms) still dominate the re-
search in organizational theory, whereas Donaldson
(1995, p. 4) considers these alternative organiza-
tional theories to be antithetic and incommensurable
‘paradigms in the Kuhnian sense’, which have their
own axioms and theoretical ideas, language and set
of supporters that form a scholarly community. A
similar position is taken by Aldrich (1988) in his
participation in the paradigmatic debate.

Most previous paradigmatic discussions in the
strategy field have also matched paradigms to the-
ories or research streams (Dagnino 2016; Furrer
et al. 2008; Gavetti and Levinthal 2004; Macln-
tosh and MacLean 1999; McKiernan 1996; Teece
et al. 1997). Following a ‘balanced pluralism’ view
— such as that advocated by Foss (1996a, p. 4) —
paradigms are understood as different ‘theoretical
alternatives’ that use models drawing on different
core assumptions to examine the same phenomenon.
While using paradigms in the ‘Kuhnian’ sense,
strategy researchers typically examine the core
premises included in the model problems of different
theories. These scholars focus mainly on the discus-
sion of incommensurability, alternately calling for
eclecticism and pluralism (Foss 1996a; Mahoney
1993; Schoemaker 1993; Thomas and Pruett 1993),
integration (Combe 1999; Durand et al. 2017)
and cross-fertilization (Mahoney 1993; McKier-
nan 1997; Montgomery 1988; Seth and Thomas
1994). Moreover, like organizational inquiry, strat-
egy research has traditionally been dominated by

the positivist (functionalist-managerialist) approach
(McKelvey 1997, 2003), which sees strategy as
rational planning and control (formulated and im-
plemented by functional managers). Consequently,
previous studies tend to overlook the debate on
philosophical meta-theoretical assumptions (onto-
logical, epistemological and methodological) when
addressing the paradigmatic discussion and typically
prefer approaches that are considered to be ‘normal
science’, which underestimate the contributions of
certain less traditional, that is nonpositivist, streams
of research (Carter et al. 2010; Pettigrew et al. 2002).

The concept of paradigms remains influential
in management research (Shepherd and Challenger
2013), whereas the paradigmatic discussion is still
a powerful tool (Hassard 2016) to understand the
philosophical foundations of the strategy field. It
identifies the lack of a single disciplinary matrix
(Kuhn 1970) and emphasizes the roots of incommen-
surability. Although Kuhn’s (1970) model may be
better suited to natural sciences and has been harshly
criticized (McKelvey 1999), later paradigmatic de-
velopments accept the compatibility between in-
commensurability and the simultaneous existence of
several paradigms in (preparadigmatic) social fields
(Johnson and Duberley 2000). For instance, Burrell
and Morgan (1979) abstract the paradigm concept as
a set of assumptions related to ontology, epistemol-
ogy, human nature and methodology. Using a four-
quadrant matrix scheme outlined by two fundamen-
tal debates in its axes (the objectivist vs. subjectivist
philosophy of science and the sociology of regulation
vs. the sociology of change), these authors suggest
the simultaneous existence of four meta-paradigms in
social fields: functionalist (objective—regulation), in-
terpretive (subjective—regulation), radical humanism
(subjective—radical change) and radical structuralism
(objective-radical change).

Although the framework of Burrell and Morgan
(1979) has been ‘critiqued’ (Willmott 1993), it has
also been ‘defended’ (Jackson and Carter 1991,
1993). Many scholars have organized the social
sciences around paradigms following the legacies of
Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) classification (Baronov
2016; Blaikie 2007; Blaikie and Priest 2017; Cunliffe
2011; Deetz 1996; Gephart 2004; Johnson and Du-
berley 2000; Lincoln ef al. 2018; Scherer et al. 2015).
Consequently, Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) frame-
work remains a reference (Cunliffe 2011, p. 649) and
constitutes ‘a good map to navigate the theory plu-
ralism of strategy...” (Scherer 1998, p. 153). How-
ever, the methods of philosophically theorizing in
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organization theory have changed since Burrell and
Morgan’s (1979) model was first introduced, which
has eroded the subjectivity—objectivity division and
stimulated the legitimation of not only a number of
synthetic perspectives — such as the structuration
theory and critical realism — but also the postmodern
turn (Hassard 2016; Hassard and Cox 2013).

In this advancement, some paradigms have shown
confluence (Lincoln er al. 2018). As a result,
the boundaries between some of the traditional
paradigms became conceivable only for analytical
convenience. Thus, the blurring of boundaries be-
tween the interpretive and critical approaches to so-
cial inquiry (Prasad and Prasad 2002) resulted in
the critical ethnography and critical hermeneutic po-
sitions, among others (Prasad 2005). Moreover, so-
called “post traditions’ also have strong connections
to and affinities with critical traditions (Prasad 2005;
Willmott 2005), which has led some scholars to
treat them as part of the same group (Alvesson and
Deetz 2000, 2006). Consequently, the work of Bur-
rell and Morgan (1979) has been extended (Gioia and
Pitre 1990; Morgan and Smircich 1980) and revisited
(Cunliffe 2011; Deetz 1996; Hassard and Cox 2013).

This paper adopts a definition that describes
paradigms ‘... as universally recognized scientific
achievements that provide model problems and so-
lutions by referring to a certain methodology and
meta-theoretical assumptions’ (Rasche 2008, p. 35).
Accordingly, this study analyses both the meta-
theoretical assumptions (ontology, epistemology, hu-
man nature and methodology) and Kuhn’s (1970)
basic paradigmatic assumptions regarding central
constructs (e.g. strategy, environment, firm and
strategist) that strategy researchers attach to their
frameworks to determine the model problem and its
solution. In this way, this study takes the following
paradigms as a starting point: positivist, critical re-
alist, interpretive, critical theory and postmodernist
(Table 1).

Methodology

The present paper follows a multiple-step research
process to isolate the main paradigms in strategy re-
search. The process starts from a systematic litera-
ture review methodology (Tranfield et al. 2003) and
includes multiple steps. The first step follows Kuhn
(1970, p. 176), who suggests that ‘scientific com-
munities can and should be isolated without prior
recourse to paradigms; the latter can then be dis-
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covered by scrutinizing the behaviour of a given
community’s members’. Citation patterns were sug-
gested as a potential approach to detecting paradigms
(Nerur et al. 2008). Thus, a dataset of relevant
articles was identified, and the related bibliomet-
ric information was downloaded to conduct a co-
citation analysis to recognize these invisible colleges
(Vogel 2012) that share ‘formal and informal com-
munication networks, including those discovered in
correspondence and in the linkages among citations’
(Kuhn 1970, p. 178). Based on the resulting co-
citation network, the main theories in strategic man-
agement were identified, and basic assumptions of
these theories were isolated (based on the content
analysis of key sources). The next step includes an
analysis that groups the main theories into meta-
paradigms based on their onto-epistemological as-
sumptions.

In this context, the data collection follows a two-
step approach. First, the bibliometric information of
the 2774 articles published in the Strategic Manage-
ment Journal (SMJ) since 1980 was first downloaded
(available in Elsevier’s Scopus database on 19 August
2019). To guarantee plurality, the main keywords in
these articles (Table 2) were used to identify a second
sample of 3330 articles from the journals included in
the Academic Journal Guide 2018 (AJG3, AJG4 and
AJG4* journals) by introducing selected keywords
into Elsevier’s Scopus search engine.

A co-citation analysis was conducted to repre-
sent the intellectual structure of the field. Co-citation
analysis has been used to analyse both the entire field
of strategic management (Nerur ef al. 2008; Ramos-
Rodriguez and Ruiz-Navarro 2004) and different the-
ories within the field, such as the resource-based view
(Acedo et al. 2006) and the dynamic capabilities ap-
proach (Di Stefano er al. 2010; Vogel and Giittel
2013). Following Nerur et al. (2008), we chose au-
thor co-citation analysis because it best represents
the social construction of the research field (Zupic
and Cater 2015). By analysing the number of times
that a pair of authors are cited together in the same
document, the method aims to identify not only con-
tributors who offer similar ideas but also boundary-
spanning scholars (Nerur et al. 2008). Using the
VOSviewer software (van Eck et al. 2010), the co-
citation analysis is based on the core 750 authors who
meet the threshold of 100 citations. This threshold is
the optimal solution for coping with the trade-off be-
tween accuracy and clarity in the resulting picture.

Next, a set of substantive keywords was isolated
to find relevant articles regarding paradigms in the
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strategic management field (Table 2). We searched
for (published and in-press) articles from AJG3,
AJG4 and AJG4* journals by entering selected key-
words in the search engine of Elsevier’s Scopus. To
avoid obtaining unrelated articles, we required items
to contain a minimum of one of the selected primary
keywords in its title, keywords or abstract. To ensure
the articles’ substantive relevance, we also required
that each article include a minimum of one of the
selected supplementary words in their text (Newbert
2007).

The first round of searching returned 1625 hits.
Next, articles from unranked or low-ranked journals
(AJG1 and AJG2) were excluded. After scanning
for relevance by reviewing the abstracts, 230 articles
were preselected. The selection criteria included ar-
ticles that (1) explain the historical evolution of the
strategic management field, (2) discuss or bridge dif-
ferent schools or paradigms in the field, (3) discuss
contributions from another field to strategic manage-
ment or (4) focus on the research agenda at various
moments in time. Other major databases were used to
identify missing articles, such as ABI Inform Com-
plete, Ebsco, Emerald, Sage Journals, Springer and
Taylor & Francis Online. After adding 70 new items,
the final sample comprised 300 AJG3, AJG4 and
AJG4* articles. AJG1 and AJG2 journals, books and
book chapters were excluded from the search. Never-
theless, some articles from low-ranked or unranked
journals and several books were considered because
they explicitly discuss the foundations of the strat-
egy field (e.g. Kay et al. 2003; Pettigrew et al. 2002;
Rumelt ef al. 1994; Whittington 2010).

Paradigms in strategic management

Business strategy emerged as a research arena in the
1960s (Rumelt et al. 1994). Andrews (1971), Ansoff
(1965) and Chandler (1962) are considered to be the
founding fathers of the strategy field (Furrer et al.
2008). Their classic models are jointly referred to as
the ‘business policy and planning’ research and rep-
resent the origins of the so-called design and plan-
ning strategy schools. In the 1960s, strategy research
was normative, and generalizations emerged from
case studies and were translated into practice due to
the intervention of large consulting firms (Ghemawat
2002; Rumelt et al. 1994). The 1970s witnessed
the slow takeover of the field by research rooted
in organization theory, sociology and political sci-
ence, which was conceptually based on various the-

R Rabetino et al.

ories such as population ecology (Hannan and Free-
man 1977), contingency theory (Burns and Stalker
1961; Lawrence and Lorsch 1967) and resource de-
pendence theory (Pfeffer and Salancik 1978). New
insights into organizational economics also entered
the strategy discussion. In particular, transaction cost
economics (Williamson 1975) and agency theory
(Fama and Jensen 1983; Jensen and Meckling 1976)
influenced the development of strategy inquiry. The
‘brewing’ studies (Hatten and Schendel 1977; Hatten
et al. 1978) linked organizational resource choices
and firm performance by emphasizing the impor-
tance of firm heterogeneity and conduct and the rel-
evance of environmental factors. Moreover, schol-
ars from Harvard’s Economics Department (Caves
and Porter 1977; Hunt 1972) who were linked to
the 10 tradition reinterpreted the structure—conduct—
performance (SCP) paradigm of Bain (1951, 1956)
and Mason (1939).

Influenced by IO research, the positioning ap-
proach (Buzzle et al. 1975; Gale and Branch
1982; Henderson 1970) — particularly Porter’s (1980)
framework — became dominant in the 1980s and early
1990s (Prahalad and Hamel 1994, p. 15). Firm per-
formance was assumed to rest on a firm’s capacity to
create and sustain a competitive advantage with re-
spect to its competitors in the same industry or, that
is, on how well the firm positions and differentiates
itself in the industry (Hoskisson ef al. 1999, p. 426).
The resource-based view (RBV) (Barney 1991; Pe-
teraf 1993; Wernerfelt 1984), which emerged in the
late 1980s, implied a refocus on the firm (Hoskisson
et al. 1999, p. 241). The RBV argues that a firm’s
unique resources and capabilities explicate the pos-
session of a competitive and sustainable advantage
over competitors (Barney 1991). Additionally, draw-
ing on Polanyi’s (1962, 1967) distinction between ex-
plicit and tacit knowledge, the knowledge-based view
(KBV) brought other discussions to the field, includ-
ing ideas such as organizational learning, knowledge
creation and knowledge management (Cohen and
Levinthal 1990; Grant 1996; Kogut and Zander 1992;
Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995). Finally, the dynamic ca-
pability view (DCV) (Eisenhardt and Martin 2000;
Helfat et al. 2007; Teece et al. 1997) incorporated the
contributions of the ‘Kirznerian, Schumpeterian, and
evolutionary theories of economic change’ (Teece
2007, p. 1325).

Strategy scholars typically differentiate between
the research on the strategy content and the research
on the strategy process; the former focuses on link-
ing decisions and structures to outcomes, and the
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latter focuses on activities that drive and sustain the
strategy (Huff and Reger 1987). After its initial dom-
inance in the 1960s, the strategy process research
developed in the shadow of the above-described
economics-based strategy content research. From the
late 1970s to the early 1990s, strategy process re-
search was dominated by simple and holistic (Bower
1970; Galbraith 1977; Miles and Snow 1978; Van
de Ven et al. 1989) studies grounded in contingency
theory and the concept of ‘fit’ (Chakravarthy and
Doz 1992, p. 8). These empirical studies integrate a
body of research that gained momentum (Donaldson
1987; Fredrickson 1986; Hinings and Greenwood
1988; Miller 1986, 1987; Miller and Friesen 1984;
Mintzberg 1979; Tushman and Romanelli 1985) and
persisted even later (Amburgey and Dacin 1994;
Miller 1996; Short et al. 2008). In addition, a group
of cognition scholars (Walsh 1995) built on the works
of the Carnegie tradition (Cyert and March 1963) and
applied ‘cognitive and social psychology to strategic
management theory and practice’ in what Powell
et al. (2011) call the ‘behavioral strategy’ school.
Cognitive theories focus on ‘knowledge structures,
memory, attention, attribution, and problem solving’
(Huff et al. 2000, p. 29).

The late 1980s and early 1990s witnessed a reduc-
tion in the traditional process research on strategic
planning (Whittington and Cailluet 2008), whereas a
group of scholars (Burgelman 1991; Chaffee 1985;
Mintzberg 1994; Pettigrew 1992; Quinn 1989; Van
de Ven 1992) introduced new ‘perspectives based on
politics, sociology and organization theory’ (Booth
1998, p. 257). This evolution involved a departure
from the prescriptive planning and design schools
and a conceptual migration toward a greater recogni-
tion of the role of context, values, culture and politics
in strategic thinking (Ezzamel and Willmott 2004, p.
44). Introduced in the 1970s, the role of the emergent
approach was particularly relevant, whereas a set
of publications by Johnson (1987), Pettigrew (1985,
1992, 1997) and Van de Ven (Van de Ven 1992; Van
de Ven et al. 1989) can also be viewed as the seeds of
a fresh approach within the strategy process tradition.
Thus, European academics noted the need to move
‘beyond economics towards sociology’ with a plural-
ist ‘post-Mintzberian’ agenda (also see Jarzabkowski
and Whittington 2008; Vaara and Whittington 2012).
Thus, the strategy-as-practice (s-as-p) strand of re-
search became the most recent approach to extend
the traditional strategy process views.

The largest part of the above consummated strat-
egy content and process research has its origins in

informal collegial networks (Crane 1972) that facil-
itate the organization and intellectual advancement
of a scholarly domain (Vogel 2012). Through so-
cial processes, the members of a scientific commu-
nity contribute to building and legitimating the field
of knowledge (Hambrick and Chen 2008; Whitley
1984a). Scholarly communities, their key members
and their theoretical underpinnings and behaviour
must be identified before isolating paradigms (Kuhn
1970).

Structuring strategic management research

Based on the author co-citation analysis, this paper
broadly overviews the intellectual structure of the
field after 50 years of evolution to isolate different
scholarly communities in strategy research. The co-
citation network exposes four scholarly communities
(Figure 1). At the top is (1) the literature on top
management teams and corporate governance (e.g.
Hambrick, Hitt, Zajac). At the bottom is the research
on (2) the strategy process and strategic decision-
making (right-hand side, e.g. Eisenhardt, Miller,
Mintzberg), (3) competitive strategy and competi-
tive advantage (middle, e.g. Barney, Porter, Teece)
and (4) international business and strategic alliances
(left-hand side, e.g. Gulati, Kogut, Singh). Commu-
nities 1 and 4 focus on corporate strategy, commu-
nity 2 focuses on competitive strategy and commu-
nity 3 brings together studies with these two focuses
(Feldman 2020). Although these communities in-
volve diverse research streams, the network showing
the communities was selected for the sake of clarity.
These communities are separated by structural holes
but bridged by ‘boundary-spanning’ (Nerur ef al.
2008) members (e.g. Barney, Eisenhardt, Hambrick,
Hitt, Kogut, March, Pffefer, Williamson).

Theories and their basic assumptions

In accordance with the historical evolution of the
strategy domain, an analysis of the intellectual struc-
ture of the strategy field reveals the multidisciplinary
roots of the strategic management field. Numerous
theories have been used, many of which were born
within the strategic management field, while other
theories were borrowed from other disciplines (Ken-
worthy and Verbeke 2015). Although a co-citation
analysis reveals the use of a large number of theories,
not all have the same degree of popularity (see Table
Al in the Appendix for a comprehensive list). Ken-
worthy and Verbeke (2015, p. 181) recently identified
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Figure 1. The intellectual structure of the strategy field [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

194 theories in strategic management but found that
‘only ten theories were tested more than ten times’.

As shown in Table 3, some theories are more pop-
ular and are used by different communities. The co-
citation network yields evidence of two types of the-
ories (for more details on the interpretation of the
co-citation network, see Table Al in the Appendix).
First, ‘exogenous theoretical influences’ (Nerur et al.
2008) from organization economics are commonly
used as conceptual apparatuses to build frameworks
and to test particular hypotheses (e.g. agency theory,
transaction cost economics, population ecology, in-
stitutional theory and resource dependence theory).
Second, endogenous theories were developed within
the strategic management field, such as the SCP
framework (10), RBV, KBV, DCV, the competitive
dynamics approach and the strategy process stream
of research.

The above-listed theories coincide with the theo-
ries pointed out by previous review studies as the

most relevant in strategic management (Furrer ef al.
2008; Kenworthy and Verbeke 2015; Nerur et al.
2008; Ramos-Rodriguez and Ruiz-Navarro 2004).
However, understanding the manner in which re-
searchers construct the ‘world of strategy’ based on
the different assumptions that they attach to their
strategic realities (Rasche 2008, p. 3) is a neces-
sary step in the identification of paradigms. Accord-
ingly, Table 3 summarizes the basic assumptions in-
cluded in the ‘Kuhnian’ model problem of the above-
identified approaches to strategy (Tables A2 and A3
in the Appendix offer an in-depth look at the basic as-
sumptions that underlie the endogenous approaches).

Meta-paradigms and their assumptions

Until the publication of the foundational studies by
Ansoff (1965), Chandler (1962) and Learned et al.
(1965), strategy was characterized by pragmatic real-
ism over abstraction, and normative generalizations
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